
Dear Mr Harrison,

My father is Brian ‘Drac’ Draper and he told me that you might be interested in my recent trip to Libya, since the 14th/20th has a history in the country.  Please feel free to extract or delete whatever you wish, should you decide to post it on the Noahs Arc website.

I went to Libya on a Second World War battlefield tour, following the trail of Rommel and the Afrika Korps.  Although I spent most my time in and around Tobruk, I was able to get to the following places: Tripoli, Benghazi, Bardia, Barce, Mechilli, Tobruk and Derna (along with many others).  Below is a brief description of how these places look today, for anyone interested in stoking the fires of nostalgia.

TRIPOLI

From the pictures, I have seen of Tripoli in the forties and the sixties, I can safely describe modern-day Libya in three words: BIGGER AND BUSIER.  The city is now a rolling metropolis, and certainly the most modern of the cities that I was able to visit.  I cannot remember exactly if it was this year or last year, but Tripoli recently took the prize of being the leading city of the Arabic world.  You better believe it, from my experience, this city just does not sleep.  Even at midnight, there were a multitude of people on the streets and traffic was still chaotic.  However, do not confuse this description of noise with trouble, unlike England, the crowds in Tripoli were happy ones.  Perhaps the prohibition of alcohol had something to do with it.

BENGHAZI

Benghazi, although smaller than Tripoli, is another city that seems to have really taken off in search of the modern age.  It is a lot bigger than it was in the sixties, but in comparison with Tunis or Sfax (Tunisia), I found it sparkling clean and non-threatening.  No Arabs hassling the tourists here.

I had the opportunity to visit both the Commonwealth War Grave cemetery  (Lt Col Geoffrey Keyes VC - the man who led the commandoes to kill Rommel - is buried here) and the cemetery dedicated to those British who died in the period after the war.  Both cemeteries were well looked after, but time has moved the population closer to them, so they now both sit adjacent to a main road opposite a row of houses.  However, this did not detract from the surprising serenity and calm that descended upon them. 

BARDIA

After exploring rarely visited bunker systems around Bardia, I stopped by the beach.  This, I am told, was where both sides of the fighting forces in WW2 spent some of their 

R & R.  I can see why.  Gorgeous beaches, beautiful, clear blue sea and, again, no hassle from the locals.  In the forties, there were only three buildings in this town (one of them being a Mosque), in the sixties, there wasn’t much more, now there is a plethora of small shanty houses.  Bardia is still a one horse town, but worth my visit, if only to teach me a very hard lesson.

Being Western tourists, we attracted attention from two locals.  Our Arabic escort explained to them that we were in search of relics from WW2; we were then taken about two miles from the main road to a 1936 Italian cemetery, which had been most likely destroyed by British Naval guns in the war, haven been mistaken for a fort.  We spent about two hours in and around the cemetery.  Yes, there was evidence of desecration and the odd Italian skull to photograph (this damage was later reported to the CWGC by my tour guide).  

Then came my lesson: After spending so much of their time helping us and sharing stories, my tour guide attempted to thank the local lads with a monetary gift.  You would have thought that he had offered to buy his sister.  No matter how hard we pushed the lads to take the money, they refused.  They helped for no other reason than they wanted to help.  I say that this was a hard lesson, because it took me a very long time to stop looking for the catch.  It happened everywhere I went in Libya, I could not tip anyone without a major, major fight.  Contrast this to the Arabs in Tunisia and Egypt, where they will nearly rip your arm off for a ha’penny.  

If this does not stress the above point, nothing will: In Appolonia, our car broke down.  A man on the street saw that our car contained tourists so he insisted that we borrow his brand new Toyota for the evening.  It was so new, the cling film was still on the seats.  He would not take any money as gratitude for his generosity, all he wanted to know was our Arabic escort’s room number.  Can you imagine this happening in the UK?

BARCE

My dad tells me that the 14th/20th helped out to clear rubble etc when Barce was hit by an earthquake in the sixties, so I include my experience of this town for those ‘hawks’ that remember it. 

First off, there are now two ‘Barces’.  After the earthquake, the King decided that it would be too much effort and require too much money for the town to be rebuilt.  Therefore, the people moved about three miles down the road and built ‘new’ Barce.  The King wanted this new town to be shining example of beauty and majesty, but when Gaddaffi seized power, he followed the maxim of ‘whatever the King wants is bad’.  Therefore, ‘new’ Barce is now a shining example of a ghetto.  It is run down, almost decrepit and it is a real shame.

‘Old’ Barce suffered another earthquake just two days before I arrived, the quake reached 4.1 on the scale.  I don’t think it will take much more.  The damage from the original quake can still be seen both on the buildings and by the rubble on the streets, though peering through it all, you can still see the majesty of the former Italian colonial town.  I think I went a bit mad with the camera here, because it was a real ghost town.  The only inhabitants now are Sudanese, having fled their own war-torn country.  Apparently Gaddaffi doesn’t mind them being here as long as they behave themselves.

MECHILLI

I reached Mechilli on my first day.  We drove from Benghazi, behind the Green Mountains, to the old fort - what a place.  While there are still quite a lot of remains of the fort left standing, three of the towers and a good bit of the outer wall, it has now been taken over by local Libyans.  It appeared like there were at least three or four houses erected against the backdrop of the old fort wall, having said this, the houses are discreet and did not detract one bit from the history of the place.  There were still many tin cans and strings of barbed wire from the war lying about the place, as well as ammo boxes and two knocked out British trucks.  One of the local residents at Mechilli had actually stacked ammo boxes on top of one another to fill up a gap in the wall of his house.  Whatever the locals can use, they seem to take, whatever is useless to them, they leave.

TOBRUK

This was my second favourite place (after Bir Hakeim, which was arrived at by driving through a live minefield!).  I spent most of my time here with my head stuck down the bunkers on the perimeter looking for souvenir bullets and shrapnel, but I did pop my head out long enough to notice the city too.  

Again, it’s a hell of a lot bigger and busier than it used to be.  Traffic is chaotic and if someone is not beeping their horn, they are holding up everyone else by having a chat with a friend on the street.  There are still remnants from the colonial Italians, the large church is still there as are the surviving residential homes, all surrounded, squashed infact, by the Libyan homes and shops.  

I managed to get to the ‘Fig Tree’, the old Australian Field Hospital, the ‘Weiss Haus’, Afrika Korps Field Hospital and find myself a couple of live 88mm shells.  Would have loved a piece of my favourite weapon, but alas Gatwick would have probably had something to say.  A section of the Via Balbia (coast road), near the ’Weiss Haus’ was being extended or re-routed while I was there and we saw a line of the old, original graves where the engineers had cut out a service road (see photos).  Work immediately stopped as the majority of Libyans have a real respect, almost fear, of the dead.  Great for me, I got to take photos (this was also reported by my tour guide).

Tobruk has to be one of the most popular sites for tourists because of its war connections, but sadly the Libyans, although eager for tourists and most helpful and friendly, do not know how to cater for them.  If I have my numbers right, there are only three hotels in Tobruk and none of them is above a two or three star level.  They are rough and ready, but clean and secure.  I have to get this in just incase anyone was planning to visit the city, even though it is Libya, and baring the above point in mind, you’d be surprised how many people expect the same luxury they find in five star Egyptian hotels.  For the record, I didn’t care, nor have I ever cared, to me a hotel is somewhere where you collapse after a very, very long, busy day.

I also managed to visit two Commonwealth cemeteries at Acroma and Knightsbridge.  These were immaculately kept and it was well worth a visit to pay my respects to those who died during the war.  The cemetery caretaker, Haneesh, refers to the dead as his ‘little children’ and he tends to the graves with such love and devotion that it really warms the heart and brings a tear to the eye.

DERNA

I drove on the Derna pass on the way to Benghazi, taking in stops at the Appolonia and Cyrene ruins.  I showed the pictures of modern-day Derna to my father and his jaw dropped.  In his words: ‘Good God!”  Apparently, it has almost quadrupled in size.  The dock is still used and there are now buildings of industry dotted up and down the place.  I’m afraid that I can’t tell you more than this because I never drove through it, the road passes behind and above Derna - as you probably already know.

WHEELUS AIR BASE

The huge American airbase is no more.  Neither a blip, nor a blob remains of the once giant complex.  I can’t remember whether it was first picked clean before it was ripped from the face of the country, but I do know that anything American is now considered a ‘no go’.  Americans themselves are still not granted visas for access into the country.  I found this strange, because Gaddaffi will let Italians in with a visa, and yet the Colonial army committed terrible atrocities against the Libyans before the war.

For the record, Libya does have an air force, I saw two of its fighter jets lined up at Benghazi airport (which is on the site of the old Luftwaffe airbase. Three German hangers are still being used!) but I can’t tell you what kind of planes they were.  My father has switched me off from anything associated with any Air Force stationed in the Libyan desert, those who were there in the sixties MUST know what I’m talking about!

Libya also has an army, a very, very small, scruffy army.  In the event of war, Libya relies on a militia of about one million men.

THE MAD COLONEL

Before I went to Libya, I was warned, warned and warned again, about how I was not to trust anyone, because they are slaves of Gaddaffi.  No.  Incorrect.  While Gaddaffi is a subject that the Libyans do not seem willing to talk about, one point comes across more than any other - no one likes the mad colonel.  His face may be everywhere in the cities, looking down from on high, but it certainly seems that he is far from being in the hearts of the citizens.  Put it this way, no one knows where Gaddaffi is.  He has commandeered many buildings throughout the cities where he can spend the night, and quite often, it is just a fleeting visit.  No one knows that he is coming and no one knows when he is going.  Is that the actions of a man who is passionately supported by his people?  Me thinks not.  I got a bit annoyed actually, because two of the sites that I longed to visit, the site of Lt Keyes’s failed raid against Rommel and the site where Rommel began his arrival parade in Tripoli, have been taken over by Gaddaffi.  No photos and certainly no entry.  Damn that man!

TMIMI, BOMBA BEACH

I asked our Libyan escort about these places as my dad tells me that the latter was used for the lads to chill out while on Annual Summer Camp.  The news is that both places have been taken over by the Libyan security agencies and thus both are totally inaccessible.  The closest I got to either of them was a fleeting, distant look as we shot past on the main road. I was disappointed that, yet again, Gaddaffi had personally thwarted me.

KUFRA OASIS

While I did not get anywhere near the Kufra Oasis, I was told that there is a group called Akron Tours (I think that this is correct), which takes groups down to it.  Apparently, it’s a trip where you spend the nights in a giant Arabic tent and cook succulent dead animals on a spit.  I hope to get there soon.

THE COMPANY THAT TOOK ME

I went with a tour company called Western Desert Battlefield Tours, formed and run by an incredibly knowledgeable man named Steve Hamilton.  Steve not only does war walks, but can also engineer any itinerary that people want, as long as he has enough time. As my tour was bespoke, there was just myself, Steve and our Libyan tourist guide (you cannot holiday in Libya without one) and I must say, just incase it is not obvious, that I had a BRILLIANT time!  Both lads were great company and nothing ever seemed too much trouble.  The tour was worth double its price for my education alone, and then there were the sites themselves - absolutely brilliant.  Time has hardly changed the battlefields and there is still a multitude of bullets, shrapnel, mines and gun positions to be found, but unfortunately no panzers or artillery pieces!  I have heard stories from people who have travelled to Libya with other companies such as Holts, and to be honest their experience seems to pales next to mine.  I do not want this to sound too much like an advertisement, so I will simply say that if you are interested in either the battlefields or in re-visiting, some of the old 14th/20th history haunts in Libya, then should give this company a good look, I heartily recommend it.

 I hope that you get a big a kick out of this report as I did writing it and I apologise if it is too long or the pictures too many, but it was the holiday of my lifetime (my dad is sick to the back teeth of hearing about it!).  Next May I plan to return to Libya and spend ten nights out camping on the actual battlefields, I CAN’T WAIT!

As a final note, I would just like to take the opportunity to say a HUGE hello to the ‘hawks’ that know me.  I have some very fond memories of a lot of people that were in my dad’s regiment: Pete Stuffins, Waggy and Mick O’Reilly to name a very small number.


