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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

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

After a brief period of leave in Cairo, where he took in some of the seedier sights in that city’s 
narrow back streets which were out-of-bounds to soldiers, he returned to El Tahag before the 
regiment prepared to ship out. They relocated to a transit camp west of Alexandria, so many 
assumed they would soon be fighting in the Western Desert. However this was not the case. They 
boarded HMS Gloucester at the port of Alexandria and set sail north-westwards. The next day they 
docked at Piraeus harbour in Greece, unloaded, and set off along the coast road till they set up 
camp in woodlands. Clive was able to look around Athens, where he saw a procession of 
wounded Greek soldiers returning to great acclaim from their desperate defence of Albania 
against the Italians.  

 

HMS Gloucester 

      They then moved on, over snowy hills and mountains and down into the plains of Macedonia. 
As they moved Northwards, the Greek citizens lined the streets and threw flowers and bread into 
their trucks. On arrival near the front, they set up camp. Soon some of their light tanks, equipped 
with just machine guns, went into combat against the larger German Panzers. The obsolete British 
tanks had no chance. As the Germans advanced into Greece, the British began to retreat. They 
were continually dive bombed, and found they were defenceless against these aerial attacks. 
General Wavell, in charge of the Mediterranean campaign, was so busy fighting Rommel in North 
Africa he couldn’t send reinforcements to Greece. On the retreat Clive saw just one Blenheim 
bomber and two Hurricane fighters attempting to give them air support. He found there was a lot 
of confusion, and the troops often had to wait hidden in ditches while the officers worked out their 
next move. On one such occasion as he squatted in a ditch, a 15 cwt truck pulled up adjacent to 
him, and he overheard the conversation between a Brigadier and a fellow officer. The officers did 
not know where they were, and to cap it off, they had lost their map!  

      The retreat was hampered by the narrow roads being blocked with bombed trucks and dead 
mules. After several days the officers decided to regroup the vehicles in the column which had 
gotten spread out. Many tanks had already been lost to the dive bomb attacks, which hit several 
times a day. So they foolishly gathered all the vehicles together on a high plateau, and enemy dive 
bombers now had the pickings of easy targets. Clive and Captain Eden were kept very busy as 
stretcher bearers and medics. The wounded were told an ambulance would take them south away 
from the battle, but Clive doubted an ambulance could get into the area due to the terrain. 
Furthermore, he hadn’t seen a single ambulance during the whole campaign. The bombing 
continued, and Clive narrowly survived an attack when he was exposed to bombers while treating 
a wounded man in a truck.  
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      They soon found that if they hung off the edge of the plateau, they were fairly safe, as the 
Stuka pilots were not too keen to dive at the vertical cliff face. As one particular raid began, Clive 
and another trooper saw an unattended Bren gun, and the urge to shoot back overcame them. The 
trooper grabbed the gun, and Clive loaded it as a Stuka dived at them. It was headed straight at 
them, and Clive yelled “Fire!” One shot rang out and then the gun jammed. Clive yelled “Sod it!” 
and they dived over the edge of the cliff to take cover. The experience made Clive doubt his 
abilities as a fighting soldier. He wondered for years whether he had loaded the gun wrong. It 
wasn’t till after thirty years, by which time Clive was famous, that a chap approached him in a bar, 
and admitted he was the trooper. The man apologised and admitted that he had mistakenly set the 
Bren to single shot.  

      When night fell, they moved on again, heading south totally unopposed. They finally arrived 
back at Pireaus, and were assured that preparations had been made for their evacuation. The next 
morning while Clive was cleaning his rifle, he put a round up the spout and absent-mindedly fired 
it into the air. Hundreds of nerve-wrecked soldiers hit the deck, and he had to apologise all around 
for his mistake. What was left of the regiment were told to assemble on the beach, and the CO 
addressed them, saying that HQ had suggested that they would be tasked with escorting German 
PoWs to India. Clive and others were much relieved to hear this, and he fancied a nice, easy cruise 
to India. But the Major said “However, I told them that, after all you have been through recently at 
the hands of the Germans, I could not trust you to guard the enemy.” The CO had instead 
volunteered them to engage the enemy in a rear guard action. This decision was not a popular 
one. 

      They were given a .45 pistol each, plus a rifle and a bandolier of ammunition, and they set off 
from Athens to protect the southern shore of the Gulf of Corinth against a possible seaborne 
German landing. That night as Clive stood and watched across the water, he saw a constant 
stream of headlights motoring down the mountain roads. He thought the entire British army must 
have been retreating. In reality it was actually the German army advancing. While carrying out a 
reconnaissance patrol, Clive heard a tremendous explosion, and one of the ships in the harbour 
became a casualty to the conflict. 

      The next day they continued to move along the coast by lorry. They were continually forced to 
stop and run for cover away from the road when dive bombers attacked the convoy.  When a 
German armoured brigade was detected as heading their way, they dismounted and took up 
positions in the rocky hillside to attack it. After an anxious wait, the column arrived and the 
hillside rang out with a fusillade of shots. After a while Clive heard an order yelled to return to the 
lorry. The Captain laid out his plan, that they would set up a bren gun in the back of the lorry, and 
all lie flat except the bren gunner. They would drive to the main road where the Germans were 
coming from, make a sharp left with all guns blazing and high-tail it down to Kalamata where the 
Allied forces were being evacuated. 

       Unfortunately the bren was still halfway up the hill. When several of the other men ignored the 
Captain’s order to fetch the gun, Clive volunteered. Once he’d retrieved the weapon it was 
mounted on the truck. They piled in and took off. Then they stopped, turned around and retreated 
to where they’d come from. The Germans had now advanced so close that their madcap scheme 
of escape was foiled. 

      They took off down a track leading into the hills, but soon found it petered out. They decided to 
destroy the lorry. While others carried out this destructive act, Clive was posted as lookout. He 
ventured into the wood and climbed a tree to watch for advancing SS troops. Wondering how on 
earth he was going to cope when they did come, he was startled when a Maori soldier approached, 
armed to the teeth. The New Zealander was grinning from ear to ear and seemed to be enjoying 
the thrill of the situation. He gave Clive a Mills Bomb, and then went on his way to wreak havoc 
somewhere. 

      Clive was called back to the others, and found the men with three officers who were preparing 
to fight in the hills. As they were standing there, a red faced squadron commander ran past at the 
rate of knots and shouting that two-thirds of the men had been captured. So they took to the hills. 
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      Over the next few weeks they made their way over hills and gorges, into villages and snowy 
countryside. The intention was to make it to the coast, and somehow find a vessel to get them to 
Crete. Having started off with seventeen men, they picked up other stragglers and were soon up to 
a strength of forty or more, with three or four officers. On one occasion when they stopped to rest 
in a field, they later awoke to find that several of the men had had their rifles and pistols stolen by 
locals. Some villagers shared their own meagre food supplies and goat’s milk with the British 
troops. The men clubbed together and raised enough money to buy a mule and hire a guide. They 
loaded the mule with rifles, blankets and ammunition. This was fine for days until they were 
climbing a steep mountain path and the animal slipped. It fell over the side and all the men could 
do was watch horrified as it tumbled over and over, shedding it’s load as it went. It finally reached 
the bottom, and should have been dead, but this incredible mule got up and happily walked away 
into the scrubland, as if nothing had happened. 

      The days were extremely hot, and the nights bitterly cold. Water was extremely scarce. 
Eventually after three weeks of this mountainous trek, they finally glimpsed the sea. They could 
also see German patrols, and limited movement to night time. The guide, Peter the Greek, 
continued to lead them without fear. They found a cave with a six foot opening, which extended 15 
kilometres into the earth. They were told ancient Greek armies had used the cave as a hiding 
place, and this is what they did too. They hid for five days in the cave, only seeing daylight for one 
hour a day. Women from nearby villages risked all to bring them baskets of food.  

      They eventually emerged from the cave and headed for the sea. Once at the coast they settled 
into a rocky cove, and stayed there for several days right next to the beach. By now the men 
numbered around 70 strong. On one night while looking out across the sea, Clive saw the violent 
flashes of a naval battle taking place. It went on for hours and gave him some hope that at least 
someone was still resisting the Germans, as the Greeks had long capitulated. During the days he 
would spend time swimming in the sunshine, while they waited for the officers to make their next 
decision. A Major had set off in a captured dinghy towards Crete and vowed to send the navy to 
rescue them. But they waited in vain, hungry and thirsty.  

      Word got to them that Germans were patrolling the area, and while the others dispersed to 
hide in the hills, Clive was ordered to stay with a Sgt Edwards who couldn’t walk. He got this task 
due to his medical abilities. The Sgt had bumped his knee in a fall, and it was now so swollen he 
could not move it. Clive slept among the rocks nearby the Sgt, and awoke to machine gun fire and 
saw the German patrols approaching. The Sergeant told Clive to go, to leave him, so he made off 
inland as quickly as he could.  (Archivist’s Note:  In the circumstances it would seem likely that 
Sgt Edwards was found by the Germans and taken into captivity.  There are 2 such names on Ian 
Brown’s “Stalag 18A” website – Sgt Alan Edwards, sent to Work Party 789/L and Sgt W Victor 
Edwards, RAC, PoW 39253 sent to Work Party 11006/GW (see Fred Carne).  There was also a 
Veteran Member J or G Edwards in the 4th Hussars of whom nothing is known.) 

 As he clambered over the rocks two corporals joined him, and followed him. As the sound of 
gunfire faded behind them, Clive rounded a bend in the rock and came face to face with a German 
soldier, his finger nervously poised on the trigger of his rifle..... 

The young, nervous German soldier pointed a rifle at Clive, his finger on the trigger. Beyond him 
another Nazi soldier squatting behind a machine-gun, and several others with rifles. Clive half 
raised his arms in surrender. The two British corporals who had been following him did the same. 
For them, their war was now over. A German corporal advanced and took Clive’s pistol. Once he 
was disarmed, the young German soldier relaxed his aim. The German corporal then stripped the 
British soldiers of their belongings, although Clive was allowed to keep the photos of his parents 
from his gold locket. 

    The prisoners were interrogated by an interpreter as they made their way over the hills to the 
road. Clive was forced to carry the unloaded machine-gun on his shoulder. In his starving 
condition, it very nearly finished him off. They finally arrived at the German headquarters, a 
converted goat farm. Here Clive saw more Germans with mules, and more prisoners. The Nazi 
troops were quite civil, even sharing their cigarettes with the POWs There was no food or water for 
them though. He soon realised the guards paid little attention to them, so at 3:00am Clive 
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considered an escape. Just as he was about to make a move, two shots rang out, changing his 
mind. 

   The next day they were given water and biscuits, and loaded onto lorries. They drove for hours 
to the port of Argos. Here they were imprisoned in a dry dock, which was freezing at night and 
roasting hot in the day, and generally left to starve. Ten days later they were again put into lorries 
and taken to Corinth. Here they were imprisoned in old Greek barracks, now run by the SS. On 
arrival the barracks were full, and Clive had to sleep in a slit trench. The conditions were appalling, 
but he did meet up again with his old friend David Bradford, whom he’d joined the army with. Food 
that could be found was priceless in the camp, David gave away his gold engagement ring to 
some Palestinian prisoners in exchange for a quarter loaf of bread. He and Clive could make one 
mouthful last for ten minutes.  

   Soon they were on the move again, marching in the hot sun towards Athens. Here they boarded 
a train for Gravia, where they were once again forced to march on foot. By the end of the day the 
prisoners, most sick or wounded, had marched over 30 miles with little food or water. Next they 
were loaded onto another train, packed tightly into cattle trucks. This terrifyingly cramped journey 
ended at Salonika, where they stayed for a few days in an old army camp. Locals tried to throw 
them food, but were beaten by the guards for doing so, and men fought over the scraps from the 
camp kitchen. 
 

 

 


