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PRE-GREECE 
 

Petty Officer* John Rose, Royal Navy 

 

I left school in 1939 when I was 17 years of age. War broke out within a few weeks and I soon joined the 

Civil Defence as an Air Raid Warden. This meant being on duty at the post for two evenings a week. I 

think about five lots of bombs were dropped in our area whilst I was a warden; houses were damaged but 

there were no serious casualties, I’m glad to say. 

 

I was called up for my medical in 1941 and requested to join the Royal Navy. Having been accepted early 

in 1942 I joined HMS Glendower, previously a Butlins Holiday Camp at Pwllheli in North Wales. Before 

that I had been not much further than Brighton. 

 

In Glendower sailors were mostly trained to become gunners to serve in Defensively Equipped Merchant 

Ships (D.E.M.S). Fortunately as I was fairly well educated I was chosen to be trained as a Radio and 

Radar Mechanic, a new branch in the navy dealing, at that time, with the very secretive radar. 

Whilst awaiting a training course, I was sent to Chatham Barracks where, as I could play the tenor 

saxophone, I joined the Seaman’s Band. It was an interesting experience, playing and marching at the 

same time. During my time with the band we did a march through London and played the National 

Anthem and other marches before King George VI when he inspected Chatham Barracks. One of the 

advantages was that we could have leave every night instead of every other night, although we had to be 

back fairly early for morning parade and colours. 

 

Finally I was allocated to a course lasting nearly twelve months, starting at Manchester University where 

we were in private digs, and then to the Isle of Man, finally passing out at HMS Mercury a training 

establishment near Petersfield. 

 

From Portsmouth Barracks, strangely enough I was sent back to D.E.M.S. and reported to the Liver 

Buildings in Liverpool where I was kitted up with both tropical and arctic gear and an extra special life 

jacket. It was never certain where a convoy might be sent. 

 

I finally landed up at Cardiff Docks where the Empire Gale was waiting. It was a merchant ship known as 

a C.A.M. (Catapult Armed Merchant) ship, with a Hurricane plane on board, which could be shot off by a 

rocket propelled trolley along a runway about the length of a cricket pitch. The ship sailed at the leading 

outside edge of the convoy and if the convoy were attacked by air, its plane would be shot off to be guided 

by radar. The pilot of course could not land back on the ship but, if near enough would make for the 

nearest friendly land, or otherwise be forced to ditch in the sea with the hope of being picked up. 

Besides the Merchant Seamen we had the RN Radar Crew and Army Gunners and in order to come 

within the command of the Merchant Navy Captain we all signed articles for 6d a day (2.5p) 

We finally arrived safely at the North African Port of Algiers, where the cargo was unloaded. It was 

surprising the amount that could be carried. After that we set off for a Spanish North African Port where 

we changed into civvy clothes and the ship was loaded with iron ore; not a very nice cargo as it is a dead 

weight and if holed the ship would sink very quickly. 

 
On the way back to the UK the convoy was attacked by air and our Hurricane was launched successfully 
and I believe the RAF pilot landed safely in Gibraltar. We finally reached Tyne Docks near South Shields 
where by this time the Navy had several small aircraft carriers and no longer needed the CAM ships. 
 
*His probable rate during the Greek Campaign 
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Hurricane on CAM Ship catapult 


