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HOLIDAY IN LEBANON

The leave starting date, 20th August was looming and I’d fixed a trip for us both by air to Cairo, at least. It was going from an airfield 160 miles away, however, at 9.00am. The CO was co-operative though, and we got away on the afternoon of the 19th. The only motor transport available was a 15cwt Dodge truck – a dreadfully uncomfortable and bumpy ride. I think our departure airfield was El Adem (not mentioned because of censorship, I fancy). Incidentally we were rarely able to use our Squadron airfield, as it was too small for most transport planes. On this occasion the promised airlift was in an Anson, but we couldn’t get the pilot to divert to Cyrene, though he could have got down OK with an Anson. After a night in the officers mess there, we were woken to be told that our Anson had acquired more freight and wouldn’t be able to take us, but they’d found us places on another aircraft leaving half an hour earlier.

A lucky swap for us as this aircraft had belonged at one time to some south European royalty and was really luxurious – seats more like armchairs. The pilot was going to Heliopolis, Cairo, too. It turned out that our Anson was shedding most of his freight at Helio and could take us on to Palestine. Then, that fell through as they found him extra freight. Luck was still with us, as someone knew of a Wellington bomber going to Lydda the next day with plenty of spare space, but not much luxury. Still, we were at Lydda by lunch time, and soon hitch-hiked a lift in a lorry – not only going to Haifa for the night but going on to Beirut the next day! He dropped us off at the officers mess at Haifa where I’d hoped to meet up again with Freddy Belsham, who’d been posted there from Cyrene in the spring. No such luck, he had gone down to Tel Aviv that day on a few days leave. So we had a leisurely evening dining and drinking in the mess to be refreshed for our early start in the morning.

Sure enough, our lorry was there to pick us up on the main road outside the unit, next morning. As we were heaving our bit of luggage into the back of the lorry, a Wing Commander in a staff car pulled up alongside and asked where we were heading and could he give us a more comfortable ride. He was going to Beirut, which was where we were heading! Actually we felt (or I did) a bit mean deserting our lorry driver, but Maddick was all for accepting and so we did; getting there much quicker, of course. He dropped us off at the transit centre there, who helped us with their phone to find a middle-priced (three-star) hotel and a taxi to take us there. It was on the hillside above the bay, a bit of a built-up area but with sea views from our bedroom. The weather was sunny and hot, and we were already deciding the holiday would be a seaside, bathing, type rather than a lot of sightseeing round ancient, but famous sites.

In the afternoon we made our way down to the British Forces beach and club. We were not too impressed. It was right in the town/city and the water looked a bit oily and the whole area rather tawdry. In the evening we went out for a meal and drinks, and met up with a couple of Squadron Leaders also there on leave. One of them, Sanderson, I already knew quite well – a nice chap. So we teamed up with them and arranged to go bathing next day. They’d already [image: image1.png]Grounds of American University
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written off the British spot and had promised to take us to the American University beach. It is a bit of a misnomer. The American bit is in recognition of American philanthropy, which set it up for Lebanese students. It was more a high school, or advanced college, set in a gorgeous spot on the edge of town on the hillside with access to their own beach. It had big grounds with gardens, trees and even grass. The sea for bathing was very clean and clear there – if any criticism was possible . . . it was a bit rocky and only a few small areas of sand, but they had arranged paths out to some of the rocks to turn them into natural diving boards. They also had canoe-like craft, but with their top boarded over, making them unsinkable. One sat on the flat deck, or stood on it, and propelled oneself with a longish paddle. Standing, it was difficult to keep one’s balance, but the ‘in’ thing to do. I did a lot of falling in before I got the hang of it. Maddick badly grazed his knee on a rock with his very first fall so gave it a miss thereafter. 
We had a snack lunch there, and plenty of cool draught beer – we wondered why we couldn’t get it often at Cyrene. After another swim, or two, Sanderson said he’d take us along for tea at the Bains Militaire, the old French Forces club, and still reserved for them and their families. But they weren’t too fussy about a few British officers sharing it. In fact military discipline was falling apart a bit among them, as many hated the Vichy regime back home. At the café there, we couldn’t get any of their afternoon teas, only a bottle of lemonade. The army staff serving, were all silly-drunk, and lots of the French kids and youths were racing around singing and waving flags and making lots of noise. Gradually we were able to make sense of it. News had come through at mid-day that the Allied Armies had just liberated Paris. Surprisingly it didn’t seem to raise much of a cheer among the civilian population, or we’d have known before we arrived at the Bains Militaire.

Incidentally, just before I left Cyrene, I’d heard from my sister that the tank her husband had been ‘commanding’ had received a direct hit in the breakout from the Normandy beachhead. He was being invalided back to England, but she’d received a message from him “don’t worry – not too serious”. But it was obviously worrying until they got more detail. At least Jim was out of the firing line for the time being, if one looked at it from that point of view.

The French troops there were understandably delighted with the Paris news. Most of them were longing to get back to their villages, homes, wives, kids and families. Since the collapse of France it had been very difficult to keep in touch. There was no proper means of exchanging news by letter. Even once we were co-operating in Lebanon and Syria, we’d no channels to pass their letters on to German- or Vichy-occupied France. The other French - civilians – had mostly made their own choice to live and work there, so were less affected. The French had been the mandatory power there for the past twenty or more years, but their Armed Forces were only short-term visitors in the ordinary way. Anyway it also explains why they had got the very best bit of local coast for the Bains Militaire. French presence was also noticeable in architectural style – many of their villas had their counter parts on the Riviera. They had established holiday villages up in the mountains behind where they fled in the heat of summer for the cooler air at 3-5,000 feet, at places like Aley and Dour-el-Chouier. Or the families went up there, and their husbands commuted daily by car. Up there, the hillside had been more or less terraced and the houses and gardens were often a picture, with trees and semi-tropical shrubs and flowers, jasmine, bougainvillaea, camellias, flame trees, oleanders and the like. You even needed a blanket on the bed up there in August.

The next morning we went along to the American University and had ice creams – the first I’d had since the days of showing José around Cairo, where Groppi’s was rightly famous for its ice creams among other delicacies. I wondered if they ever saw ice cream in England in those days of rationing. After lunch Sanderson wanted to have a siesta and Maddick wanted to go up into the hills to Aley. In the end neither of them did anything. I went down to the Bains Militaire again, this time with an Army Captain we’d met. I had a wonderful swim again, really getting the hang of the canoes (locally called pelousières) which I was now manoeuvring almost up to the standard of the locals. Then we met up with the others for drinks and dinner and I went off to bed at 9.30pm, and on holiday! The fact was that the hotel had moved me to a single bedroom the night before, as they’d wanted my double room. The new bed was infested with bed bugs and their bites were keeping me awake. In the end I took a couple of (well-shaken) blankets out to the balcony and ‘slept’ on the stone bench out there. In fact, I didn’t get much sleep at all, so I was making up for it. They had then moved me to a lovely room, but no longer that beautiful view of the sea and mountains.

We spent most of the next day at the Bains Militaire, though the sea didn’t seem to be doing much for the recovery of Maddick’s grazed knee (it didn’t look all that bad!). At 6.30pm a naval doctor gave us a lift back in his car and joined us for drinks and dinner. Afterwards they took us out to what he styled the best cabaret in town. It was in the open air, and pleasant for it. The torch singer was a bit revealing and had a bit of a clue about her type of act. But the rest were very third-rate. The trouble was there’s no entrance fee, the drinks etc. were at pretty normal prices, and so they couldn’t pay much for the artistes. Seemed odd, but maybe there was a shortage of talent even if they paid more for it. Anyway we didn’t stay all that late.

Next day we strolled in the shopping area looking for presents to buy for our loved ones back at home. Not a great choice, except at exorbitant prices. I got two pairs of silk stockings each for Deirdre and Joan – I could send them registered letter post, a pair at a time to be sure they got there, but I’d need to get the letters censored first! Just as the shops were shutting for siesta Maddick decided he wanted something he’d seen 20 minutes before. So we had to go down again after siesta. Even then he was a couple of hours before he was sure enough to buy it. Meanwhile I’d seen a white silk blouse hand-embroidered by local Armenian girls. A bit after the Hungarian style popular before the war. I bought it for Deirdre and a small one for my new niece, Gillian (Joan’s daughter). They’d both fit in registered envelopes, being made of silk. We had decided on a day excursion to Damascus in a couple of days, so decided to see if prices were more reasonable there before buying anything else.

On our last day in Beirut it was back to the Bains Militaire – really too hot to do anything else. First I’d walked to the RAF unit and got my registered letters censored and then on to the Army post office to send them off. We had a quiet and expensive evening meal and drinks at the French Club and then a fairly early bedtime. We had to be off at 8.30am, as we’d decided to do the round trip in the day, rather than have to find a hotel and be cluttered with luggage. It’s probably just less than 100 miles to Damascus and we’d only got a lift for the first 15. Two more lifts and then the final one into Damascus in style – in the back of a NAAFI beer lorry – and it still wasn’t mid-day. After a snack and a beer we went in search of the Souk, a Bazaar/Market. It didn’t take much finding, being almost a town within a town. Each trade seemed to have its own street, goldsmiths, silversmiths, leather, spices, scents, saddlery, cutlers, bakers, butchers, the lot. I got my sister a nice silver bracelet in lovely delicate filigree work. For Deirdre I got about a couple of metres of creamy brocade with interwoven gold thread, which I thought would make up into an evening coat – I hoped I was on the right track. Maddick, as usual, was dithering and in the end didn’t buy much. 
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The Souk was a really fascinating place for just sightseeing. It was supposed to be the largest in the Middle East, certainly bigger than Cairo. Years later I visited Istanbul, and it is certainly a close competitor. In each case most of the market was covered over. It was about 6.00pm before we tore ourselves away. A bit of abortive sightseeing and an early meal while we worried how to get back. The solution was right on our doorstep. There was a group of Polish girl cadets, some fifty of them with ages ranging from seven to seventeen, also eating there. We managed to scrounge seats on one of their two buses when we found Beirut was their destination. Somehow I was sitting next to the prettiest of the 17 year-olds. The snag was conversation. We each knew a bit of French, but it was hard work spinning it out over the three hours ride back. It was a pretty ride coming down to the sea from the top of the pass (about 6,000 feet). Dozens of little villages spread out among the trees, or tucked into folds in the hills, with their lights twinkling away, finishing with the blaze of lights of Beirut. There had once been some sort of blackout but they’d stopped enforcing it a few months earlier. It was 10.00pm when we got back.

We’d booked seats on the train to Haifa for 8.40am the next morning but we couldn’t get a taxi to take us to the station and missed the train. Back to hitchhiking, which had served us so well. We soon got started. We lost 45 minutes when we had to change trucks, and then a stop for a beer at the Lebanon/Palestine frontier. Even so we did the 120 miles in four hours, beating the train by ten minutes. I’d been hoping to see Freddie Belsham as I’d got hopes he could help with transport back to Cairo at the end of our leave. He was still down in Tel Aviv on leave, so they said.

We made for the officers club in Haifa to sort out somewhere to stay the night and then go on to Tel Aviv the next day. Sitting in the club having lunch a chap waved to me from the other side of the room and then came over. It was Leslie Heath. I’d first met him before the war in Norwich in the RAFVR unit, later down at Warrior Square in Hastings and lastly as one of the bunch of pilots on the aircraft carrier Furious. He was due to take off in a later batch than mine. Earlier I mentioned that, in Egypt, we heard that all but one of the Hurricanes got off the carrier safely. Now I learned that Heath was that very one. He said he must have tried to make height too quickly, lost speed, stalled and flipped into the sea from 400 feet. An accompanying destroyer had picked him up out of the sea – not particularly badly hurt in the circumstances, though in hospital for a few weeks. He was now stationed in Cairo, but had just married a WAAF and was up in Haifa on his honeymoon.

We were a bit late getting to Tel Aviv the following day, and couldn’t get in at any of the hotels, but were lucky to get a nice bed-sitting room in a house opposite the officers club. We couldn’t get meals there because of their rationing system, but the officers club suited admirably for meals. Or we could have set meals in restaurants, as those were outside the rationing system. We wasted the rest of the evening going to a lousy film.
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The next morning I met up with Freddie Belsham at his hotel. With him were two WAAF Sergeants from his unit in Haifa who were also on leave. We spent most of the day on the beach. Both girls were good to look at and to be with, and we had a very jolly time. Freddie had his own favourite, Phil. The other one, most inappropriately named Nell, seemed to settle for me rather than Maddick (not intellectual enough for him??!!). It was the last day of Freddie’s leave so he suggested something a bit special. It was a restaurant out in the bit of country between Tel Aviv and Jaffa (a sort of buffer zone between Jew and Arab). It was set in a big walled garden, mainly open-air tables under the trees with dimmish fairy lights, plus a tiled dance floor. The food and wine were excellent. The orchestra consisted of a grand piano and drums – an unlikely but very successful combination, keeping excellent time and rhythm for dancing. It helped me get back into things because I hadn’t done much dancing recently. It really was a lovely little spot. In between dances the pianist was playing very tuneful bits of classical music. It was so nice being in such a quiet open-air spot that we dragged ourselves away very reluctantly in the end. Maddick, incidentally, hadn’t joined us, as he had to be up early the next day. I saw Freddie off after breakfast the next day. Maddick had gone off already, to do a day’s sightseeing in Jerusalem. Freddie’s WAAF, Phil, had already gone off with a Wing-Commander friend. Nell wanted to go swimming (at Nataniya, I think it was) and would I like to join her. When we got there we bumped in to Phil and her Wing Commander (I expect Nell had guessed where Phil would go). To my surprise I knew the Wing Commander slightly from my Shaibah days. (By now I should have become used to meeting up with people I’d known elsewhere!) The sea there was much rougher and there were extremely strong currents among a rocky area, as I quickly found out. Nell had drifted out and was making no progress swimming back against the current. She kept her head and called to see if I could help her or get help. Having earned a life saving Bronze Medal years before, I felt qualified to help. Using No.1 exercise from the book, as Nell wasn’t panicking, we slowly made our way back to the shore. 
She’d swallowed rather a lot of sea water and she was lying on the sand trying to sort that out when there was a loud male shout for help. One chap (who couldn’t swim, it turned out) had strayed out of his depth and into the current. His pal who was a weak swimmer had managed to grab him but was losing his footing, and the battle. Lots of people looking on but no one doing anything (for fear of their own inadequacy, probably). So I rushed back in only to step from a foot of water around a rock to a fierce current out of my depth between the first rock and another one. Eventually I reached the couple – one looking green and helpless – his pal still clutching him but saying I’m all in, I’m all in! I knew I could not cope with both together and asked the “all-in” one if he thought he could cling on to a nearby rock if I took his pal. Luckily just as we were completing this manoeuvre, my Wing Commander turned up to help. He and Phil hadn’t even been aware of Nell’s adventures, and she’d gone and alerted them. Slowly the two of us made our way back with our body, stumbling around rocks and nearly losing him again. We landed him eventually, still breathing, and pumped some of the water out of him, while sending people off to see if they could locate a stretcher or other help. We’d forgotten the other chap on his rock until he suddenly appeared beside us. He’d got his second wind and made it back to the shore on his own somehow.

Eventually the Military Police turned up in a vehicle, with a stretcher, and took charge. I mentioned to the police corporal that one of the pair had gone to the other’s rescue, and even if hardly successful, his CO should be informed of his brave attempt. The corporal replied "His CO will know about it alright – they’ll both be up before him on a charge. They’re from the local convalescent camp, and the beach is out of bounds to everyone in there”.

That finished bathing for the day. Nell didn’t fancy another go, and the Wing Commander and I had both incurred a bit of damage to our feet and legs from the rocks. Maddick hadn’t come with us – he’d been to see the doctor as his already damaged knee had got another knock in Jerusalem the previous day and was playing up. He arrived back from the doctor’s with his knee heavily bandaged. My cut big toe was playing up a bit, too. We looked a good pair at the end of a holiday both hobbling around. It tickled my sense of humour more than Maddick’s! The two WAAF had had to leave late afternoon to return to Haifa at the end of their leave. I spent three hours of the late afternoon phoning around trying to find a plane going Cairo way – to go back by rail would make our schedule a bit tight as we’d nothing fixed for the Cairo-Alex-Cyrene section either. In the end I found our old Anson was going to Cairo next morning, and not much freight so far. So a quiet dinner à deux and early to bed.

This time the Anson didn’t let us down. It’s not a particularly fast job, or luxurious. It has a retractable undercarriage, but you have to wind it up manually – like putting clothes through a mangle for those old enough to remember. There seemed to be no chance of hitching a plane lift to Alex, but we thought we were on to one from Alex to Tobruk or Benghasi the next day. So we decided it had to be the tedious train journey again from Cairo to Alex (four hours or more). Maddick had phoned a friend in Alex who was going to reserve rooms for us at a hotel there – not easy in early September when much of Cairo was still there enjoying its rather cooler/fresher climate. When we eventually got to his unit there, he was out. They knew he’d managed to book us into a hotel, but didn’t know which one! Luckily the chap turned up in less than an hour, and the Piccadilly Hotel turned out to be most comfortable. The next day looked like being spare, as we seemed fixed for a flight the morning after.

As the HQ Personnel Section seemed to be operating in Alex instead of Cairo for the summer, I went along to see what information I could pick up. The chap I saw seemed very confident I’d be returned to the UK at the end of December when my four years was up. He also sounded pretty sure I was unlikely to be posted to the Far East in the likely future. He seemed to think the furthest away I might be sent would be as part of an “army of occupation” in Germany. He thought Germany would soon crack – our Normandy Forces were within 14 miles of Germany that day, in fact. All lovely news, if I could believe him.

As I was leaving I bumped into Pop Rolfe, a Flight Lieutenant I’d known at Fayid three years or so before. A lovely chap. I don’t know if he got his nickname because of shortage of hair on top, though he was also a father-figure type. He said the authorities knew I was around somewhere in Alex and were frantically trying to find me. He knew I was being posted to command a new type of Sector Ops Room being got together at Heliopolis, because he himself was posted there (excellent news, the latter). It was to be called No.5 Forward Fighter Control Unit (FFCU) and would be more mobile than the Sector Ops Rooms (SORs). So I thought I’d better go and make my whereabouts known and see why I was urgently needed.

It turned out that they were laying on a special plane to take me to Cyrene, pick up all my kit there, and return to Heliopolis to the skeleton of this FFCU that was being formed. I was to start moving tomorrow morning very early. Why the urgency, I never really discovered then. Next day it was an awful scramble getting my kit together at the Cyrene unit and handing lots of things/jobs over to another chap. I didn’t really have time to say farewell properly. Certainly I forgot all my archaeological treasures in the showcase – couldn’t have taken many anyway, but I might have taken a sample of the small dishes, lamps and pots, plus several coins. Just before rejoining the plane I got a message from HQ that my plane would drop me off at Alex with enough hand luggage for one or two nights, and the plane would then go on to Heliopolis with the rest of my luggage. Hasty re-arrangement of my packing and then off to Alex. There I was to join others on a plane leaving at 2.30pm to go to Bari, in SE Italy, via Malta, for a conference the following day. So that more or less accounted for the special plane and the hurry. Why they couldn’t have strung it all together from the outset, I’ll never know, but it was not untypical of HQ actions, where different people dealt with different aspects of the same job.
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