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The Journey of Trooper Francis Leonard Rea  

October 1941 ï March 1946  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

This is the story of my Grandfather and his journey in World War 2, based on the paperwork I received from 

the Army Personnel Centre (APC) in Glasgow, and a number of books, including the histories of the 10th   

Hussars and 1 Armoured Div.   It contains a number of educated (informed) guesses where the records are    

incomplete or illegible.  I have marked each section with an event recorded on his service record, with some 

explanatory description.  Any notes in italics are by way of historical background.   

20 October 1941 ï Attestation Taunton   

Frank Rea was attested into the British Army as a Voluntary Enlistee for the duration of hostilities willing to 

serve outside the United Kingdom with a Recruiting Officer, Major Edmund Sexton, in Taunton. He was 19 

years old and working as a Drivers Mate on an Excavator.  He passed a medical and was deemed fit to join 

the Royal Armoured Corps (RAC).  As a voluntary enlistee he would have had the opportunity to say where 

and how he wanted to serve rather than the lottery of compulsory enlistment where he could have been sent 

anywhere.  He may have selected the RAC as he had friends serving with them as there were RAC Regi-

ments from the west country such as the North Somerset Yeomanry and 44RTR.  Alternatively, the Recruit-

ing Officer may have suggested that his experience with an excavator, the RAC would be the place for him!   

11 December 1941 ï Posted 52 (Heavy) Training Regiment RAC, Allenby Barracks, Bovington   

52 Trg Regt RAC was one of 12 RAC Training units across the UK at that time, and was located in Allenby 

Barracks, Bovington in Dorset.  It conducted what we would call today Phase 1 Training (or Basic) ï drill, 

physical fitness and the theory and practice of working with Armoured Vehicles on an individual basis.  At 

that time, it was known as Primary Training.  
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By all accounts life at Bovington was hard, but not brutal, with few creature comforts.  The men lived in     

Nissan Huts (which were not well heated) in groups of 30 (as a Troop with a Training Officer and supporting 

NCOs), with the day starting at 0630, Breakfast at 0730, then kit inspections, drill or PT from 0830 and      

lectures or practical demonstrations after lunch; Initially in fixed training vehicles to gain familiarity, then   

driving under instruction around a square, then out on the training area with firing exercises at the range 5 

miles away at Lulworth Cove.  In the evening, after dinner, men would read up for the following lectures and 

cleaned their kit with lights out at 2200.  This was the routine Monday to Saturday lunchtime, with sports on 

Saturday afternoon, church parade Sunday morning and ñfreeò time Sunday afternoon.  Soldiers Under 

Training had limited opportunity to go off camp (the nearest village was 2 miles away) but there were basic 

facilities for them to use such as a library, writing room and NAAFI that served non-alcoholic refreshments.  

The aim was to turn civilians into soldiers and to determine whether they had an aptitude to be in the RAC, to 

influence how they would be employed.  This lasted approximately 10 weeks.   

Bovington has been completely redeveloped since the 1940s and is now a smaller site but it remains the 

home of the RAC and is where all Armoured Training occurs.   

24 February 1942 ï Posted 57 Training Regiment RAC, Swinton-Elles Barracks, Warminster   

Swinton-Elles Barracks had been opened in 1938 (named after the then Head of the RAC (General Swinton) 

and the Founder of the Royal Tank Corps (RTC) (General Elles) when the decision had been made to      

rename the RTC the RAC and expand it by mechanizing many of the County Yeomanry Regiments and 

some Territorial Infantry Battalions.  It was a purpose built site to train both officers and soldiers (separately 

and together) in large numbers.   

57 Trg Regt RAC conducted what we today would call Phase 2 or Trade Training to enable a solider to be 

posted to an Armoured Regiment in a specific role.  There would have been less drill and PT and more    

emphasis on all aspects of vehicle training under instruction, then as part of a crew in single vehicles,      

moving to Troop (3 Tanks) and Squadron (15+ Tanks) exercises.  Soldiers would have trained in many of the 

crew roles ï Driving (including map reading), Gunnery, Radio Operator and basic mechanics; the British  

system sought to give soldiers a range of skills that allowed the unit they were posted to decide where to fit 

them in.  German training was much more role specific from the outset.   I visit Warminster frequently and, 

although the site has been developed, you can still see the original guardroom behind which there is a Y 

junction.  To the left is the School of Infantry and to the right there are still the red brick vehicle maintenance 

buildings, hard standing to park vehicles on and the lecture theatre largely unchanged.   Keep following the 

road and it takes you up onto the Salisbury Plain training area ending at the abandoned village of Imber.   

The British Army move out of Warminster in 1943 and US Armoured units moved in to make use of the     

facilities and training areas.  They remained until 1945, when the British Army returned and it resumed its 

role as a training establishment.  The site was renamed the Land Warfare Centre, for advanced and        

specialist Infantry training in the 1970s with an Infantry Battalion (currently 2 Yorks) based down the road in 

a Demonstration and Experimentation role.  Since the late 1990s Warminster has been used for simulator 

and synthetic based Armoured Training with Tank and Armoured Infantry units at the Combined Arms     

Tactics Trainer (CATT).  In 2015 the site was renamed Waterloo Lines.  Warminster has also grown as a 

town and the housing as expanded out to the southern edge of the camp.  
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11 June 1942 ï Granted Weekend Privilege Pass (WPP)   

Trooper Rea obviously stayed out of trouble as he was granted a WPP towards the end of his training at 

Warminster.  This would have allowed him off camp for a weekend, from a Friday lunchtime to Sunday night.  

He would have been able to get a Great Western Railway train from Warminster to Bristol and thence to the 

West County.   

Trooper Rea passed out of 57 Trg Regt towards the end of June, with a full parade, as a Driver Operator 

(DO) Class III earning the princely sum of 3s 9d a day (possibly rising to a maximum of 5s 6d), less any    

deductions for food, damages etc. and any money he sent home.  As a DO he could drive any tracked      

vehicle and was competent to undertake other roles with the tank.   

1 July 1942 ï Posted 52 (Heavy) Training Regiment RAC, Allenby Barracks, Bovington   

Fighting had resumed in the North African Desert in late May 1942, and the British had been getting the 

worse of the tank battles.  As a result, there was an urgent need for replacement Tank Crews to be           

dispatched to make good losses.  Trooper Rea would have been posted to Bovington to form part of a draft 

of replacements (in groups of approximately 100 soldiers, NCOs and Officers) to be shipped to the Middle 

East.  Whilst at Bovington there would have been further training to hone and improve skills, attend briefings 

on the latest tactics, vehicle recognition et al.   

12 July 1942 ï Proceed to Port of Embarkation   

Trooper Rea (and others) left Bovington to a port (probably the Clyde) to board a ship to sail to the Middle 

East.  He was part of Draft Serial RWKOG.   

The journey would have mostly likely been on a converted merchant ship, out into the Atlantic, then heading 

south past Gibraltar, down the west coast of Africa, around the Cape of Good Hope, up the east coast of  

Africa and into the Red Sea heading to the southern end of the Suez Canal.  (The quicker route through the 

Mediterranean Sea was not possible due Italian and German airpower.)  This was on a fast convoy, taking 

approximately 8 weeks, so Trooper Rea is unlikely to have had the chance for any shore leave in South    

Africa that occurred with slower convoys.  While at sea there would have been little to do except sleep 

(probably in hammocks or on deck), play games such as ñHousey-Houseyò (Bingo), draughts, chess or Ludo, 

read and attend educational or practical lectures on the Desert.   

They landed at Port Tewfik (universally called Tuffick to arriving British soldiers) in the city of Suez at the 

southern end of the Suez Canal on 1 September 1942, he had arrived in the Middle East!  
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The Middle East and North Africa ï 1942 to 1944   

2 September 1942 ï Disembarked and moved to Middle East (ME) RAC Depot   

The RAC personnel disembarked and were moved (by train and lorry) to the Middle East RAC Depot at the 

town of El Ballah on the west bank of the Suez Canal, to the south of Alexandria.  At this time, he was 

classed as X4 or x(iv) unposted to a unit or awaiting posting.   

The RAC Depot was a holding and acclimatisation camp for all personnel or units arriving (or departing) the 

Middle East Theatre of Operations.  Here the arrivals would have been medically checked, issued desert 

clothes and equipment, been briefed on the particulars of desert warfare and (possibly) had the chance to 

operate a tank in the environment.  The men lived in small tents and whilst there was a NAAFI on site, as 

individual replacements they would not have been allowed off camp to visit Alexandria.  Individual             

Replacements would have been held here until called forward to join an RAC unit.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This picture shows black South African members of the RAC preparing a newly arrived tank at the ME Base 

Depot for delivery to a unit   
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14 September 1942 ï Posted to HQ 1AD (x(i) from x(iv))   

Trooper Rea would have been one of an unknown number of men now posted to HQ 1st Armoured Division 

(1AD) ï the Charging Rhinoôs - as a replacement.  The x(i) indicated that he was assessed as being fit for 

duty and had been taken on strength by a unit.  On the front page, top right, of the Service and Casualty 

Form there are three unit stamps, 52RTR and 57 RTR and then 10H (10 Hussars) who were part of 1AD, 

hence the assumption that is who he served with for the remainder of his time in the Army, less one short 

detachment. 

 

 

 

1AD had been in the Middle East since December 1941, and consisted of 2nd Armoured Brigade (2 Arm 

Bde) and a Support Group with Infantry and Artillery.  The British Armour had gotten the worst of the fighting 

in the desert in the summer of 1942, being pushed out of Libya, the loss of Tobruk and the retreat to the El 

Alamein line, and as a result the British had shuffled men, equipment and sub units around between       

Regiments and Brigades to try and maintain fighting power.  This resulted in many units being split up and 

scattered between other commands, men without vehicles being held back awaiting equipment or shipped to 

units who had more vehicles than men.  By the time fighting petered out along the El Alamein line in August, 

the morale of the Armoured Corps was low and units had lost their organisational structure and cohesion.    

On 13 August, Lt General Bernard Law Montgomery assumed command of the 8th Army and set about    

visiting as many units and formations as possible, to assess the situation and restore morale with his unique 

style of man management and charisma.  At an early stage he started to withdraw the armoured units to rest 

areas where they could be regrouped and ñtidied upò to absorb replacements and new equipment.  1AD 

moved to the town of Khatatba north of Cairo, with its Armoured Regiments following as they were relieved 

and released.   

2 Arm Bde consisted of three Armoured Regiments, The Queens Bays (Bays), 9th Lancers (9L) and the 10th 

Royal Hussars (Prince of Wales Own) (10H) (all of whom were pre-war regular army units) and a Motorised 

Infantry Battalion, the Yorkshire Dragoons (YD), a Yeomanry Regiment converted to infantry.  10H had been 

detached from the Brigade to the southern end of the El Alamein line with another Brigade, and were the last 

to arrive at Khatatba.  On 10th September the 10H handed over their remaining tanks to other units          

remaining at the front and the men were moved to Khatatba where they received some 50 replacement    

personnel (to make up for recent losses), the Commanding Officer having driven to the RAC Depot to collect 

them, and new tanks: American Shermanôs for A and C Squadrons (Sqn) and British Crusaders for B  

Squadron.   

From later events I believe that Trooper Rea was posted to C Sqn, most likely as a crew made up entirely of 

new men.   The British had learnt that breaking up existing crews or mixing old and new soldiers, unless   

absolutely necessary, damaged morale, so keeping soldiers who had been conscripted at a similar time, 

then trained and travelled together made sense.  Given the pressing need to maximise the British numerical     

superiority in tanks, it is very difficult to be imagine that a trained RAC Trooper would not have been sent to a 

front line posting.  
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At full strength, an Armoured Sqn was made up of 5 Troops, each with 3 tanks (with a crew of 4 or 5) led by 

a junior officer or Senior NCO.  Inside a tank everyone called each other by their first name, and quite     

probably within the Troop (except on formal occasions or inspections) except of the Troop Commander who 

would have been Mr (if he was an officer) or his rank if an NCO.  In addition, the Sqn Commander            

(OC ï a Major) and the 2nd In Command (2I/C ï a Captain) would have Tanks, giving a total strength of 17 

Tanks.  There was an HQ Squadron to run the Regiment, with support tanks and a Recce Troop and a ñBò 

Echelon with the lorries carrying the spare parts ammunition and food, along with mechanics and cooks to 

keep all the vehicles and crews going.    

  

A full strength Armoured Regiment had 32 Officers, 650 NCOs and Other Ranks, and over 150 vehicles.  

10H still retained a large percentage of pre-war Regular Army personnel, with many of the Troopers and 

Junior Officers being under 25, the NCOs in their late 20ôs or 30s, the Captains and Majors under 35.       

Perhaps the biggest difference inside the Regiment was between those who were pre-war professional and 

territorial soldiers, and saw themselves as cavalrymen (Corporal of Horse et al) and wore Field Service 

Caps, while the citizen soldiers conscripted for the duration of the war, who saw themselves as RAC Soldiers 

or Troopers, who could have gone to any RAC unit and wore the black beret associated with the Royal Tank 

Regiment.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sherman Tanks of 2Arm Bde (Bays) Egypt  

 

 

 

 

The weeks leading up to the Battle of El Alamein would have been filled with training, initially getting used to 

the Sherman (accompanied by US liaison officers), which had a different drive system and a bigger gun than 

British tanks.  Crews then have practiced driving in formation by day and night, finally tactical training to    

rehearse the planned attack.  On 3 October Lt General Montgomery visited to watch the Brigade training, 

and then gave a morale raising speech to each Regiment.  
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10H Soldiers posing on a Sherman  

As the date of the British attack drew near, 1AD moved forward at night, to the front line and then lay up   

under various camouflage measures during the day so the Germans didnôt realise they were there.   This 

would have been hard and uncomfortable for the crews who had to sit inside their hot airless tanks, or      

adjacent to them all day, only moving around after dark.  On the night of the attack, once it became dark they 

would have made sure their tank was fully fuelled, checked all the ammunition and taken on supplies of food 

and water before moving forward.   

23 October ï 4 November 1942 Battle of El Alamein   

The plan for the 8th Armyôs attack was for the infantry, supported by massed artillery to attack the German 

and Italian positions at night, to allow Engineers to clear lanes through the extensive mine fields through 

which the tanks could pass, to engage and defeat the German and Italian tanks.  2 Arm Bde were to attack 

in the north behind the Scottish Battalions of 51st (Highland) Infantry Division, with 10H in the lead.     

The attack started at 2200 on the 23rd, but the Infantry of 1 Gordons were held up by enemy resistance 

(German Soldiers had been moved into the area to bolster the Italians) and as a result work on clearing the 

minefields, that were denser than first anticipated, was slower than planned, delaying the creating and then 

widening of the planned lanes.  As the sun was coming up on the 24th 10H (and other Armoured units) found 

themselves strung out and vulnerable in columns unable to manoeuvre.  The 10H CO (Lt Colonel           

Archer-Slee) decided to push on regardless, with A and C Sqns making a dash for a defensive position (a 

low ridge) to join the infantry.  They made it without loss, but the remainder of 10H and other elements of the 

Brigade had to withdraw to their starting point.   

Partially hidden behind the ridge, the 10H tanks were hard, but not impossible, for the Germans guns to hit 

with artillery, anti-tank guns or their own tanks ï C Sqn lost 3 tanks.   
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The 75mm guns of the Shermanôs made it possible to keep the Germans and Italians at distance (1000+ 

yards) enabling infantry and engineers to secure the location. Attempts to move beyond the ridge exposed 

the British tanks to German fire, and this was when most losses and casualties occurred.  During lulls in the 

firing British tanks would move back to ñdead groundò where they couldnôt be seen by the Germans for the 

crews to dismount to stretch legs and brew tea or coffee before returning to the battle.  If they couldnôt      

dismount they would have eaten oatmeal biscuits or crackers with cheese, jam or much sought-after       

marmalade from Australia or South Africa   

As it became dark the remainder of 10H came forward and the crews received food and water and the tanks 

replenished with fuel and ammunition and any minor repairs made; it would have been a physically and  

emotionally draining day for Trooper Rea in his first day under enemy fire lasting almost 20 hours.  Crews 

who had been forced to abandon their tanks would have been evacuated and tanks that could be repaired 

and moved, taken back through the minefields.  10H remained in this position until the night of the 28th (C 

Sqn personnel handed their remaining 5 serviceable tanks to A Sqn on the 25th and were then evacuated) 

having destroyed over 70 Tanks or guns, when they were pulled back and replaced with another armoured 

unit.   

 There was now a short rest and 10H were issued new or repaired tanks (many that had hit mines were   

easily repaired) before preparing for a fresh attack early on 2 November (Operation SUPERCHARGE).  This 

attack took place further south and would be supported by New Zealand Infantry and 9 Arm Bde.  Although 

the Infantry seized their objectives, the armour was held up by minefields (real and suspected) and confusion 

caused by dust and smoke, so did not start to push on into open ground until daybreak.  However, the 

ground was overlooked by the Tel El Aqqaqir ridge that ran north to south and bristled with German guns.  9 

Arm Bde had 75% of its tanks destroyed or disabled.   

When 2 Arm Bde cleared the minefields, they began to methodically attack the German positions at long  

distance, tanks pulling back to take on additional ammunition numerous times during the day.  In the early 

afternoon, they beat off a major German armoured counter attack with heavy losses to the Germans that 

broke the back of the German armour and morale.  There were further infantry attacks on the night of the 3rd 

and then the 4th, but by then Rommel had realised the battle was lost and had decided to retreat.  On No-

vember 4, 2 Arm Bde crossed the Tel El Aqqaqir ridge and pushed westward against scattered opposition, 

capturing General Von Thoma, Rommelôs deputy, in his forward HQ trying to organise the defence.  The 

greatest risk came from poor communications with other advancing British units.  More than once the       

Nottinghamshire Yeomanry, in the adjacent Armoured Brigade, opened fire on 10H vehicles mistaking them 

for German.  Fortunately, no vehicles were hit or men injured and the only loss was of temper between the 

two units!  The following day the Brigade pushed on, now in pursuit again against scattered rear guards and 

hundreds of Italians seeking to surrender, having been abandoned by their German allies who had         

commandeered their vehicles.    

With the Battle of El Alamein won, 10H had suffered approx. 90 casualties, the 8th Army now pursued the 

beaten enemy, but was stymied by supply problems, heavy rain, sand storms and confusion as to who was 

in the lead: 2 Arm Bde went first to El Daba on the coast then inland to Bir Khalda cutting through the supply 

trains of the other Divisions.  Nevertheless, by 12th November 2 Arm Bde had crossed into Libya; the same 

day that Tobruk was recaptured.   By 15th November 1AD had reached the town of El Adem, south west of 

Tobruk, when it was decided that the Division would be ñparkedò to reduce the strain on supply system, while 

other units pushed on.   
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From Egypt to Tunisia   

1AD was now spread out in small camps on the coast road west of the port of Tobruk to minimise the impact 

of any air attacks, however sporadic given the RAFs dominance of the air.  10H were based at the small 

town of Timimi approximately 60 miles west of Tobruk which had previously by the location of Rommelôs 

Headquarters and a now abandoned hospital and airfield that was largely intact.  10H took full advantage of 

the German and Italian facilities, including what the previous occupants had left behind, as well as their own 

tents; German tents were particularly prized.  The weather was unseasonably poor with heavy rain and 

sandstorms, that would have required the vehicles to be checked frequently; two of the older Crusader tanks 

suffered so much water and sand damage that they were deemed beyond the unitôs repair and were sent 

back to Egypt.  When the sun did shine, the sea would have been pleasantly warm for bathing, a bonus for 

men so far from home.   

This was not a time of idleness for the 10H with various parades, PT, inspections, stores accounting duties 

(running errands etc) and sporting events.  Football pitches were laid out, and Divisional Football league    

established with games home and away:   

  Bays 1  -  10H 1    

  10H 2   - YD 5      

  10H 1   - 9L 0    

   Bde HQ 1 ï 10H 0      

  10H 4   - 12L 0 (12 Lancers were an Armoured Car equipped unit)   

With all the results recorded in the 10H War Diary for posterity!  There were also visits by Free French      

Colonial units who wanted to see what tanks could do, and reciprocated with a demonstration of infantry 

weapons, and the NZ Division who were looking to create their own Armoured Brigade.  On 26 November 

the   Division Commander, Major General Briggs visited with the Corps Commander, Major General Herbert 

Lumsden, who would be sacked by Montgomery a few days later and sent back to Britain, to be replaced by 

Major General Brian Horrocks who made his first visit in early December.  
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