MAJOR RICHARD SCAMANDER CLARKE, MBE,
MC AND BAR; ANOTHER 20th CENTURY WARRIOR
PAR EXCELLENCE

by Denis Wood

Richard Clarke, always known as Dickie in the Regiment, was born in Simla, India, on
the 15th July 1921. His father, Percy Scamander Clarke, worked on the Indian Railways
and became General Manager of the Jaipur State Railway.

At the age of 6, Dickie was sent to schools in England, at first to day schools where
he lodged with relatives until, at the age of 9, he went to boarding school, after Prep
School to Sherborne School in Dorset. Because of his diminutive size he was bullied
throughout his school life and learnt how to box at his weight to stop that. He was good
at other sports and played in his House Cricket XI and was a House Prefect and a
Sergeant in the School OTC.

Dickie Clarke left school at 19 to enlist on call up by the Army and joined the 4th
Field Training Regiment at Bulford, where he began boxing in which he was to keep up
in the Army until he was too old to carry on.

When volunteers for the Indian Army were called for, Dickie Clarke gave his name
and in January 1941 he sailed in HMT Highland Chieftain in convoy via the Cape of
Good Hope to Bombay, changing at Mombassa into HMT Windsor Castle. He went by
rail to the Royal Artillery OCTU at Deolali but applied for a transfer to infantry and
was sent on to the Officer Training School at Bangalore. On being gazetted to an
Emergency Commission in the 2nd King Edward VII’s Own Goorkhas (The Sirmoor
Rifles) in 1941 on the 19th September 1941 he was posted to the 3rd Battalion at Fort
Sandeman near Quetta in Baluchistan where, in 1942, he was appointed OC 3” Mortar
Platoon Commander, a job he loved.

The 3rd Battalion joined Brigadier Orde Wingate in the central India jungles to train
for the 1st Chindit Expedition. Dickie Clarke was delayed in rejoining the 3rd Battalion
by being admitted to 19 Casualty Clearing Station (CCS) at Imphal with a fever.

The best way to account for Dickie’s experiences of surviving on the 1st Chindit
Expedition is to quote verbatim from his memoirs as follows:

“WHAT I REMEMBER!!”
by Dicky Clarke

“The last message we got from Wingate before we abandoned our mules was ‘seek
freedom in the hills’. We were then in the foothills East of the Irrawaddy.

“About an hour after we left the mules we heard the Japs mortaring them thinking
we were there. We took Wingate’s advice as there was no alternative and we climbed
up higher and higher in an easterly direction. We rested on the top of a wooded ridge
and while we were there the Japs caught up with us but we had them pinned down on
the forward slope of the hill leading to the ridge we were on. I remember Vivian
Weatherall who commanded our Gurkha Company, A Company, of No. 1 Column move
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forward so that he could overlook the slope the Japs were on and empty his Tommy gun
into them swearing appropriately in Gurkhali as he did so.

“We knew it would not be long before Jap reinforcements arrived and decided we
had better not dawdle but try and cross a main road before we were cut off. So we
mounted our 3 inch mortar and fired off all our bombs on the slope the Japs were on
and then continued our march eastwards having radioed for fighter air support before
abandoning the set, the mortar and the mules that had carried them.

“We crossed the road safely which was a major road between two towns occupied
by the Japs and continued through mountainous country making for the Schwele river
which it was intended we would cross and make for China as we knew the Japs would
be waiting for us at every turn if we tried to turn the way we had come with both the
Irrawaddy and Chindwin rivers to recross before reaching home.

“We had our last supply drop a week or so ago and from now on we had to live off
the country and this we did by obtaining what we could from the villages we passed
through and, of course, the Burmese platoon was invaluable for this.

“We finally reached the Schwele river without encountering the Japs and we found
that the river was only about thirty yards wide but very fast flowing and impossible to
cross without help. So one or two good swimmers swam across with a line with the
intention of making a rope of rifle slings. At least, this was the idea but no sooner had they
crossed then the Japs arrived along the far bank and we had to abandon the idea. It was at
this time Vivian Weatherall was killed by a Jap machine gun from across the river.

“We now had no alternative but to face up the idea of making for China and started
on our return journey westwards.

“We reached the Irrawaddy almost intact but discovered the Japs had removed all
the boats to the West Bank of the river. A conference was held and it was decided to
form an escape party of a few selected officers and men so that at least someone could
get back to tell the tale. In the meantime two boats had been found which the villagers
had sunk in order to hide them from the Japs and that night most of the column and
Group headquarters who was with us were paddled across the river, nearly a mile wide,
in those two narrow boats which held about fifteen men each sitting jammed up behind
cach other. Luckily for us the Japs slept soundly that night but with the dawn they spotted
us and shot up the two boats with almost the last two boat loads, leaving only a few
behind on the East bank.

“So the Column was still not too depleted but not long after we had set off westwards
that morning we were well and truly ambushed resulting in the death of Lt. Colonel
Alexander, our Group Commander, Lieut. George de la Rue and others. Mortar bombs
exploded all amongst us and we just made our way westwards through it all as best we
could, visibility being very limited in that type of country. The walking wounded had to
keep up as best they could.

“We seemed to wade for days down chaungs with vertical sides and on finally
coming out into flatter country we would be ambushed and each time we got split into
smaller and smaller parties. It was a fight against time as lack of food was in the end
going to be the deciding factor. At one ambush site the Japs had posted a notice
describing how one could surrender and the remnants of the Commando Platoon almost
to a man did exactly that. Of course, the Gurkhas survived much better on no rations.
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“On nearing the Chindwin river a few water buffaloes were seen grazing in paddy fields
not far from a village on the river. It was decided to send a couple of Gurkhas to kill one
with a kukri as to shoot would have given us away. But to our horror a shot rang out and
one of the buffaloes bit the dust. It was now a question of out with the kukris and cut as
much of it up and away before being spotted. Hardly had we started than a few Burmese,
some armed with British .303 rifles, came out of the jungle into the clearing. We parleyed
with them to gain time and as we withdrew into the jungle again with some Gurkhas
still on the buffalo the Japs arrived and opened up on the kill with automatic weapons
and mortars.

“We made a detour through the jungle making for the river and lay up a few hundred
yards from it. We distributed the buffalo meat as best we could amongst us, eating it
raw with relish. Our party then comprised George Dunlop who was the Column
Commander, John Fowler and one or two other officers and about a dozen gurkhas. Japs
were seen patrolling the river along a track running parallel to it probably from the
village the buffaloes belonged to.

“There seemed nothing for it but to try and cross the river that night, but how? It
was decided that those who could swim should try and cross it and those who couldn’t
would have to be left. John Fowler couldn’t swim but he was given one of our water
wings to make the attempt.

“George Dunlop advised us not to wear our footwear but tie it round our necks which
I didn’t do. John Fowler got into difficulties a few yards out and one gallant officer
helped him back to the bank before swimming over himself. The river was about 500
yards wide and I was surprised how easily I floated. I reached the West Bank and found
I was near George Dunlop whose shoes had floated away with the current and for three
days the two of us walked westwards, George bare footed. We ate raw paddy we found
in deserted huts in the paddy fields. On the third day we came to a river running
westwards. We know the Indian traitor army was about in those parts so we had to be
careful and I was not in favour of walking along the track beside the river in case of
ambush, but in the end weariness prevailed and we decided to do so come what may.

“Suddenly we heard a shout from across the river ‘come over this way, Sir’. ‘Oh
well’ I said to George ‘at least we will get something to eat even if they are Japs’. George
waded across that river as if he had a new lease of life and I followed to be received not
by Japs but our own side, an Indian Army unit - Mahrattas, I think.”

“In December 1943 I received a cable from home congratulating me about something
but I had no idea what it was about until I received a wire from my father telling me
that I had received the MC! which was a pleasant surprise.”

After leave, Dickie rejoined the 3rd Battalion in Dehra Dun for its reorganisation
and retraining and in February 1944 the battalion joined the 23rd Indian Division in the
Arakan. They fought their way southwards. At the Battle of Tamandu on the 5th March
1945 Dickie Clarke commanded a company alongside another company commanded
by his friend Major Nick Neill whose Rifleman Bhanbhagta Gurung was awarded the
Victoria Cross.

After returning to India the 3rd Battalion took part in Operation Zipper, the invasion
of Malaya by sea but the war ended, the landing was unopposed and the battalion ended
up at Alor Star on the Thai border.
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The war over, the 2nd and 3rd Battalions of the 2nd Goorkhas were amalgamated at
Santa Cruz in March 1946 and the new 2nd Battalion moved to Dinapore in Bengal.
Having been selected to join the British Army, in March 1948 the 2nd Battalion moved
to Ipoh in Perak, Malaya. In June 1948 the Malayan Emergency began.

At the start of the Malayan Emergency, for which he received the General Service
Medal (GSM) 1918-62, Dickie Clarke was detached with some men of his ‘A’ Company
to become a section of No. 3 Group Ferret Force operating as guerrillas in North Malaya
from July to October 1949. For this he was mentioned in despatches2. He returned to
the 2nd Battalion as OC ‘A’ Company.

In Negri Sembilan he and his company, less one platoon, came across a large camp
with some 250 communist terrorists (CTs) in it. Despite the odds he led an immediate
attack on it and killed three CTs and wounded others of whom three died later. He was
wounded and evacuated to the BMH Singapore and later awarded a Bar to his MC3.

In April 1947 Dickie Clarke had been given a regular commission in The King’s
Shropshire Light Infantry (KSLI) and he now decided to join that Regiment and became
a training officer at their Depot at Copthorne Barracks in Shrewsbury. From there he
was posted as a reinforcement officer to the 1st Battalion The Durham Light Infantry in
Berlin for service in Korea. His life in Korea is best described by quoting verbatim his
own account of his part in the War which is as follows:

“WHAT I REMEMBER!”
by Major R S Clarke MBE, MC*, KSLI

“The officers of ‘D’ Company, 1 DLI, for Korea were Sean Kelly as officer
commanding, Peter Hayes, Robert McGregor-Oakford and George Hill as the platoon
commanders and myself as second-in-command.

“On arrive in Korea ‘D’ company was positioned on one of the forward hills facing
the Chinese on a similar line of hills across the valley. Warfare then consisted of both
sides patrolling no man’s land in the valley with occasional raids by one side or the other
on to positions opposite. Everyone was well dug in and although we relied on mines
and barbed wire to keep the enemy out they seemed to rely on being so well tunnelled
into their hills that even if you overran their position you would be lucky to find them
as was proved by one of our raiding parties later.

“Before a raid on our position their tactics were to shell the position they wished to
attack very heavily to blast a way through the wire and minefields and follow up closely
behind in waves, regardless of casualties; so we knew what to expect!

“On this particular day shortly after our arrival in the line, enemy artillery and mortar
fire was directed on us and early on in the day Sean Kelly was wounded and had to be
evacuated. As second-in-command I took over command and as the day wore on shelling
intensified. In the evening I had an ‘O’group and warned the platoon commanders that
all this shelling might be the prelude to one of their attacks on our position and if the
shelling suddenly intensified as it would in such an event they were to get their men out
of their hoochies, as our dug outs were called, and man the trenches so as not to be
caught like rats in a trap when the Chinese overran our position.

“Soon after they had returned to their platoons it started and one of our companies
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on a hill behind us had the spectacle of ‘D’ company disappearing in a cloud of dust and
smoke. Of course, the noise of exploding shells on our position can be imagined. I
thought this was it and was glad that I had, at least, told the platoon commanders to man
the trenches!

“Suddenly after about half an hour of intense bombardment it stopped as suddenly
as it had started. There was a dead calm. What could all this mean? On investigation I
discovered that we had suffered hardly a casualty and I have it on record that the Chinese
on the hill opposite were standing up and roaring with laughter. All they had done was
to take the mickey out of a green battalion they knew had just moved into line!!

“We went into reserve shortly after this with our tails high having survived a
devastating bombardment.

“T always wondered if the men really had moved out of their hoochies and manned
the trenches on the bombardment starting and I tackled the platoon commanders at the
battalion re-union forty years later about this and they each confirmed that they had!

“Another occasion I remember. I was told that I was to go and lie up behind the
enemy positions on the hills opposite to observe their positions from the rear. I wasn’t
sure at first whether they were just trying to get rid of me or what! However, I was
assured that I wouldn’t have been asked to do this unless there was a very good reason
or it. I was told I could choose anyone I liked from the company to go with me with the
radio. I chose Pte Smith, our company Clerk.

“As we were to lie up on a feature on the other side of the valley which appeared to
be unoccupied and had very little cover on it,
[ made as sure as possible that Pte Smith and
I would be difficult to spot on this feature
which we were to reach by night, lie up on by
day observing the enemy and return the next
night. So we tested ourselves out on the
company against a hill background until [ was
satisfied we couldn’t be seen. The codeword
for arriving in position was something like
‘Eagle Nest’ and I was assured I wouldn’t be
worried by our own artillery.

“After night fall we moved through the
minefield gap and down to the valley floor,
Pte Smith dogging my footsteps and then up
the other side on to the “baldy’ hill and as it
began to get light | made for a clump of
bushes into which we settled for the day with
a view of the rear of the enemy position on
the hill to our flank. All we could see was a
black hole in the rear of the hill which was a
tunnel entrance to their positions on the hill
above and occasionally we saw figures going
in and out of it. The only danger was from :
our own shelling when bits of shrapnel flew Major Dickie Clarke, MC, c. mid 1950s
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across and landed near us on our hill! Needless to say we got back safely the next night!

“Half way through our tour in Korea I was really got rid of, being posted to
Commonwealth Brigade Headquarters as Camp Commandant. I had an Australian
Defence Platoon and a platoon of ‘Gooks’, as Koreans were called, under my command.
How I found a snake on my desk one morning after having closed the men’s canteen for
two days for disciplinary reasons is another story. No doubt they were trying to get rid
of me too!!”

In January 1953 Dickie Clarke left Korea and served with 1 DLI in the Canal Zone,
for which, in retrospect, he received the clasp CANAL ZONE to his GSM 1918-62.
From 1954 to 1955 he was at the DLI depot at Brancepeth Castle in County Durham.
From May 1956 to November 1957 he spent eight months at RAF Akrotiri in Cyprus as
a Ground Liaison Officer (GLO) and was also doing the same job in Bahrain and
Khormaksa, Aden, for which he received the clasps CYPRUS and ARABIAN
PENINSULA to his GSM 1918-62. From 1958 to 1962 Dickie Clarke commanded ‘D’
Company 1 KSLI in Munster, Germany and from 1962 to 1965 he was Divisional
Officer Physical Training Officer (DOPT) at HQ 1st Division at Verden and from 1965
to December 1967 he was DOPT at HQ 17th Gurkha Division at Seremban, Malaya.
After two short-lived temporary jobs he became Staff Officer Physical Training Officer
(SOPT) at HQ Strategic Command, Salisbury, Wiltshire.

Dickie Clarke’s final Army appointment from January 1970 until his retirement in
1976 was as Families Officer 3rd Battalion The Light Infantry at Seaton Barracks,
Crownhill, Plymouth, and from 1971 in Minden, German. He was appointed MBE4 for
his services.

While stationed in Germany in 1964
in Bremen he became a Roman Catholic
and married Fraulein Edda von Zatorski
of Osterholz-Scharmbeck. They were to
have six daughters and two sons.

In 1976 Dickie Clarke became
Officer Commanding The Birmingham
Division of The  Corps of
Commissionaires and bought an eight-
bedroom house in Hagley Road. In 1986
he retired and thereafter worked on
voluntary jobs with Birmingham
Voluntary Service Council.

Dickie Clarke died of leukaemia on
30th November 2005 aged 84, full of
good faith and honours.
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NOTES:

1. London Gazette (LG) 16th December 1943. Citation for the Military Cross:

Operations in Burma. February - May. 1943. Lt. Clarke was an officer in No.1 Column 3/2nd G.R. He had
gone through the whole training with the Bde and was therefore thoroughly educated in principles of Long
Range Penetration. Following the death of his Company Commander in action on the Shweli on the 4th April.
Lt. Clarke took over command of his Gurkha Rifle Coy. In this responsible post he displayed determination,
courage and resource. He brought his coy. successfully across the Irrawaddy although he was attacked while
doing so. In skirmishes with the enemy on the way home he exerted himself to the utmost, exposing himself
with disregard for personal safety, to keep his men steady and united. Although the column was broken up by
the Japanese ambush in the MU Valley, thanks to the excellent work of Lt. Clarke and other officers the
majority crossed the Chindwin in organised armed parties, a few days later.

2. LG 8th April 1949,

3. LG 5th May 1950.

4. LG lst January 1977.

CAVALRY MEMORIAL PARADE 2024

by Gary Gibbs
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The Band of the Household Cavalry.
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