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Extract from RAF Air Defence Radar Museum Newsletter No 40, Aug 2004: - 
 
MEANDERINGS OF A MECHANIC FROM 1940 TO 1946 
By T K Hardman, Bexley, Kent 
 
I was one of the first to respond to a call from the BBC on 12 February 1940 to join the Royal Air Force as 
a Radio Mechanic, with the inducement that subject to passing a trade test a rank of leading aircraftman 
with a pay of 5 shillings and 6 pence a day would be awarded.  After square bashing at Morecombe I was 
drafted to No.1 Maintenance Unit at Kidbrooke, south-east London, where I was introduced to Radio-
location (and the need for secrecy).  The equipment for detecting the height of the ionosphere which was 
displayed at The Physical Society Exhibition in 1938 was missing in 1939 (or was it 1937 and 1938?).  At 
Kidbrooke the first radar I met was a GL (Gun Laying) set where the equipment was mounted in a 
revolving hut with the aerials mounted on the sides and top of the cabin.  I was also told of the existence 
of the ‘Home Chain’ and the need for secrecy.  We began our instruction on equipment called Mobile 
Chain Home which developed into the Transportable Radio Unit (TRU) which eventually became the 
Mobile Radar Unit (MRU) and was finally given an Air Ministry Experimental Station number (AMES to 
prevent the enemy knowing the unit's task). 

    

          RAF Ventnor Chain Home Station                     Operations Room 
 
There was also the Mobile Chain Home with fixed aerials on the towers (first at 70ft above ground level 
and later 105ft agl) and the goniometer method of direction finding.  I cannot forget that the 'Secret 
Document' describing the receiver quoted, "The operation of this circuit is rather obscure but . . .".  The 
author had found out that it worked but didn't quite know how. 
 
I well remember the Naval Silica valves used in the first transmitter we saw and after about a fortnight's 
tuition I joined a draft for a unit bound for the Faroes - the equipment and our personal kit was taken up to 
Scotland, but we did not follow!  We were eventually reunited with our kit some six weeks later and sent to 
Yatesbury for a crash course on the latest Mobile Radio Unit (MRU) ground equipment - the transmitter by 
this time had air cooled anode valves enabling the peak power to be raised to some 250kW and the 
receiver had a roller blind back.  We were destined to set up station in June 1940 at Prawle Point, across 
the water from Salcombe in South Devon.  This was to be one of a series of stations to extend the 
Chain westwards from Ventnor, I of W.  The speed of change was such in those days that our instruction 
on the type of receiver we took with us lasted all of five minutes.  This was because the receiver for 
Prawle was a later version of the one we had been instructed upon.  In the morning before departing from 
Yatesbury we mechanics were called together and the instructor said (or words to the effect), "You'll see 
that what was there is now there and what was there is now there - best of luck". 
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Incidentally, the first Chain Home Low (CHL) equipment at Prawle was one of the 'bicycle chain driven 
transmitter follower' system, but this was rapidly modified by adding a Yagi aerial on top of the receiver 
array, requiring only one turning array.  At Prawle in 1940 a gentleman 'set up shop' in a tent on site and 
from time to time requested "BEETLE" messages?  While I have been informed that this codeword 
referred to messages on the Army regional defence force network, many of the messages were of the 
nature of 'dots and dashes recurring'.  I have an idea that they were involved in detecting the German 
cross-beam navigation system, but have been unable to confirm this. 
 
At West Prawle we were billeted with local families who still used oil lamps.  You can imagine their 
thoughts when they saw a string of electricity poles making a beeline for our station. 
 
In September 1940 I was posted overseas.  When the radar units were being formed at Uxbridge I was 
originally selected for the one that became 220 AMES.  This finished up at Suda Bay in Crete and it is 
thought that only half of the personnel made it to Egypt after the evacuation of Crete.  However, 
somebody wanted to change postings and I went to 221 AMES via 221 TRU and MRU: such is fate! 

        

             Crossley MRU Control Vehicle                   Crossley 3-ton Aerial Mast transporter 
 
 

              

 
 

Typical AMES Type 9 MRU deployed (with fixed or rotatable aerial array) 
 

 



 3 

 
 

Typical early mobile detection system transmitter/receiver equipment rig 
 
I sailed from Liverpool on the ATHLONE CASTLE, around the Cape to Suez spending only 1½ days in 
Cape Town, surely the shortest stay of any convoy.   
 

 
 

RMMV Athlone Castle, built by Harland & Wolff for the South Africa mail service 
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“Airmen in tropical kit disembarking, Sep 1940”, almost certainly in Port Suez 
 
But I digress.  From Suez I was sent to RAF Heliopolis just outside Cairo (does anyone remember the 
"Helio Flyer"- the tram which ran from Heliopolis to Cairo) and from Heliopolis to a transit camp at Helwan, 
some 20 km south of Cairo, a former spa town that smelt of hydrogen sulphide i.e. rotten eggs.  I left 
there, with the Unit, on 13 November 1940 for Alexandria.  From here we went on HMS NIEUW 
ZEELANDT to Piraeus, the port of Athens in Greece, arriving there on 17 November 1940, one week 
short of my 22 birthday.   
 

 
 

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


