
T/10703972 Driver Robert Byers 
 

Robert was born in Green Farm, Eday on 27th November 1922, 
the third son of George Byers and Jane Byers (née Shearer).  
Robert worked on the family farm after completed his schooling.  
He was called up under the provisions of the National Service 
(Armed Forces) Act, 1939 and was deemed to have enlisted in the 
Territorial Army on 14th May 1942.  Robert’s army medical 
classified him Grade II B1 and he travelled to Staveley, near 
Chesterfield in Derbyshire, to join “A” Company of No. 7 
Training Battalion of the Royal Army Service Corps (RASC). 
 
The RASC was responsible for supplying the British Army in the 
field in the two World Wars.  The RASC started World War 2 
almost entirely mechanised and required many thousand drivers 
to meet commitments in that wide-ranging conflict.  When Robert 

had completed his driver training and also basic infantry training, he was posted on 23rd July to 
join 488 General Transport Company, RASC in Rochdale, Lancashire.  After a week’s leave in 
August, Robert trained as an ambulance driver.  He joined 8 Motor Ambulance Convoy, a Royal 
Army Medical Corps unit with RASC drivers, at Cannington, Somerset on the 31st.  When he was 
granted agricultural leave from 13th September to 10th October, Robert returned home to Orkney 
to help his family with the harvest. 
 
On 8th December Robert and 8 MAC proceeded to a port of embarkation to start service overseas, 
as part of British First Army in the North African Landings, called Operation “Torch”.  Robert 
travelled on the troopship Cameronia, which was hit by a German aerial torpedo on the 22nd with 
17 killed, but made it into dock at Bougie, Algeria.  On Christmas Day Robert boarded a Royal 
Navy ship to land at Bone next day.  The “Torch” landings succeeded against minimal resistance 
from the Vichy French in Morocco and Algeria, but the Germans heavily reinforced Tunisia and 
were joined there by Rommel’s Afrika Korps, closely followed by the pursuing British Eighth 
Army.  The Allies had a difficult winter campaign against German and Italian troops in Tunisia.  
Although the Axis force was outnumbered, it had better tanks and anti-tank artillery, also usually 
enjoyed air superiority and much shorter supply lines to the front.  Robert must have found many 
wounded and sick to transport to hospital in his ambulance, before Axis resistance in the Tunis 
bridgehead finally collapsed in May 1943.  8 MAC had been designated 112 MAC on 7th April. 
 
112 MAC did not take part in the invasion of Sicily, but crossed the Mediterranean to join the 
Italian Campaign.  Robert probably drove a 3-ton Austin Ambulance again in Italy, but his unit 
may have switched to using American Dodge Ambulances, as they were more suitable for the 
often mountainous countryside there.  Robert also worked as a motor cycle despatch rider in the 
Italian Campaign, which was a long hard struggle in difficult terrain against a determined 
German enemy.  The two victorious Allied Armies, American Fifth and British Eighth, also 
contained troops from many other countries, including Canada, India, New Zealand, South 
Africa, Poland, France, Algeria, Morocco and Brazil.  Robert’s ambulance carried casualties of 
many of these nationalities, also Germans, Italian soldiers and civilians.   
 
Robert got home leave after the war ended, but returned to serve in Italy in various towns and 
cities, including Milan, also in Vienna in Austria.  He eventually received Python Leave back to 
the UK in September 1946, having served 3 years and 282 days overseas.  Robert served another 
six months in the RASC, before he was released to the Army Reserve on 1st April 1947.  Robert’s 
release notice testimonial stated: “A very good driver with a good all round knowledge of 
mechanical transport.  A reliable and hard working man, honest, sober and trustworthy.”  He 
was awarded the 1939/45, Africa (with 1st Army clasp) and Italy Stars and the War Medal.  
Robert returned home to Green Farm and Eday, where he married Jean Garson in 1950.  They 
had five children, two boys and three girls.  Robert and Jean sold Green in 1986 and retired to 
Kirkwall, where Robert died on 2nd December 1999 and is buried in St Olaf’s Cemetery. 


