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PRE-GREECE 
 

Corporal Eric Kay, Royal Air Force, 221 AMES MRU 
 

Time to go 
 
From February 1940 onwards the British military presence in Egypt and Palestine had been steadily 
increasing, partly to prepare for the opening of a second front outside a capitulating Europe, partly to 
protect and secure the Suez Canal and the Middle Eastern oilfields.  Army and Royal Air Force personnel 
were shipped out on commandeered passenger liners and converted troopships.  The Mediterranean was 
considered much too risky a prospect so the vessels had to sail in ‘fast convoys’ down into the South 
Atlantic, round the Cape of Good Hope and north via the Gulf of Arabia and the Red Sea to the southern 
end of the Suez Canal.  They would put in to a couple of South African ports along the way and finally 
disembark at Port Suez to continue to their destinations by land. 
 

Out to Egypt 
 
Eric sailed from Liverpool in early September 1940 on the Union Castle liner RMMV Athlone Castle, a 
Royal Mail ship on the pre-war Cape Town to London service.  All the civilian first class delights were left 
intact - bars, dining rooms, swimming pools, gourmet galleys etc.  It must have been three or four weeks 
of luxury indulgence cruising before the cruel realities of war. 
 

 
 

Royal Mail Motor Vessel Athlone Castle, built by Harland & Wolff for the 
Union Castle South Africa service, launched 1935 - scrapped 1965 

 
“Soon after the Second World War broke out the Athlone Castle, like many ocean liners, was requisitioned 
by the British Government for service as troopships. In 1940 she was the commodore ship of a Union-
Castle convoy made up of the Arundel Castle, Windsor Castle, Winchester Castle, Durban Castle and the 
Cape Town Castle to carry South African troops to Suez following the outbreak of fighting in North Africa.” 
 
Recorded in Eric’s photographs, there was a traditional “Crossing the Line Ceremony” on the way south.  
Athlone Castle was clearly in company with at least two other similar liners converted to troopships on 
Eric’s voyage.  This could therefore have been taken on the run referred to above on the final leg north 
from Cape Town). 
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The photographs are arranged in a chronological and geographical sequence based where possible on 
Eric’s very brief notes scribbled on the backs of a few of them in pencil (highlighted verbatim below in red 
type font) plus a little (dangerous?) knowledge of the typical progress of events.  Some are definites, 
some are probables, some are possibles and some are totally unknown, therefore best guesses.  They 
illustrate the general gist of the story well familiar to many Veterans of these times and places. 
 

   
 
         ‘Crossing the Line’ on Athlone Castle       In convoy company with at least two 
      (Sep 1940)          other similar troopship conversions 
 

    
 
        ''Disembarking 1940 Athlone Castle   This appears to be ‘the desert’, possibly on the way 
              Port Suez Egypt''        north from Port Suez to Alexandria, or maybe 
               somewhere in Egypt that he was deployed 
         before or after being transferred across to Greece 
         

   
 
    Eric’s indistinct annotation possibly says                  “Embarking at Alex” 
     “Nile English Bridge” - cannot identify it          (to sail for Greece, vessel unknown - it is not 
        (maybe Cairo or Alex or elsewhere -          SS Nieuw Zeeland which Eric’s comrade Ken 
 maybe before or after Greece)           Hardman claims they sailed on - perhaps there 
       were more than one loading at the dock 
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 Extract from official Air Ministry history 
(AP 1063 Volume 4 “Radar in Raid Reporting” pp163-164) 
 

“War Cabinet's Concern over Greece 
 
On 1 November 1940 the Secretary of State for Air, who was visiting the Middle East at that time, 
sent a signal to the Prime Minister emphasising the imperative need for reinforcement in that 
area. The Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Headquarters, Middle East, had informed the 
Secretary of State for Air that, in the event of serious military operations developing, the Royal Air 
Force was not in a position to give the Army any really effective help. Although up to that time the 
Italian bombing had been singularly ineffective, there was a real danger of heavy attacks 
becoming imminent over the crowded cities. The Secretary of State for Air paid tribute to the 
brilliant tactical skill of the small groups of Fighters and Bombers in operations against the 
Italians, but pointed out that the weakness of the Royal Air Force in the Middle East would 
become a major issue which might have the gravest consequence. 
 
Between October and November 1940 the defence of the Middle East became a subject for 
discussion at several meetings of the War Cabinet Defence Committee, particularly with regard to 
affording assistance to Greece. On 17 October 1940 the Committee requested the Air Staff to 
review the position of R.D.F. (Radio Direction Finding) in the Middle East and on 5 November 
1940 a report was approved containing proposals for establishing a fleet refuelling base in Suda 
Bay and advanced landing grounds elsewhere in Crete. A scale of reinforcements needed to 
carry out this scheme was outlined, and included R.D.F. equipment.  On 6 November 1940 the Air 
Staff were again invited to examine the possibilities of providing R.D.F. equipment for Crete at the 
earliest possible moment. Although extremely short of supplies, Headquarters Middle East, was 
preparing a plan for operating R.D.F. at Athens and in Crete, using sets now existing in the Middle 
East plus those which it was hoped would be sent in the Greek reinforcements convoy if space in 
the ships could be made available. 

 
Practical Aid for Greece from Headquarters, Middle East 
 
A siting party was sent immediately to Greece and Crete and instructions were issued to divert 
M.R.U. No. 221, which had arrived by this time for installation at Khartoum.  Reinforcements in 
the shape of a Hurricane Squadron, two Wellington Squadrons and two Mobile R.D.F. Units were 
promised by Air Ministry as replacements for any forces sent to Greece from the Middle East. In 
the light of future developments, the reinforcements thus allocated seem somewhat inadequate, 
but it must be remembered that our industrial effort at home had by no means reached its peak 
and there were many demands on the small amount of equipment and transport available. 
 
Development of a Small Portable R.D.F. Set in the Middle East 
 
The Mobile Radio Units (M.R.U.s) were mobile only in the sense that they could be moved from 
one site to another on their appropriate motor transport. The degree of mobility of such stations 
during a campaign was really insufficient, as they took some four days to erect. In addition, on 
difficult terrain such as the mountainous regions in Greece and Crete, where the roads were 
particularly bad, many suitable sites were inaccessible to the heavy motor transport of these 
M.R.U.s. Finally, when a suitable site had been selected and the M.R.U. was set up there, no 
cover was given against low-flying enemy aircraft.” 

 
Change of Plan 

 
So it looks as if Eric’s unit 221 AMES was originally destined for the defence of Khartoum, Sudan, 
(although he may not have known this on departure from Liverpool).  Along with tens of thousands of men 
and machines he was soon diverted away from the North Africa campaign to another one in Greece. 
 
It is known that Eric spent some time in the Nile Delta region both before and after his trip to Greece.  
Later he was engaged in active operations in the Western Desert, after a suitable period of rest and 
recuperation and the re-formation of his unit.  The only photographs that can be identified with certainty as 
being prior to going to Greece are those showing the airfield and transit camp at RAF Helwan, which are 
dated as 1940. 
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           RAF Helwan, just south of Cairo           “RAF Helwan being bombed” 
                 (by the Italian Air Force, probably Oct 1940) 
 
 

     
 
           Great Pyramid of Cheops at Giza . . .                      . . . and the Sphinx  
 

       
 
         One of the locals . . .        . . .  and two of the team (in the shade) 
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221 AMES versus the Italian Air Force 
 
From Ken Hardman’s account: - “The Unit left Helwan on 13 November 1940 for Alexandria.  From there 
they went on HMS NIEUW ZEELAND to Piraeus, the port of Athens in Greece, arriving there on 17 
November 1940.  The equipment for 221 MRU was then collected from the docks and moved to a nearby 
school building where they stayed briefly.”  

 

 
 

SS Nieuw Zeeland, KPM Line, Rotterdam - Australia, converted to RN Troopship 
in 1940 and re-designated ‘HMS’ 

 

   
 

        “Crossing to Greece, 1940”          Some hands on deck - it looks like 
     (possibly in company with her       meal time 
       sister ship SS New Holland”) 
 
 


