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PRE-GREECE 
 

Sapper Ernie Carroll, Royal Engineers, 292 Army Field Company 
 

 
Ken Millington’s account: 
 
1 Early in September* 1940 we sailed from Liverpool for Egypt on the Liner BRITTANIC.  During the 
voyage I spent my 21st birthday sailing through the Red Sea with 9 pence in my pocket (Pay Day when 
we landed). This was on October 16th.  
 
2 On 22nd* we landed and were stationed at Alexandria.  When the fighting started our job was to 
lay water pipes through the desert as our troops moved forward.  The sandstorms were unbearable but 
our troops were successfully overpowering the Italians. 
 
3 Suddenly we were sent to Greece in late^ March 1941 sailing on the ULSTER PRINCE.” 
 
Archivist’s Notes: 
 
i *These dates coincide with a “Winston Special” Convoy AP3 wherein MV Britannic was 
designated the Commodore’s flagship.  Jack Dean’s sailing date must be erroneous (no convoys departed 
in July 1940). 
 
 ii  ^more likely early March. 

 
 

AP3 
  
 The principal reinforcement convoy which sailed from Liverpool 10.9.40 as follows: 
  

PRIVATE 11 
BRISBANE STAR 

21 
ATHLONE CASTLE 
(Vice Commodore) 

31 
BRITANNIC 

(Commodore) 
  

41 
CLAN MACARTHUR 

  

12 
IMPERIAL STAR 

22 
DURBAN CASTLE 

32 
DOMINION MONARCH 

  
  

42 
CLAN CAMPBELL 

  23 
HMS ULSTER PRINCE 

  

33 
GLAUCUS 

  

  

  
  
Arriving at Freetown 23.9 without CLAN CAMPBELL which fell out with defects 13.9 and proceeded 
independently thereafter, the convoy sailed on 27.9 leaving GLAUCUS behind, and arrived at Capetown 
4.10. At Capetown DURBAN CASTLE, still on liner service, remained behind while HMS ULSTER PRINCE 
and CLAN MACARTHUR were also detached as they could not make the desired convoy speed. The 
remaining ships sailed 6.10 and arrived at Suez 22.10.40. 
  
Escort was a strong one in view of the high personnel content, the destroyers HARVESTER, HAVELOCK, 
HIGHLANDER, HURRICANE, VOLUNTEER and WOLVERINE provided A/S cover until 12.9; the Armed 
Merchant Cruisers CILICIA and WOLFE provided the ocean escort to Freetown. From Freetown to 
Capetown the AMC CANTON, joined later by CARNARVON CASTLE, was the escort, from Capetown 
CANTON again escorted until 9.10 when relieved by CARTHAGE. In turn, the cruiser 
SHROPSHIRE relieved CARTHAGE on 15.10 until 20.10 when the cruiser CARLISLE and destroyers 
KANDAHAR and KINGSTON and the sloop FLAMINGO took over for the Red Sea escort. 

http://naval-history.net/xGM-Chrono-06CA-Shropshire.htm
http://naval-history.net/xGM-Chrono-06CL-Carlisle.htm
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MV Britannic in White Star livery 
 

 
 

HMT Britannic in the Suez Canal (albeit 1946) 
 

 
 

MV Ulster Prince 
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Prior to Greece, Ernie evidently spent some time supporting the fighting in the Western Desert, and 
participating in the successful battles against the Italians at Sidi Barrani (8th December 1940) and Beda 
Fomm (5th - 7th February 1941). 
 
From “The Wrath of the Gods”: 
 

 “It was a few days before Christmas.  In a bivouac in the Western Desert, a young sapper 

of 292 Army Field Company was celebrating his 21st birthday.  This was the day he became a 

man.  But he was not the first to come of age out here in the desert.  The men had done a lot of 

growing up these past few months.  They didn’t need a symbolic silver key to tell them they had 

made the grade. 

 Ernest Carroll’s thoughts turned to his parents, Tom and Mary, and his three sisters back 

in Burnley, Lancashire – a million miles away, it seemed.  He knew they would be thinking of 

him, as they undoubtedly had done every day since he had left home.  Like all the mothers and 

fathers of sons who were fighting in this war, he supposed. 

 In Civvy Street, Ernest was a plumber.  It’s all he had ever wanted to do - follow in his 

father’s footsteps.  Mother Mary had had ambitions for him.  She had been told that, with his flair 

for Maths, he could get a position for himself, escape from the working-class trap.  “Tha mun 

mek summat o’ thissen.”  She had taken him to the Town Hall to do their entrance examination, 

which would have allowed him to sit back behind a desk for the rest of his life, wearing a white 

collar.  He had cried all the way through it.  So that was that.  He had no regrets. 

 He was not really the Army type; he didn’t mind all the spit ‘n polish, but had hated the 

square-bashing (thank God that was over) and the fact that the whole hierarchy of the Army 

seemed to be composed of people who came from a world so vastly different from his own.  The 

work of the sappers was interesting, though; he could do it, no problem.  Out here in the desert 

they had a job to do and it was going well.  Nothing had prepared them though for the immensely 

flat, featureless terrain of the Western Desert, nor for the intense cold, which penetrated to the 

bone, especially just before dawn.  They had just received a consignment of leather jerkins that 

were a godsend; they would have to wear them inside out over their greatcoats for night-time 

manoeuvres so that the moonlight would not reflect off the shiny surface.  Then there was the 

khamaseen or sandstorm, that hit like an express train, blotting out the sun, with sand getting into 

every nook and cranny and driving you mad.  

Morale was high after the capture of Sidi Barrani.  Only the other day they had taken 

Sollum near the border with Libya.  Word was out that they would soon be crossing over into 

Libya itself.  Push the buggers back to where they came from.  Already they had been practising 

for their next assault.  A full-scale replica of the fortified town of Bardia had been reproduced in 

the desert sand behind British lines.  The town had a 17-mile perimeter of concrete posts with an 

anti-tank ditch and barbed wire fence further inside.  The engineers’ task would be to fill in the 

anti-tank ditch and blow a hole in the wire using bangalore torpedoes, twelve-foot long pipes 

filled with explosives.  Practice had shown that the ditch could be filled in thirty minutes.  Then 

the tanks would roll in.   

There had been pasta to eat that evening, some of the booty that had been found in the 

stores at Sidi Barrani.  The Italian prisoners had shown the cooks how to make a sauce from olive 

oil and cans of sieved tomatoes.  There had been cheese that the Italians had called ‘parmigiano’ 

to sprinkle on top.  None of the lads had ever tasted anything like that before, but had found it 

surprisingly good and a welcome change from bully beef.  There were rumours that lorry loads of 

beer and plum pudding were going to be brought in for Christmas, and they were all looking 

forward to some good cheer.  Steaming hot cups of tea were being passed round.   

 “Here you are, Ernie.  Get this down you.  It’s not what you expected for your twenty-

first birthday, but it’ll warm you up.” 

 “Cheers, lads.” 

 “Happy Birthday, Ernie.” 
 


