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FOREWORD 
 

Lieutenant John-George* Atkinson, RASC & SOE 
 

Archivist’s Note:    *Conflicting forenames in various sources - John and/or George? 

 
From Mail Online,  

By LYDIA WILLGRESS FOR MAILONLINE 
PUBLISHED: 13:07, 17 February 2016 | UPDATED: 17:17, 17 February 2016 

 
“A former Royal Navy officer has embarked on a £50,000 mission to find a Second World War submarine 
after it sank 74 years ago with his uncle on board. 

Gavin Don is planning to use his life savings to search for the wreck in the Aegean Sea after spending five 
years desperately hunting for clues in relation to HMS Triumph's whereabouts. 

The 55-year-old believed he had narrowed the search down to a 27-mile track at the south of the Greek 
mainland - until he uncovered an intelligence disaster that had been buried by British authorities. 

Mr Don, who used to work as a warfare officer, now hopes to take his own boat to Greece to search a 
different area and will use sonar equipment in his bid to find the submarine, which disappeared in January 
1942.” 

       
 

Former Royal Navy officer Gavin Don, pictured (left) on his boat in America, has embarked on a £50,000 mission 
to find a Second World War submarine (HMS Triumph, right), which sank 74 years ago with his uncle on board 

 
 
 
From Gavin Don  ref research on HMS Triumph loss: 

“She was lost somewhere in the Aegean Sea in January 1942.  No-one knows her position.  Two years 
ago I thought I had narrowed her resting place down to somewhere on a narrow 27 mile long track, 
running northwest from Cape Sounio in Greece (the location of the famous temple of Poseidon) to 
Piraeus.  I’ve spent the past four years visiting Greece in search of a sheaf of official permissions to 
search for her with a sidescan sonar.  This article brings the story up to date so far.   
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On the introduction of our Defence Attache in Athens, Colonel Tony Morphet, I met Dr Angelli Simosi, who 
runs the underwater archaeology authority in Athens.  Greek law defines “archaeology” as anything older 
than 50 years (which makes me, and probably a few of the NR’s readers, archaeological relics), so 
Triumph lies firmly in her domain.  Dr Simosi’s permission is essential. 

At our first meeting Dr Simosi was sympathetic (if a little puzzled by this eccentric Scot in her office), but 
told me quite firmly that Triumph was not where I thought she was, but instead near an island called 
Antiparos, bang in the centre of the Aegean, and sixty miles in the opposite direction to Piraeus.  A stilted 
semi-bilingual discussion followed, in which it became clear that Greek naval historians were convinced 
that Triumph had been sunk following some events on Antiparos.  

I was nonplussed.  Nothing in any RN records, including the Confidential Staff History of the 
Mediterranean submarine campaign, made any reference to Antiparos.  What was this story, and where 
had it come from?  As it was clear that Dr Simosi was pretty reluctant to give me permission to search in 
the wrong place, I set out to chase the Antiparos story down to its roots.  It turned out that I had much to 
learn. 

At first I found myself at a dead end.  There were no references to Antiparos anywhere in any record or 
history (including Kew) other than Francis Jones’ book “Escape to Nowhere”, the memoir of a soldier’s 
journeys through Greece after escaping the surrender at Kalamata in April 1941.  Jones tells how, during 
his wanderings, he ended up in an Italian prison with 22 Australian escapers who had been captured at 
Antiparos, and who told him that they had been captured while waiting to be picked up by Triumph.  There 
were no details or dates in Jones’ book, and his report was in any case hearsay, so didn’t give me a very 
strong lead, but, my “Triumph” luck was in.  A chance meeting with a prominent Greek wreck-hunting 
diver[1] gave me a lead to Antiparos, in the form of a reference to a file at Kew with the rather intriguing 
name of “the Atkinson Grammatikakis affair”[2].  I made a date, and headed to Kew. 

Bullseye.  The Atkinson Grammatikakis file contained a sheaf of papers and signals about an intelligence 
disaster that was triggered on Antiparos in January 1942.  Space doesn’t allow me to go into the report in 
detail, but in outline the file amounted to a blazing row and back-covering war between SOE (tasked with 
sabotage and sedition) and MI9 (tasked with recovering escapers), over a man called George Atkinson (Lt 
RASC) who had been landed at Antiparos by Triumph on 30th December 1941, and then captured.  As will 
be seen shortly, Atkinson’s capture had acute and embarrassing consequences.” 

References: 

[1] Kostas Thoctarides, who discovered the wreck of Perseus, among many dozens of others. 

[2] HS5 /524 
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