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19 hours after we had left it, wondering vaguely what the S.A.C. 
charged · for search parties. However, the cheery H iittenwartin said 
she was never in the least surprised at the antics of Englishmen, who 
were always mad anyway. She had watched us reach the summit, 
and had an enormous· bowl of soup ready for us, and cheese and kirsch 

.. to help it down. 
. I think we slept I 3 hours that night ; but alas ! too soundly to gloat 
at the early risers. Piz Palii had cheated us of the best fruit of all. 

• 

MOUNTAINEERING W.ITH THE ARMY 
IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

BY A. D. B. SIDE 
• 

R ead before the Alpine Club, December 8, 1948. 

HEN I was asked to read a Paper on' Mount~ineering with the 
Army in the Middle East,' I was instructed by our Hon. 
Secretary to deal mainly with topography, as the military side 

was now ancient history. While I have not forgotten these words it is 
impossible to avoid the story of what was essentially a military commit-
ment lasting 16 months. · 

So I will try to tell you briefly about .some of our activities, and also 
about the grandeur of the mountains of the Lebanon amongst which we 
worked. 

We were not the only mountaineering school that was functioning : 
there were otper mountain warfare, climbing and ski schools estab-

.lished and their work has been made known by lectures and articles. 
But the Middle East school has, I believe·, a record worthy of p~blica
tion and, moreover, it was the only school which produced trained moun
tain units which were organised and equipped as mountain troops and 
which fought as such. 

The school was a War Office school arid it came directly under the 
War Office with regard to policy, training, personnel and large com
mitments. It was under G.H.Q. Cairo for supplies of some equipment 
and some training programmes ; under Army for actual provisions of 
tents, vehicles, food, petrol and all those things which keep units alive 
and active in the field, and it eventually obtained specialised equipment 
and supplies from Britain or the U.S.A. That was the complicated 
order under which we lived and worked. 

The Mountain Warfare Training Centre, to give it its full name, w,as 
sub-divided into three parts. One part was situated in the low foothills 
at Amioun, a little inland from Tri~oli. Its main function was engin
eering work .and i~cluded mountain road and bridge building, demoli
tions, field firing and mule pack work. · 
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At the Cedars, 6,soo ft. up and inland from Tripoli by 40 miles of 
winding mountain road, was the administrative headquarters of 
'Mountaineer Wing.' This was the remainder of the M.W.T.C., and 
the Wing was itself divided into two parts. I am sorry to say that, 
except for t\vo or three brilliant exceptions, we were burdened by a non
mountaineer administrative staff. 

There, in winter, ski-ing and snow holing were the special activities. 
At other times there was climbing on indifferent and friable sandstone or 
on some limestone outcrops or cliffs in the gorges. I shall have some
thing to say later about living in snow holes, because it is an accomplish
ment that should be better known. 

Further south we found a delightful area 'for training. Leaving 
the coast at Jebail, the sooo-year-old city of the Bible and known to the 
Greeks as Byblos, the route climbed in hairpin turnings through an 
area of weathered rocks, stunted trees and tiny patches of cultivation 
which became known to us as Fairyland, and at length, after 25 miles, 
reached Laq louq at 6ooo ft. 

This was the centre of some excellent and extensive rock climbing. 
Many activities were developed there, including navigation by day and 
night, cliff haulage and man-pack work. Accurate route finding in 
some directions was a nightmare. The worst, behind Jebel Jaj, was 
like the Karst country in the. north-east of the Adriatic and it was rarely 
possible to go 50 yds. in any direction without climbing up or down a 
short or a long cliff. It consists of water-worn limestone and numerous 
pot holes and deep, vertical water runnels. 

The third area we used was around Jebel Sannine, 35 miles by road 
from the coast. It is interesting to not~ that, . although only 25 miles 
separated The Cedars and Sannine, it was necessary to go I 6o miles by 
road because of the numerous deep gorges running east and west which 
make north and south communications so difficult. 

At Sannine, a nissen-hutted camp had been built for us at 6,500 ft. 
and this we occupie~ during the winter. It was admirably situated for 
ski-ing, instruction in navigation and snow holing, and also for unit 
manreuvres. But it was easier to keep warm in a snow hole than in 
these huts, with their corrugated iron roofs, concrete floors and lack of 
draught proofing. 

It is our work, and the mountains around the Cedars, Laqlouq and 
Sannine, which I will try to describe ; but first I must say a word about the 
Instructors. They were ad':'ertised for through Army Council In
structions, Army Orders, etc., and, in the main, -vve on the ·spot were able 
to accept or reject applicants. The result was an harmonious and com
petent body of leaders. These included the following Alpine Club and 
other well-known club men : 

David Cox 
Ted Marriott 

' 

the late Peter Aitchison 
Douglas Side 
Selby W almsley • 

• 
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In addition, we had with us Canadians, Poles, Czechs, Austrians, 
Palestinians, Hungarians and Jugoslavs -mainly skiers. At one time 
we had I 3 International ski-ers on our strength, and whether it was bush
whacking, igloo building, coal mining or just mountaineering, we always 
had an expert. 

The first training camp was at Laqlouq where the initial troubles 
were considerable. We were short o( everything, 50 miles from a supply 
centre and nobody wanted us or wanted to understand our requirements. 

NORTH LEBANON 

I TERR.ANEAN SEA - . 

AINATA 
Byblos 

.___,"-"'..-..B:::,:I:_:S::K, IN TA 

SANNI N 

mas s 

This meant a great deal of improvisation and manual labour by the 
Instructors before even a minimum of comfort was possible in a tented 
camp in this rugged, isolated but attractive mountain region. 

Equipment was an unsolved problem for most of the time. The 
first climbing boots with which we were provided were Italian marching 
boots captured in the desert, and they were unwearable after 3 days on 
sharp limestone. A later makeshift had Egyptian-made edge nails put 
on by a man who was new to the work. Climbing rope varied from a 
light clothes line type, or semi-perished cordage from railway trucks, 
to a rope with a diameter of I in. and weighing about 2 5 lb. per I oo ft. 
There were also many other handicaps such as lack of instruments and 
waterproof clothing. 

I 

• 
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While assuring our own existence we were preparing the course of 
instruction, compiling text books for students and standardising 
methods of instruction. Only those who worked with him will realise 
how much of this was done by David Cox. 

This period of preparation was very short because a unit was waiting 
for us in an adjacent tented camp. We were to train the z j7th Battallion 
of Gurkhas as mountaineer troops. They had already earned fame and 
many decorations in their engagements and actions in North Africa. 
They were like other Gurkhas, good and humorous men and excellent 
soldiers ; they also became good climbers and mountaineers many of 
them o~tstanding. 

Navigation was a difficult subject for them, although several, either 
from instinct or training, were good. But consider their difficulties:
and ours. We had to teach through interpreters and assume a fair 
knowledge of map reading which many did not possess. Our French 
maps shewed French spelling of Arabic names, and distances and _ 
heights were in kilometres and metres which the Gurkhas had not seen 
before. I might mention that I/ 5o,ooo maps were literally good in 
parts only. Some areas had been accurately mapped : others poorly. 
And, because the separate printings of the three colours had on some 
maps been considerably offset, the summit height sometimes appeared 
on the side of a mountain or rivers appeared to run uphill. Under the 
circumstances the results were a decided success. 

Climbing parties are getting bigger. There was one of 40 at Arolla 
in 1947 and 56 of us were together in the Oberland last August. But 
I think Laqlouq still holds the record : at one time there were 8oo 
Gurkhas in an area we called the Amphitheatre all shouting together in 
Urdu or Gurkhali and often through the din came the English word, 
' Stone ! ' This was the period when trained Gurkha leaders were 
instructing their own men. 

The Gurkhas left for the Cedars where they were to receive ski 
instruction. Before long, however, their services were urgently 
required in Italy, where, after an administrative blunder which at first 

' treated them as ordinary infantry, they were used as mountaineer troops, 
and the reports we received continued to praise them in this role. 

Their place was taken by the znd Battalion of the Highland Light 
Infantry and a new course of rock climbing began. But it was then 
winter and the weather forced us out of Laqlouq when hot days, frosty 
nights, rain, storms, wet clothing and slight bedding brought on sick
ness. We all went to Sannine at the end of December. 

The training there consisted of rock climbing, ski-ing, navigation.
often in mist snow hole construction and use, and snow and ice 
climbing, though ice is somewhat limited and there are no glaciers in 
the Lebanon. The object of the training was to make the whole 
Battaliqn, including clerks, batmen, and cooks, etc., manceuvrable. 

In ski-ing the basic turn was the snowp~ough, for it must be remem
bered that these men carried great weights with their weapons, wireless 
sets, batteries, etc. 

• 
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After training, the Battalion carried out, tactical exercises over large 
areas in bad weather conditions and we considered that they had done 
excellently. Good mountaineer leaders were found and, as the unit was 
well officered and led, it is not surprising that they did so well in Italy 
and elsewhere, though their casualties throughout the cq.mpaign were 

• sertous. 
Our training of these two units was not helped by our lack of know-

ledge of their destinations. · 
It is strange to record that we were not allowed to give guidance in 

tactics. Troops were given a new type of training, new weapons and a 
new organisation to use in a type of terrain new to them, yet Commanders 
had to work out their own theories as to the employment of their troops. 
There were regular officers with us who should have been permitted, 

· indeed instructed, to give this guidance. 
Yet, there were, no doubt, difficulties. We had publications in 

many languages, and also many translations, dealing with mountain 
warfare, bu_t the essentials seemed undefined. It was not until I 944 that 
I first saw the problems and their solutions clearly stated in an essay on 
'Mountain Warfare' in the United Services Journal, written by our then 
President, The Rt. Hon. Mr. L. S. Amery. 

Incidentally, it was very encouraging to know that Mr. Amery was 
taking such an active interest in the Mountain Warfare school and 
mountain warfare training. . 

Our next commitment was for 2 50 men of an Indian Independent 
Brigade Group in the Cedars area. Most native troops were repre
sented and some home troops. All arms were included. 

We had four such Indian Brigades, each for a period of 6 weeks. 
We taught them rock-climbing to ' difficult' standard, route-finding, 
snow holing and man-pack work. 

I hope it will not be out of place to mention man-packs here. It was 
realised that existing carriers were not suitable under all conditions, 
so instructors produced, as a result of research and practical tests 
over a period of 6 months, a model which -vvould satisfactorily carry 
varied shapes and weights of loads. This was called the Laqlouq 
carrier, after the Laqlouq instructors who were mainly responsible 
for it. 

It embodies the best features of the Everest carrier and the Yukon 
pack without their disadvantages. The problem of applying part of the 
weight of the load to the pelvis without disturbing body posture was 
solved. The 4.2 mortar was man.:.packed for the first time and this 
meant carrying I I4lb. in the case of the _base plate. 

I will quote two examples from official figures I retained :-

(I) 90 lb. loads were carried 4 miles, in 2 hours, including an ascent 
and a descent of I ,soo ft. 

(2) I I2lb. were carried I!- miles up I,OOO ft. in 48 minutes. 

_Much thought and practice was given to the question of weight 

• 
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carrying, and squads would take the same loads on Everest, Yukon, 
Laqlouq, or other types of carrier so as to test for themselves and report 
on the relative effectiveness. This work was carried out during training 
both by day and night with all trainees after the H.L.I. . 

We also gave the problem of route finding special consideration as it 
was to be so important for future trainees. As a result, perhaps, some 
new principles were introduced. Of course results varied considerably. 
One man who should have known better, walked out of his snow hole 
in a blizzard and was lost for 3 days in spite of 8oo men with wireless 
communications looking for him. At the other extreme, others were 
able to find their way in an uncanny manner during mist and blizzard. 
As a result of this training we produced some leaders capable of leading 
in mountain countrY under any conditions. Naturally in bad weather 
movement, though correct, was very slow. 

An unusual unit was the Greek Sacred Squadron, which consisted of 
about 300 selected leaders. The Sacred Greeks, as we called them, 
were aristocrats and Royalists who had been especially recruited outside 
Greece during the war. .A.ll rank and file were potential officers : in 
fact the majority were ex-officers and for keenness and efficiency I have 
not met their superiors during two wars. They were held in very high 
regard by everybody. l 

We had the privilege of working in conjunction 'vith · their own · 
Headquarters and of assisting them in planning their raids on the 
Dodecanese Islands and elsewhere. We would select a piece of country 
similar to their objective, paint sea around it on our maps, add roads, 
harbours and forts so that the night problems we set them would 
approximate to their next operational duty. In these operations rock
climbing, accurate route finding and man-pack work were very im-
portant. · 

In one outstanding operation on Milos which was well reported in 
the press they killed or captured all the German garrison, destroyed 
the fortifications, sank two destroyers and much caique . shipping and 
brought off all the ' Quislings ' for the loss of one man who fell over
board when landing. Every man had been in his assigned position 
before dawn. 

As a result of these and similar operations the G .O .. C. Raiding 
Forces reported to London and Cairo that such success would not have 

·been possible except for the work of the Mountaineer Wing, and he. 
specially mentioned the value of the Laqlouq carrier. 

This type of training was continued with another section of raiding 
forces Force 133. These men raided far and wide and sometimes 
they would be away for long periods. So close did the work of our 
instructors become with that of raiding forces that it had been arranged 
for instructors to accompany them on operations so as· to understand 
their problems better. The invasion of the Greek mainland, however, 
changed this. 

Other special troops to whom we gave appropriate training were the 
Special Air Service (S.A.S.) and Special Boating Service (the S.B.S.J . 

• 
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Roughly, the former were dropped behind enemy lines to carry out 
special destruction tasks or reconnaisance work and subsequently to 
make their way back to their units through enemy lines. The S.B.S. 
were taken by submarine and collapsible boats to a coast line for similar 
work inland. The difficulty for us with these troops was that again we 
did not know their objectives. With the S.B.S. \Ve correctly guessed 
Greece, the Dalmatian Coast and the islands. Many months later we 
heard that the S.A.S. had been dropped in North Italy, Austria and 
S.E. Germany. 

Lastly, we had sent to us by the War Office in Cairo plainsmen who 
were to receive a week-end course in mountaineering. It is true, but 
sad to relate, that these men had operational roles to perform in the 

• mounta1ns. 
There were several other groups and units which I have not men

tioned but I think I should tell you that the estimated number of troops 
that received training at ' Mountaineer Wing ' centres was nearly 
Io,ooo and that there was only one fatal casualty. 

I have frequently mentioned snow holing as one of our many occupa
tions. The art of living in snow caves was practised before the war by 
campers in the Alps 1 : ~he army only improved the technique of con
struction. A flat, light shovel is needed and a long wide-bladed machette 
is useful. 

Designs vary, and may be made for two, three or four people and the 
wheel type for 12 or more. Cooking arrangements usually determine 
the size. 

The method of construction also varies, but it is first necessary to 
find a bank or drift of packed snow clear of corniches or other hazards 
and then burrow into it aJ?.d carve out a domed .room by shovelling the 
unwanted snow through the entrance hole. This provides a safe and 
snug home. An alternative method is to excavate from a snow face 
sufficient for living quarters, using suitable snow blocks for rebuilding 
the front wall of the snow cave. This is quicker and easier to construct 
but not so suitable for mild weather. · 

Our standard type had a bent trench for approach and a low 
entrance. All types should have a well just inside the door allowing 
room to stand upright. A slanting ventilation hole should be made 
in the roof arid sleeping shelves should be above the door level to 
avoid draughts. 

In flat ground it is necessary to dig a trench, narrow at the top and 
wide enough for two people at the bottom. The roof is made with 
blocks of snow, sloping at about 45°. This type of shelter will need an 
entrance tunnel coming in below the floor level. 

Holes are carved in the walls for personal belongings, cooking utensils 
and cooking. Ice or compacted snow from the walls is melted down for 
cooking and drinking water. The cooking stove raises the temperature 
to 6o 0 or 70 ° and the temperature drops very gradually during the night. 

1 See also p. 99· 
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Such, in brief, is the technique, and to avoid carrying the I I lb. 
American sleeping bag, in addition to tinned food and other heavy stuff, 
I have on many occasions passed a fairish night in these snow holes 
using my own sleeping bag weighing only 3 lb. 

And what shall I say of the mountains ? 
Like the Lake District, the Lebanon contains much grandeur in a 

small area : it also contains much that is bizarre and arid. The Lebanon 
. or ' The Mountain ' extends almost the entire length of the country. 
It is highest in the east where it drops steeply to the flat Bekka Valley, 
I 5 to 20 miles wide, and 5 ,ooo ft. below. 

Across this valley is the Anti-Lebanon and Mt. Hermon, through 
both of which passes the Lebanese-Syrian frontier. The Lebanon 
proper can be divided into the coast hills, the middle mountains and 
the high back bone which varies in height between about 8,ooo ft. and 
I0,3oo ft. in the extreme north at Kornet Es Saouda. The whole of 
this area rises steeply from the sea and is divided by many deep canyon
like gorges and their lateral offshoots. 

The coast hills recall those of the Maritime Alps but the climate is 
much warmer. The same type of vegetation is found and the sturdy 
houses with their gay colours similarly dot the hill sides. But in the 
Lebanon, the mountains so closely approach the sea, that it was· only 
during the late war that a motor road and a single line railway were con
structed throughout its length. Citrus fruits, bananas, figs, etc., grow 
unprotected, and it seldom freezes in winter. 

The middle mountains being cooler have a less luxuriant vegetation 
but Mediterranean trees predominate : cedars, -vvhite poplar, ever
green oak, Aleppo pines, juniper, cypress, rhododendron, olive, vine and 
stone fruits, including the mulberry. Every availab.le patch of ground is 
cultivated but, owing to the steepness of the hill sides, it has 'been neces
sary to build retaining walls to guard these precious patches and they are 
visible everywhere. Cultivation terraces extend almost from sea level 
to about 8 ,ooo ft. and must represent the result of hundreds of years of 
labour. 

• 

The high mountains look and are relatively bare, but everywhere, in 
their due season, appear the gems that brighten the harshest landscape. 
Spring and autumn crocuses, anemones, draba, saxifrage, campanulre, 
asphodels, cyclamen, dwarf iris and lily, and many a treasure grows wild 
that we try with such pains to cultivate here. 

The high mountains form a barrier which is crossed in only two 
places. To the south the Beirut-Damascus road passes through a gap 
above Alle, and in the north a road, open only during summer, connects 
Tripoli with the Bekka Valley via the Cedars and Col Ain Ata. It was 
this which Kinglake crossed on his journey from Baalbeck to the Cedars, 
and in Eothen, he then likened it to the Furka Pass. 

But it is the gorges which dominate the country in an eerie way. 
Deep, steep-sided and formidable looking !hey are ever before you, 
because all east and west roads keep close to them, and north and sout.h 
roads of the coast are compelled to cross them. Villages on their rims 
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• 
are often thousan~s of feet above the bed of the gorge. Most of the 
streams in them gush out of the mountain side. The 6oo ft. falls near 
the ancient temple of Adonis at Afka is the first we see of the N ahr 
Ibrahim. The Nahr el Kelb, the Dog River of History, flows out of 
caves which have been explored underground for 2~- miles. The Nahr 
Qadisha issues from the Qadisha caves above Besharre, which are famous 
for their magnificent stalagmites and stalactites. The Tannourine is 
first visible at Batara in descending three super-imposed caverns. 
There are many other rivers with similar beginnings. 

These limestone mountains and their underground water systems 
are like those of the Central Pyrenees and the rivers play similar tricks. 
But area for area, the winter snow which later melts and percolates the 
rocks is greater in the Lebanon than in the Pyrenees. 

The angle of the slope is also steeper, and deeper channels have 
been carved out. To give one example : the Nahr Ibrahim falls 
3,300 ft. from Afka in I 5 miles and I ,300 ft. in the first 2 miles of its 
course. 

While the bulk of the mountains are limestone of one kind or another, 
mountains of conglomerate exist and also sandstone strata which can 
be identified and followed throughout the length of the country. 
These are traps for skiers because of their vertical faces invisible from 
above. 

Ski-ing is possible wherever there is snow, which in winter is usually 
above the 2,ooo ft. level. In the high mountains the snow lasts from 
December to late May. Rock climbing is best in the Laqlouq area and 

• 

this is well worth a visit to anyone who is in the neighbourhood. 
The characteristic shapes of the mountains vary. The rounded 

shapes of the north are like the Red Hills of Skye and are the ski 
runner's delight. Incidentally, on the tops of these we found numerous 
fossilised conch shells of 6 in. diameter similar to those at present 
found in the Red Sea. Then there· is steep-sided Sannine with a 
miles wide top, undulating like magnified sea-sand ripples. The long 
sharp ridges of J ebel Kneisseh, the Dolomitic shapes around Qartaba 
and the mad maze of Jebel Jaj provide the greatest contrasts. 

The Lebanese, unless events in Palestine have since changed them, 
are extremely friendly and hospitable even to complete strangers and I · 
recall with pleasure the homely friendship and the Arab dishes that have 
been mine when meeting them near their mountain homes. 

And their home is a land of gentle surprises. While sleeping out 
amongst the magic of the mountains, the scent of the cedars and the 
sound of the shepherd's pipes, it can be sensed that one is surrounded by 
strange contrasts. Here, indeed, are East and West, Ancient and 
Modern, sea and snow, aridity and fertility. 

Freya Stark conveys the essence of this rich duality when she says, 
' The freshness trembles beneath the surface of Everyday, a joy per
petual to all who catch its opal lights beneath the dust of habit.' And 
James Elroy Flecker, who also understood this enchanted land, wrote, 
as he lay on the hills above Brurriana, 

• 
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Beneath me in the valley waves the palm, 
Beneath, beyond the valley, breaks the sea ; 
Beneath me sleep in mist and light and calm 
Cities of Lebanon,' dream-shadow-dim, 
Where Kings of Tyre and Ki11gs of Tyre did rule . 
In ancient days in endless dynasty. 
And all around the snowy mountains swim 
Like mighty swans afloat in heaven's pool.' 

• 
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