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PRE-GREECE 
 

Private Robert (‘Clive’) Dunn, 4th Queens Own Hussars, RAC 

 
In the Spring of 1940 Clive received his call up, and reported to the HQ of the 52nd Heavy Training 
Regiment at Wool Station, Dorset on May 2, 1940. Here he was trained to be a soldier and readied 
for service in the Royal Armoured Corps. During breaks in the training, Clive and his fellow 
recruits would climb through the barbed wire onto the beach and bask in the summer sun in tin 
hats, trunks and, if the siren sounded, gas masks. A nearby RAF station would dispatch Hurricane 
fighters overhead and they would watch them disappear over the horizon.  
 
      One day German bombers dropped incendiary bombs nearby, starting fires on the heathland, 
and Clive and his comrades were tasked with quelling the blazes. Suddenly an invasion alert was 
signalled and they found themselves dug into slit trenches in the middle of nowhere with four 
rounds of ammunition each for their rifles. As they awaited hoards of Nazi parachutists, a Lance-
Corporal arrived with jam sandwiches for the men. Someone asked him “How long have we got to 
stay here mate?” The L/Cpl replied “Till the Germans arrive and then you’ve got to shoot them.” 
Clive complained “We’ve only got four bullets each.” and the Corporal retorted “You’ve got more 
bullets than sandwiches. There’s a war on!” 
 
      Within minutes of this, half a squadron of Hurricanes roared over them and headed out to sea. 
Then they witnessed a most terrifying sight. Hundreds upon hundreds of German bombers in a 
deadly formation, accompanied by scores of enemy fighters. The Hurricanes got in amongst them 
and all hell broke loose. Clive described it as “the most exciting and unreal sight in the world - 
there seemed to be dogfights everywhere - planes were falling out of the sky - it was a hair-raising 
mixture of shrieking machines and vicious gunfire.” A number of parachutes descended, but they 
landed far enough away as to not disturb their viewing of the action. They cheered as a German 
bomber fell out of the sky and hit the ground with a huge explosion. Clive later read that the battle 
he witnessed was actually the main showdown of the Battle of Britain, and it was the action which 
inspired Prime Minister Winston Churchill to make his famous “Never in the field of human 
conflict” speech. 
 
      A few days later the men were being given a lecture on trench warfare. They stood on the 
regimental cricket pitch with rifles and fixed bayonets. As they received instruction on thrusting a 
bayonet up where a Gerry would not like it, Clive noticed a low flying plane coming directly 
towards them. He did a double take, and plainly saw a swastika on its tail. Clive alerted the 
sergeant that it was “one of theirs” and the sergeant’s war cry turned to a yelp of distress. He 
screamed “Break ranks!”, and the men ran for their lives. Clive reckons he broke three sprint 
records, his braces and a cubic foot of wind as he dived behind the wall of the firing range. The 
bomber dropped its stick of bombs directly onto the cricket pitch. One recruit was killed and 
another received shrapnel in the buttocks.  
 
      After finishing his training, Clive was posted to a crack cavalry unit, The 4th Queen’s Own 
Hussars in Market Harborough, East Anglia. The unit no longer had horses and was now equipped 
with light tanks. On the first morning he was told to drive a 15 hundred-weight truck full of patients 
with toothache to the dentist in Newmarket. He had never driven anything so large, so the journey 
proved exciting for all involved. After dropping the patients off, Clive was in a hurry to get some 
lunch, so he parked the truck in a paddock of horses. On return to where he thought he’d left it, all 
he found was horses. There are thousands of horses in that area, and one field looks very much 
like the next. His mind went blank, and all he could think of was the court-martial for losing a 
15cwt truck. He eventually returned to HQ after searching without success, where he was told by 
someone that the truck had been found and could they please have the keys back. The next day 
he was reassigned, to painting tanks. 
 
       Soon they were told that the 4th Hussars were being posted overseas, and the Colonel-in-
Chief, Winston Churchill, was to visit to see them off. A special demonstration of their shooting 
skills was put on for Churchill. The weapon was the .45 pistol. Although proficient with rifles and 
bren guns, most had never fired a pistol in their lives. Despite the men shooting from just fifteen 
yards from the targets, which resembled oversized dart boards, Churchill was subjected to a 
totally inept exhibition of missing. When it came to Clive’s turn to shoot, an embarrassed officer 
escorting the PM called forward a sergeant who was a crack shot instead. He hit the target’s outer 
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rim, delighting Churchill, who beamed “Well, at least he hit the target!”. The PM went away happily 
and Clive was spared the indignity of also missing the target in front of him.  
 
       The regiment was given leave before embarkation. Clive spent a night in London, which was 
by now in the grip of the Blitz. He witnessed for the first time the thousands sleeping in the 
underground and the searchlights lighting up the night sky in search of German bombers 
overhead. He went from here to Sheffield for a few days to see his parents Bobby and Connie, who 
were entertaining camps and factories in the industrial city. Then it was back to the regiment at 
Market Harborough. The 4th Hussars soon packed up and left for Liverpool, where they spent 
three nights under heavy bombing. In the early hours of the third morning they climbed the 
gangway without fanfare, and boarded the SS Orcades, which slipped quietly out of the docks 
towards the sea. 
 

  
 

SS Orcades was converted to troop ship duties and left Liverpool on 17 Nov 1940 as part of 
convoy WS4B.  They put in to Freetown 29 Nov–1 Dec and Durban 12 Dec-16 Dec, 

arriving at Port Suez 28 Dec 
 
      Clive enjoyed the three weeks on board, and soon got used to the rocking and rolling of the 
ocean. The convoy headed west across the Atlantic to within a few hundred miles of the USA, a 
course designed to fool the enemy, before doubling back. Apparently Lord Haw Haw, the Nazi’s 
radio propaganda man, announced to Britain that their ship had been sunk. Luckily this was just 
another of his nasty rumours. Clive spent hours watching their escort ships weave back and 
forward looking for U-boats. To keep the troops amused they were subjected to endless life boat 
drills, exercises on deck, and put on bren gun guard at night.  
 
      They docked for a stop-over at Durban, South Africa. Clive was pulled in a rickshaw through 
Durban by a Zulu, and was shocked to see signs everywhere segregating the blacks from the 
whites. Soon they were back at sea and making their way up to Egypt. On arrival, they unloaded all 
of their equipment and tanks and settled into a transit camp called El Tahag. Staying under 
canvas, they experienced all the displeasures of the desert, from raging dust storms to freezing 
nights on duty with the eerie howl of desert dogs in the distance.  
 
      Clive was instructed to carry out a familiar task, painting the tanks. This time they were to be a 
desert sand colour to suit their new surrounds. Once painted, they took the tanks into the desert 
on a battle exercise. Many trucks and troops got totally lost, and Clive began to wonder if he 
should have joined the Navy after all. Then out of the blue Clive was again instructed to repaint the 
tanks, back to their original olive green colour. This began many rumours about where they were 
going to next.  
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      A notice was posted with a list of names who were to be the first line of reinforcements. Clive’s 
name was on the list. He asked what it meant and was told that when the regiment goes into the 
front line, he would remain behind in reserve. He was most insulted. Drawing on his experience in 
the Ambulance Corps, he decided to volunteer to go in the first wave as a medical orderly. He was 
accepted, but was later to discover that he was the only man chosen as a stretcher bearer, which 
by the very nature of things, actually requires people in pairs. He spent several weeks in the 
medical tent learning from an experienced medic. The Medical Officer was Captain Eden, cousin to 
Anthony Eden. 


