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Mitch Paige: Forgotten Hero
By Tom Bartlett

baseball from the High Commissioner of the Philippine Islands,
Paul V. McNutt.
Who was the Marine hero on Guadalcanal who nearly
“We played the Army, and Navy teams of ships in Cavite,
singlehandedly stopped a large-scale Japanese attack?
Olongapo and Manila, Army teams in Manila and Corregidor,
Cradling a heavy machine gun in his arms, he then pursued
Clark Field and Filipino teams including colleges and
and drove the enemy back into the jungle. For his bravery he
professionals. We even played the American and National League
was commissioned a second lieutenant and awarded the Medal
All-Star team when it came to the Philippines. That long season,
of Honor. Too valuable to be sent home, he fought in the First
I had a 55 win and 17 loss record, but I still had to pull my share
Marine Division’s next campaign at Cape Gloucester. If you
of walking post when not playing baseball.
didn’t know that he was Platoon Sergeant Mitchell Paige, you’re
“Then, after a year and a half at Cavite, I was transferred to
not alone. He isn’t even mentioned in many historical accounts
Tientsin, China, to help guard American property as the Chinese
of the battle, including official ones.
and the Japanese were engaged in an all-out war. I was in the
machine-gun company, just checking in. I was emptying my
etired Marine Colonel Mitchell Paige and I met
two seabags and as I dumped one, a 16-pound cannonball
in his hotel room at the Washington Hilton
came rolling out, thumping on the wooden deck of
to recount some of the incidents of 50
the barracks, and it began rolling down the aisle
years ago. He was in the nation’s capital to
of the squad bay. Eight of us enlisted men in
participate in the 1stMarDiv’s 45th annual
Cavite lived in an old Spanish fort which
reunion. Col Paige is an original member
still had pyramids of cannonballs used
of the Division, which was formed in
against Dewey in the Spanish-American
Cuba on Feb. 1, 1941. He is also a
War. My Marine buddies planted one
past president of the First Marine
of the cannonballs in my seabag and
Division Association.
I lugged it all the way to China.
“I made up my mind 35 or 40
Today that same cannonball is in a
years ago, that if I lived to see the
foot locker in my garage at home.
50th anniversary of the Battle of
“This pug-nosed, rugged Marine
Guadalcanal, that I was going to
with cauliflower ears retrieves the
tell some things that I know. I want
cannon ball and says, ‘Do you
to set the record straight. After all
fight? How much do you weigh?’
these years, nobody has asked me
“He says the Marines have a
to tell the whole story.”
smoker that night and the Marine
He dragged his briefcase closer
160-pounder was in sick bay unable
and began removing letters, copies
to box. The Marines didn’t want to
of official statements and citations.
forfeit the fight to the British, French,
Nodding in my direction, he asked,
Italian or Russian teams representing
“You ready?”
their concessions in Tientsin. So I get
He took off as only former machineinto the ring against this White Russian.
gun Platoon Sergeant Mitch Paige can do.
He looked rough and tough, but I was in
Born in Charleroi, Pa., on Aug. 31, 1918,
good shape and pretty solid.
CO
he enlisted in the Marine Corps after
“Fortunately, he didn’t know any more
graduating from high school. “It was 1936,
about boxing than I did. So we start and we
during the Depression, and everybody was Many Medal of Honor recipients were slug it out, and we bloody each other quick
poor. Jobs were hard to find. My mother sent back to the U.S. after receiving their ly, fighting three fast rounds. The fight ends
packed this lunch for me. She put some awards; Mitchell Paige, however, stayed in a draw, which made our troops happy,
sandwiches in a bag, some apples from our in the Pacific and fought at Cape Glou as we had just enough points to win the
backyard tree, and a piece of cake. And I cester, New Britain. He finally rotated smoker.”
took off, on foot. It was about 200 miles home in July 1944.
He rummaged through the briefcase and
to the Marine Corps Recruiting Station.
smiled as he passed a sheet of paper, dated
“And her parting words to me were, ‘Trust in God. Don’t try to
Dec. 21, 1939. The paper directed Private First Class Mitchell
figure out everything by yourself. Those Marine Corps sergeants
Paige to take charge of PFC Irving Buckland and two boxcars
will tell you what to do. Just trust in God.’ ”
and one flatcar of a train at East Station, Tientsin.
After graduating from recruit training, he had a brief tour with
“We were train guards,” he explained, “escorting government
Company H, 2d Battalion, 5th Marines at Quantico, Va., served
supplies to the American Embassy in Peking and to the Marine
in the battleship USS Wyoming (BB-32), and was ordered to the
Barracks, American Embassy. They locked me in the boxcar
Philippines. “I’d walk post at Cavite Navy Yard, four hours on
with a .45 pistol and a nightstick. That was the Peking Mukden
and eight hours off. And I played baseball on the Asiatic Fleet
Railroad. Terrible accommodations,” he said, smiling. “We sat
baseball team comprised of sailors and Marines. I was a pitcher
on whatever seemed soft or comfortable. I was in one car and
and often pitched both ends of a doubleheader. I received a gold
Buckland was in the other.
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