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Most of our planned 2020 events became “Covid casualties” and 
there have been few visits – so less to report than usual. However, 
we are pleased to include a report on the Cavalry visit to Oman 
which was just squeezed in before travel restrictions. Our Chairman 
also managed to hold his New Forest Event and the ever-inventive 
“Helis” refused to allow Covid to stop their 50th Anniversary cele-
brations. With two rehearsals to ensure they “got off the ground” 
and some extra “pax”, they held our first ever “virtual party”. This 
was not only international (including Oman), but included a real 
curry lunch(!), a film, lots of shared memories, tall tales and even an 
attempted sing-song (which would certainly have benefitted from 
Internet Surround Sound!). A great success – read all about it here. 

We continue Ian Buttenshaw’s “History of SAF” and also include 
the story of the Airbridge to Simba/Sarfait – with grateful thanks to 
many members for their contributions. The launch and sustainment 
of Simba illustrates how SAF was able to use the unique flexibility 
of air power to extend its operational reach in challenging times. 
But in a bold unexpected move, it delivered tactical and strategic 
surprise, achieved both political and military advantage to become 
a tipping point at an important time. The article focuses on the 
critical supporting “airbridge” which placed huge strains on the Air 
Force and logistics support, but with incredible, sustained deter-
mination, they proved to be adaptable and resilient.

 Many of the lessons learned almost 50 years ago remain applic-
able in today’s complex global military environment. As the distinc-
tions between peace and war become ever more blurred, 
co-ordinated civil and military action across geographic divides test 
the strength of alliances. Technology advances now enable 
weapon systems and communication systems that could not have 
been imagined in Simba days, but determination and maintenance 
of the aim by well trained and equipped armed forces still count as 
much as ever. Congratulations to today’s SAF for earning wide rec-
ognition for its impressive professional capabilities on land, sea and 
air. This issue recognises their achievements. 

 In his recent annual address, UK CDS, General Sir Nick Carter, 
chose to emphasise the enduring, strong Oman/UK military rela-
tionship. He described recent, successful joint training (with more 
to come) and stressed the importance of the new Naval Port at 
Duqm, with its extensive, adjacent military training area. We look 
forward to the postponed SAF Association/AOS presentation on 
Duqm later this year – watch the website for details.

We have a range of book reviews (including one by a former NFR 
officer of another NFR officer’s book!) but, sadly, we have a large 
number of obituaries in this issue.

On a happier note, Keith Ryde has done a terrific job of 
upgrading our website to ensure it is interactive and user-friendly 
as well as informative. In our current Covid situation it is our best 
means of communication and providing information so do please 
use it. Also, please keep sending me your articles for the Journal.

Appointments
The website has reported the recent “Changing of the Guard” in 
senior appointments in the Armed Forces of Oman and these are 

also reported in this Journal. They include the appointment of Vice-
Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al Raisi as COSSAF who now 
becomes President of our Association. Our Chairman has con-
gratulated and welcomed him as well as wishing our outgoing 
President a long and happy retirement. We very much hope to see 
them both at events later this year. 

General Felix Gedney has recently taken over as Senior British 
Loan Service Officer from Richard Stanford and we congratulate 
General Richard on being awarded both the WO and the CB in the 
New Year Honours lists (see article for details). General Felix has 
already made his presence felt by attending the last SAF dinner and 
appearing at AOS and on Zoom Events.

 Charlie Daniel has volunteered to be Assistant Editor of the 
Journal. Charlie has a long history of service in SAF and was also a 
Royal Marine officer (including time as a helicopter pilot). He later 
worked with John Blashford Snell (whom he first met on the 
Hornbeam Line) organising expeditions for young people.

 We are still seeking a volunteer for the role of PR and Advertising 
Manager. This is a revenue sharing role as well as an opportunity to 
stay in touch with Oman. Interested? Contact me ASAP for details.

We are also looking for a member from Devon/Cornwall  
to organise regional events in that area. Please contact  
Kieron Shaw (k.d.shaw@btinternet.com) or Mike Lobb  
(mikelobb@hotmail.co.uk)

As I write there are encouraging signs of a gradual return to a more 
normal life. I do hope we are able to meet again soon – keep an eye on 
the website and in the meanwhile enjoy your Journal and stay safe.

Tim Jones, Editor

Welcome to this  
year’s Journal

PrinciPal contents
Front Cover: RAFO Typhoon and F16s operate in harmony 
Chairman’s Notes/New Year Honours 6
Message from COSSAF/New President 7
50th National Day 8
Armed Forces Dinner 9
Cavalry Visit to Oman 10
Helis 50th Virtual Event 13
Ministerial and Officials’ News from Oman 16
Royal Army of Oman 28
Royal Air Force of Oman 30
Royal Navy of Oman 32
Sultan’s Special Forces 34
New Forest Luncheon 35
A Response to Barry Davis 38
Airbridge to Simba/Sarfait 41
Forty Years on When Afar and Asunder 53
Bike Ride to Arnhem 56
Force Base Hospital 57
Book Reviews 60
Remembering… 64
Transformation and Omanisation 1975-1990 74

What a year! I am sure we are all looking forward to better things in 2021. 
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AssociAtion Future events
PLEASE ALSO MONITOR THE WEBSITE

NOTES FOR YOUR DIARY!
THURSDAY 24 JUNE • SAF CURRY LUNCH • THE RAG

Contact: Neil Fawcett • neil.fawcett@btinternet.com
SUNDAY 4 JULY • SON/RNO REUNION • PORTSMOUTH

Contact: Robin Gainsford • robingainsford@hotmail.com
SUNDAY 25 JULY • WESSEX LUNCH • SHERBORNE

Contact: John Kirkham • johnkirkham@uwclub.net
FRIDAY 10 SEPTEMBER • SALALAH/DHOFAR LADIES DINNER

THE ARMY AND NAVY CLUB • Contact: George Correa • georgecorrea@btinternet.com
THURSDAY 2 SEPTEMBER • SCOTTISH DINNER • DOUNESIDE

Contact: Jonathan Forbes • jonathan_forbes@hotmail.com
6-17 SEPTEMBER (TBD) • EAST ANGLIAN LUNCH • HINTLESHAM

Contact: Tresham Gregg • treshamgregg@hotmail.com
TUESDAY 14 SEPTEMBER • GUNNERS LUNCH • THE HAC

Contact: Jimmy Garnier • jimmygarnier@aol.com
SUNDAY 26 SEPTEMBER • NEW FOREST LUNCH • LYMINGTON

Contact: Mike Lobb • mikelobb@hotmail.co.uk 
TBD • NORTHERN LUNCH • GRAY’S INN, YORK

Contact: Alasdair Halford-MacLeod • alasdairh_m@hotmail.com
THURSDAY 7 OCTOBER • RE MUSEUM, CHATHAM: SE REGION AND

PAUL (TIGER) WRIGHT MEMORIAL LUNCH • CHATHAM • Contact: Nick Larkin • nicklarkin1@aol.com
TBD • HELIS LUNCH • TBD HAMPSHIRE

Contact: Dick Forsythe • Helis50th@gmail.com
THURSDAY 25 NOVEMBER • SAF ANNUAL DINNER • THE RAG

Contact: Neil Fawcett• neil.fawcett@btinternet.com
TBD IN DECEMBER • POSTPONED ASSOCIATION VISIT TO OMAN • Contact: Neil Fawcett

A forecast list of Association future events in 2021 is shown below. Given the national situation with Coronavirus, ALL of these 
events are provisional and the details will have to be confirmed in the light of related developments. The Association website  

will include details of these events (and more) including time, date and cost as the picture progressively becomes clearer.  
In the meantime, if you are not sure how to contact the designated organiser of any event, please contact  

Kieron Shaw (k.d.shaw@btinternet.com) who will be able to point you in the right direction. 

mailto:k.d.shaw@btinternet.com
mailto:neil.fawcett@btinternet.com
mailto:robingainsford@hotmail.com
mailto:georgecorrea@btinternet.com
mailto:johnkirkham@uwclub.net
mailto:jonathan_forbes@hotmail.com
mailto:treshamgregg@hotmail.com
mailto:jimmygarnier@aol.com
mailto:mikelobb@hotmail.co.uk
mailto:alasdairh_m@hotmail.com
mailto:nicklarkin1@aol.com
mailto:helis50th@gmail.com
mailto:neil.fawcett@btinternet.com
mailto:neil.fawcett@btinternet.com
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Welcome to this year’s 
Journal! I don’t under- 
estimate the current chal-
lenges on so many fronts 
and the prospect of further 
ambushes ahead, but it is a 
relief to be looking forward 
once again. 

What a year 2020 was, 
at every level. In terms of 
the Association itself, 
Coronavirus undid virtually 
all our plans as diaries emp-
tied steadily across the 

months. Local events around the country were slowly cancelled 
one after the other. The only event which managed to take place 
between lock downs was the New Forest Luncheon in its second 
year, determined not to be a ‘one off’ event; and the Helis’ 50th 
Anniversary bash was converted to a virtual Zoom. Both are 
reported in these pages. In London, our summer event was a casu-
alty – and so, too, was the flagship Annual Dinner – the first time in 
our 52 years. We tried hard to adapt within the changing restric-
tions, including a luncheon instead of a dinner, but in the end all 
options failed. I should also note that the long-anticipated visit to 
Oman has been postponed to 2021. 

The Association’s military programme did not fare any better. 
Oman did not send any students to the Advanced Command and 
Staff Course at Shrivenham during the year nor did any Omani stu-
dents attend the Royal College of Defence Studies. In any event all 
tutorials were virtual lessons and as a consequence we did not 
send any veterans to present at either course. The British Army 

seemed fully occupied running testing stations for the virus so we 
did no presentations for them either.

But there have been brighter spots along the way, especially in 
our strengthening links with the Anglo-Omani Society. As well as 
their excellent series of talks, they also arranged an ambitious gath-
ering that included members of our Committee, representatives 
from AOS and HQ 51 Brigade from the Adaptive Force, together 
with Zoom links to the Defence Attaché in Oman, Air Commodore 
Toby Craig, and the Senior British Loan Service Officer Major-
General Richard Stanford. We are actively exploring the prospect of 
further joint events. 

We said farewell to Commodore Said Al Muqbali, the Omani 
Military Attaché who has been a staunch supporter and true friend 
of the Association, and welcomed his replacement Colonel 
Ahmed bin Ibrahim Ambu Saidi who started his military career in 
the Signals Regiment. With their support, we also hope to build 
more solid links with the Omani Loan Service Personnel currently 
embedded in UK units. 

We seem to have had more than our fair share of obituaries this 
year, as you will see in later pages. But we were also very touched 
to learn that Neville Baker, whose death was reported last year, 
had remembered the Association in his Will – a generous testa-
ment to the strength of memories from Oman times, and which 
the Association will apply to support that spirit of friendship he val-
ued so much. It is hoped that others may consider doing the same.

At the time of writing, there are still many uncertainties on all 
sides. But the Committee is fully on the case, and I can assure you 
that we look forward to better times in 2021 with a full programme 
with which to engage. Keep an eye on the website!

I look forward to meeting many of you at one (or more) of our 
events in the coming year. Until then stay safe. n

Chairman’s notes
by Mike Lobb

Congratulations!
new Year honours 2021

The Association is pleased to congratulate the following members on their recent Honours:
 

Major General Richard Stanford CB, MBE, WO  
(Senior British Loan Service Officer and Ex- DR )

Awarded: Order of Oman (WO) by Sultan Haitham.
Awarded: Companion of the Order Of Bath (CB)  

by HM Queen Elizabeth.
 

Colonel Michael Kingscote LVO (Ex -NFR and Firqat)
Awarded: Lieutenant of the Victorian Order (LVO)  

by HM Queen Elizabeth
 

We also congratulate
Commodore Henry Duffy OBE, RN (British Embassy Muscat)

Awarded: Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) by HM Queen Elizabeth



A MessAge froM

Vice-AdMirAl AbdullAh bin 
KhAMis Al rAisi, cossAf

on AssuMing the AppointMent of
president of the sultAn’s ArMed forces AssociAtion

It gives me great delight to announce in this year’s Journal of 
the Association that I have been honoured to be appointed as 
the Chief of Staff, Sultan’s Armed Forces, and thereby assume 
the Presidency of the Sultan’s Armed Forces Association. It is 
indeed a profound privilege for me to be part of such a pioneer-
ing association that celebrates the distinguished  
military partnership between the Sultanate of 
Oman and the United Kingdom.   

As we witness dramatic global 
changes, the Sultanate of Oman 
under the prescient leadership 
of His Majesty Sultan 
Haitham bin Tarik Al Said is 
set well to meet the challenges 
of the 21th century, as illustrated 
by the incisive restructuring of 
ministerial, government and mil-
itary functions.

Throughout their history, the 
Sultanate of Oman and the United 
Kingdom have enjoyed strong political 
and military bonds that continue to flourish 
and develop to wider horizons. Such deep-
seated cooperation is manifested in many 
ways, whether in joint exercises, maritime 
cooperation in Oman’s extensive sea area or 
through the trust and growth in expertise 
derived from military personnel service on loan 
service in each other’s countries.

The pages of this Journal reveal the Association’s determina-
tion to adapt to the future and encourage forthcoming genera-
tions to maintain visions and impetus. 

As your new Association President, I am eager to support 
this initiative and will actively provide my support and guidance 

to keeping the Association relevant whilst maintaining 
traditions. The firm friendship that exists 

between the Association’s mem-
bers directly reflects the close 

relationship between our 
two countries. n



50th NatioNal Day
On 18 November, His Majesty Sultan Haitham Bin Tarik addressed the  

Nation on the occasion of the glorious 50th National Day.

He paid great tribute to His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said and also referred to the enormous difficulties  
of the global Pandemic, Covid 19, which affect us all. He stated:

We will continue to consult the same core principles and values in laying the foundation of the 
new stage, in which our dear country, God willing, will march confidently forward towards the 

lofty status it desires to achieve.

He praised the continuing great efforts of all the Armed Forces and Security Services. 

On the occasion of the 50th National Day of Oman’s Renaissance, we would like to express our 
thanks and commendation of all that you do to safeguard the gains of this renaissance. We hail 
all personnel of the Armed Forces and security services across all their formations. We appreciate 
your efforts in protecting the sovereignty of this country and in defending the safety of its lands.  
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Armed Forces dAy dinner
On 11 December, His Majesty Sultan Haitham Bin Tarik – May Allah protect him – 

hosted a dinner at Al Barakah Palace on the occasion of the Armed Forces Day.

The ceremony was attended by the 
Deputy Prime Minister for Defence 
Affairs, as well as some ministers, 

commanders of the Sultan’s Armed 
Forces (SAF), Royal Oman Police and 

senior military and civil officers.
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There is a wonderful organisation called the Sultan of Oman’s 
Armoured Car Squadron Dinner Club and it was at a very enjoyable 
dinner at the Cavalry Club in July 2019 that a plan was hatched to 
revisit Oman – in some cases for the first time since leaving over 
40 years before. John Micklem took on the unenviable task of 
having to organise the visit, not realising that sadly due to illness he 
would be unable to participate.

The trip was made unforgettable by the very active help and 
most generous support given by an ex-Armoured Car Squadron 
officer who was our guest at the dinner – the redoubtable Fareeq 
Ahmed Hareth Al Nabhani, Chief of Staff of the Sultan’s Armed 
Forces, COSSAF – whom some of our number remember as a 
driver, gunner, troop leader, squadron leader right through to Army 
Commander and then COSSAF. We enjoyed what was an extraordinary and truly memorable 

visit to Oman. All were looked after and made welcome every-
where we went from the first day’s visit to the Armed Forces 
Museum and welcome lunch at Bait al Falaj – hosted by COSSAF 
himself – through to revisiting the Squadron at Thumrait; the 
delights of Salalah; the MSO Armoured Brigade at Sha’afa; up to 
Jebal Akhdar and back to Muscat all in a week. 

There was also a truly memorable celebration dinner laid on by 
COSSAF who was present with many old Omani friends and col-
leagues from the Armoured Brigade including Brigadiers Yousuf Al 
Saqri and Mohammed Al Shibli, Muqaddam Abdullah 
Mohammed al Ghailani. The reminiscing was legion.

At Thumrait we were greeted by Muqaddam Mohammed 
Amor, the Commanding Officer, as well as by the Squadron Leader 
and his officers who gave us a briefing on the orbat and operations 
as well as a wonderful lunch. David Chappell, Michael Malyon 
and Charles Thwaites had to visit the swimming pool they had 
dug at the Officers’ Mess 43 years before – still in one piece.

At Sha’afa we were greeted by an armed escort who led us to 
the Officers Mess where we were greeted by no less than the 
Commander of MSO Yousuf Al Saqri and his colonels. A wonderful 
lunch was partaken of and thanks were given again by Simon 
Mayall (in very workable Arabic) and by Rupert Wise (in excellent 

Cavalry visit to oman
14th to 20th March 2020

After the dinner – those attending together with the pipes and drums.

Ahmed Hareth tries his boomerang, Mike Shapland looking concerned!

At Sultan Armed Forces Museum (left to right): Simon Mayall, Charles Thwaites, 
Rupert Wise, Jeremy Thorman, Mike Shapland, WO Jameel Abulushi (SAF 
Museum), Bertie Sutcliffe, Michael Malyon, David Chappell, Jonathan Howard, 
Dan Gurney, Philip Hope-Cobbold, Noddy Stafford, Giles Stibbe, Captain Jamal 
Alamri (SAF Museum), Mulazzim Qasim Alomairi (Escorting officer).
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CAVALRY VISIT TO OMAN

bilingual Arabic – definitely not Beaconsfield trained). We met with 
a Squadron of the Recce Regiment and clambered over Scorpions; 
visited the tank lines to see Challenger 2s and M60s; the work-
shops where they were rebuilding engines – and the wonderful 
training wing, looking in awe at simulators which allow for full troop 
engagements – a far cry from the first makeshift Saladin range at 
Thumrait. The Cavalry Club of course was revisited.

The team with Simon Mayall’s chieftain ‘Qaid al’Ard’.

Visiting the Headquarters at Shaafa.

The wonderful dinner at the Officers’ Club.
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CAVALRY VISIT TO OMAN

Our thanks must go especially to Mulazzim Qaasim al Omari 
who had the uneviable task of trying to sheepdog 13 footloose and 
very unorganised ex cavalrymen around the country – accompan-
ied by a photographer and a videoman – all in a succession of VIP 
planes, luxury buses or a convoy of Land Cruisers. He succeeded 
with great humour, tact and patience, and we foresee a very suc-
cessful career ahead! Jonathan Howard arranged presents and 
sorted the team out in the UK as sadly Howard Elston who 
organises the ACS was unable to come. Special mention also of 
Mike Shapland who had flown over from his home in Australia 
bringing presents of boomerangs with him.

 Those of us who had not been back to Oman were naturally 
amazed at what had been achieved in the country since they had 
left, let alone what MSO has become. Some of us had served with 

Always a cavalry officer…

With one of our Saladins! Dan Gurney, David Chappell, Charles Thwaites and 
Michael Malyon.

Those attending:  

Dan Gurney, Armoured Car Sqn/Oman Tank Force (M60s), (1979-81)
Michael Malyon, Armoured Car Squadron (1976-78)  
David Chappell, Armoured Car Squadron (1976-78)  
Charles Thwaites, Armoured Car Squadron (1976-78)
Rupert Wise, Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment (1983-85)
Jeremy Thorman, Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment (1984-85)
Bertie Sutcliffe, Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment (1984-87)
Simon Mayall, Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment (1985-87)
Mike Shapland, Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment (1985-87)
Giles Stibbe, Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment (1986-88)
Noddy Stafford, SOAR/MSO (1989-91)
Philip Hope-Cobbold, SOAR/MSO (1989-91)
Jonathan Howard, MSO (1993-95)
Sadly absent due to illness, John Micklem and Howard Elston.

Saladins in the Armoured Car Squadron in the 1970s; started the 
tank force with M60s in 1980; with the Chieftains at Sha’afa 
through the 1980s… and in the 1990s helped to introduce the first 
Challenger 2 tank even before the British Army accepted one!

We were met throughout with great kindness and hospitality which 
reminded us why in so many cases these were some of the best 
years of our military careers. The only sadness was having to curtail 
seeing some of what had been achieved in Nizwa and Muscat as 
the country locked down because of coronavirus – we caught some 
of the last flights out having renewed friendships old and new. n

We were all deeply saddened to hear of the death of Philip Hope-
Cobbold just four months after our return. He will be much missed.”

Michael (Dan) Gurney and colleagues
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As reported in the previous edition of the Journal, last year marked 
the 50th Anniversary of the introduction in 1970 of helicopters into 
the Sultan’s Armed Forces. Thus started the build-up of a force in 
SOAF (now RAFO) that proved crucial in delivering a step-change in 
operational capabilities. So, we knew it deserved commemorating, 
and a group led by Tony Nicholson, Nick Holbrook and Dick 
Forsythe laid early plans for a curry lunch in England to celebrate. 
The date would be 5th September and the location the Mill House 
Barn, near Odiham in Hampshire. 

But 2020 just wasn’t to be that sort of year. By July, even with 
summer bringing respite from the worst of Covid-19 at that stage, 
it was clear that no physical gathering would be practicable. So, 
breaking new ground (it’s what the Helis were for!) and improvis-
ing (also just like the old days), the team decided the celebration 
would have to be online, using Zoom. Sticking to the same date 
and keeping as close to the original plan as possible, Steve Watson 
offered a suitably reminiscent curry recipe for those wanting an 
authentic Salalah Friday lunch; Hamed Nasser’s daughter provided 
an Umm Ali recipe for the dessert; Dick Allen republished the 
SOAF Song Book in electronic form; and Nick Holbrook devised a 
challenging quiz, to see how much we actually remembered. 

Wisely, the technical expert and ringmaster, Dick Forsythe, 
offered two practice sessions, a month in advance; a bit mean, 
though – no meal or entertainment! But as well as making sure 
people knew how to join the Zoom session on the big day, they 
turned out to be a fine opportunity to get reacquainted with old 
friends. 

So the ‘virtual’ curry lunch went ahead with participants spread 
around the world. The event itself deliberately mirrored the original 
script, just modified for the circumstances: 

n  Welcome and some Zooming Ground Rules

n   Heart Starter (devised by Steve Watson!), just to set the tone

n   Lunch headlined as Curry and then Dessert (with people 
split for each course in smaller groups – break-out rooms)

n  Interlude short film ‘Building the Hornbeam Line’

n  Toasts and Speech

n  SOAF Quiz (in designated teams)

n  SOAF Song Sheet

Following toasts to HM the Queen and HM the Sultan, Tony 
Nicholson made the ‘Keynote Speech’, welcoming attendees 
across their different timezones; and acknowledging the ingenuity 
of Dick Forsythe and others who had rallied round to help us get 
together in this way. 

He shared messages from some of the Helis’ wartime customers, 
most notably from Ian Gordon (Muscat Regiment) who was not 
able to join us, but pointed out that 5th September was the 48th 
Anniversary of his being rescued by 3 Squadron’s founder squad-
ron commander, Neville Baker, who, under fire, lifted his uncon-
scious body from ‘Gants Hill’, in the border area with Yemen. 

And the highlight, undoubtedly, was his reading of a message 
from the current CRAFO, Air Vice-Marshal Matar bin Ali Al 
Obaidani (see over). Tony then finished with the toast to ‘The 
Helis’.

“Heli 50tH” – tHe Virtual 
Celebration!

Bell 206 Light Recce/Casevac ‘workhorse’ was the first heli to enter service in Oman.

by Chris Colman



Continuing on a lighter note, Nick Holbrook’s quiz revealed how 
much we had actually remembered. Most interesting to me, since 
I arrived some years later, was that, until Stan Stanford was 
recruited as Crewman Training Officer, the winchmen for rescue 
flights were Strikemaster pilots, for the excellent reason that they 
were the most likely customers; also that, on the way back from 

Raysut, Bill Bailey was shot at, in error and fortunately inaccur-
ately, by the Royal Air Force Regiment guard! 

So, and as a first event of its kind for the Association, how do 
we think it went? 
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“HELI 50TH” – THE VIRTUAL CELEBRATION!

Greetings from Air Vice-Marshal Matar bin Ali Al Obaidani, CRAFO

In August 1970, an AB 206 Jet Ranger arrived at the Bait Al Falaj 
Airport as the first helicopter to join the SAF (Sultan’s Armed 
Forces) and was flown to Salalah. More helicopters followed 
and the number grew with the introduction of AB 205s, and that 
was the beginning of the establishment of No.3 Squadron, 
alongside the other air elements that became the independent 
SOAF.

The introduction was most difficult and incredibly challenging 
due to all-around difficulties facing the country during that per-
iod, and the challenges were unimaginable with extremely  
limited resources available. A country coming out of darkness 
with no logistic set up, no mobilisation and no qualified man-
power support, except extremely limited engineering support 
mainly from the Airwork company.

The establishment of 3 Sqn was carried out in parallel with 
more challenges, and at the same time supporting the low 
intensity conflict in Dhofar becoming more advanced, and 
developing at a faster pace by the opposing forces. Helicopters 
were overwhelmingly the only means to stop that momentum 
by troop transportation, forward support, Medevac/Casevac 
and many other missions, proving them to be the backbone of 
success to the declaration of victory in Dhofar low intensity con-
flict.

 I was not present then, but I am informed that it was a lot of 
fun and the best time someone can imagine to be at, with the 
enthusiasm, teamwork, and a lot of hard work. That led to the 

creation of Helis Union, to which many of you belong. But there 
were sad moments too. The only force in SOAF to have lost 
many people was The HELICOPTER NO 3 SQN and I take this 
opportunity to pay tribute to those we lost. I also take this 
opportunity to remember the founder of the helicopter force, 
Wing Commander Neville Baker, who worked tirelessly and 
played a very big part in the success of the formation of No.3 
Sqn and the end success of the Dhofar Campaign. My sincere 
condolence to Neville’s family and our dear colleagues who lost 
their lives during this campaign.

The successful formation of No.3 Sqn saw the birth of No.14 
Sqn at Seeb, followed by a VIP Flight at Seeb, SAR at Masirah 
and Khasab Detachment Flight; and the Royal Flight VVIP 
Helicopters where we have an officer as the OC and the deputy 
Commander Royal flight on semi seconded/permanent attach-
ment. Today RAFO is a more modernised force and is continu-
ing all round with a firm confidence.

It’s unfortunate such an event is being done through the 
media due to the Covid 19 but let’s hope that future events will 
be more to the No.3 Sqn tune of exchanging conversation face to 
face with a toast in between and without a mask.

I wish you and your families all the very best, and your contri-
bution to the set-up of the Helicopter Sqns in RAFO, in what-
ever way, is most appreciated and is part of history which we all 
have to be proud of.

CRAFO



The Toast to  
the Helis:

“Remembering those 
who never returned, 
pilots and crewmen

Thinking, too, of others  
who can’t be here today
Wishing good fortune to 
those who are carrying  
our torch and flying out  

there now.”
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“HELI 50TH” – THE VIRTUAL CELEBRATION!

Bequest from the late Neville Baker
Neville Baker’s crucial role in setting up SOAF’s Helicopter Force 
was recorded in his obituary in last year’s Journal, and is recognised 
again in this year’s account of the ‘Heli 50th’ celebration. 

The Committee has recently learned that he had generously 
arranged a bequest to the Association, as something to be 
remembered by “for the best years of my life”.  

In the spirit of fostering the sense of comradeship that was so 
important to him and to us, therefore, it will be a welcome contri-
bution towards the Association’s next principal ‘real’ events.

NH90

Top (L-R): Tony Nicholson, Dick Forsythe and Steve Watson. Bottom (L-R): Dick Allen, Hamed Nasser and Bill Bailey.

Well, first – in a year in which we all saw so many other long-
planned events being cancelled, we did indeed still manage to do 
something to mark an important anniversary! Ultimately some 
25-30 joined in, not just from UK but Cyprus, Tenerife, the US and 
Oman itself. Yes, there were probably as many meal variations as 
‘attendees’, but of course what really mattered was reviving the 
camaraderie of a previous era, sharing memories with and about 
old friends, and learning something of the intervening period.

Core participants – former pilots, a crewman leader, and wel-
come other supporters with a close association with the Helis – 
included (alphabetically by first name): Arlene Mitchell (daughter 
of Stan Stanford who tragically died in a helicopter accident in 
1977), Bill Bailey, Brian Freeman, Brian Mansfield, Charlie 
Parsons, Chris Coleman, Dick Allen, Dick Forsythe, Hamed 
Nasser, Kieron Shaw, Mike Douglass, Nick Holbrook, Peter 
Isaacs, Roger Jones, Steve Watson, Tim Finneron, Tim Jones 
and Tony Nicholson.

The only relative failure of the day was an attempt to sing 
some of the songs from the 1970s. Zoom is good for conferen-
cing, but lack of synchronisation made everything sound as if it 
were being sung by a bunch of drunks – so utterly unauthentic…

Of course it wasn’t the same as the ‘real thing’, but – crucially 
– we’d found a way nonetheless to ‘turn up on the day’. And we 
can still look forward, as CRAFO recognised, to the prospect of 
building on it to do it appropriately and letting the banter run 
freely once more: ‘watch this space’! n

Bell 205 – the famous “Huey” all purpose 
heli of Vietnam fame in service in Dhofar.
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Royal office

On 5 January, H.E. Sultan bin 
Mohammed al Numani, 
Minister of the Royal Office, 
received in his office, General 
Sir Nicholas Carter, Chief of the 
British Defence Staff.

The meeting was attended by 
Hamish Cowell, UK Ambassador 
to the Sultanate.

On 12 February, H.E. Sultan bin 
Mohammed al Numani, Minister of the 
Royal Office, received in his office, 
Lieutenant General Sir John Lorimer, 
Senior Defence Advisor to the British 
Ministry of Defence for Middle East 
Affairs.

On 25 October, H.E. Sultan bin 
Mohammed al Numani, 
Minister of the Royal Office, 
received in his office, Air Chief 
Marshal Sir Mike Wigston, 
British Chief of Air Staff, in 
Muscat.

On 2 December, H.E. Sultan bin 
Mohammed al Numani, 
Minister of the Royal Office, 
received in his office, Lieutenant 
General Sir John Lorimer, 
Senior Defence Advisor to the 
British Ministry of Defence for 
Middle East Affairs. n
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Office Of cOSSAf
In notes of the meetings that Lt Gen Ahmed bin Harith Al Nabhani  

(former Chief of Staff of the Sultan’s Armed Forces) has held with visiting dignitaries,  
to save repetition he is shown as COSSAF.

On 2 January, COSSAF received in his office at MAM, General Sir 
Nicholas Carter, Chief of the British Defence Staff. Within the 
framework of military cooperation between the Sultanate and the 
United Kingdom, a Memorandum of Executive Orders of MoU has 
been signed between the two friendly countries at the head- 
quarters of the Chief of Staff of the Sultan’s Armed Forces.

On 2 December, COSSAF received in his office at MAM, 
Lieutenant General Sir John Lorimer, Senior Advisor to the 
British Ministry of Defence for Middle East Affairs. n

On 26 October, COSSAF received in his office at MAM, Air Chief 
Marshal Sir Mike Wigson, Chief of Staff of the British Royal Air 
Force.



18

Ministry Of Defence

On the morning of 9 September, a session of official talks was held 
at the Ministry of Defence Headquarters in Al Murtafa’ah Camp 
between His Highness Sayyid Shihab bin Tarik bin Taimur Al 
Said, Deputy Prime Minister for Defence Affairs and Ben Wallace, 
Secretary of State for Defence in the United Kingdom, who was 
visiting the Sultanate.

At the beginning of the meeting, His Highness the Deputy Prime 
Minister for Defence Affairs welcomed the guest, who expressed 
his happiness to visit the Sultanate. After that, the process of close 
bilateral relations between the Sultanate and the United Kingdom 
was reviewed. They discussed the existing cooperation, relations 
between the two ministries and the ways to enhance them. Also, 
they discussed the mutual defence agreement, emphasising its 
importance to achieve the common interests of the two friendly 
countries.

The session of talks was attended from the Omani side by H.E. 
Mohammed bin Nasser bin Mohammed Al Rasbi, the former 
Secretary General of the Ministry of Defence, and Major General 
Matar bin Salem bin Rashid Al Balushi, Commander of the Royal 
Army of Oman, as well as from the British side, Hamish Cowell, 
UK Ambassador to the Sultanate, and the accompanying delegation 
of His Excellency, the guest.

During the visit H.E. Sultan bin Mohammed al Numani, Minister 
of the Royal Office, received in his office, Ben Wallace, Secretary 
of State for Defence in the United Kingdom and his accompanying 
delegation.

The UK State Secretary for Defence expressed his thanks and 
appreciation for the Sultanate’s role at the regional and international 
arenas, as well as the Sultanate’s role in strengthening ties of 
friendship and understanding. The meeting also reviewed the 
march of advanced relations binding the two friendly countries, in 
addition to touching on a range of issues of mutual interest.

H.E. Sayyid Badr bin Hamad bin Hamoud Al Busaidi received in 
his office, Ben Wallace, Secretary of State for Defence in the 
United Kingdom. During the meeting they discussed bilateral  
relations and ways to develop them in the context of the compre-
hensive agreement of solid friendship, bilateral cooperation and the 
mutual defence agreement. 
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MINISTRY OF DEFENCE

Ben Wallace went on tour of Musandam Governorate as part of his 
visit to the Sultanate. The minister was accompanied during the 

On 8 December, Mohammed bin Nasser al Rasbi, the former 
Secretary-General at the Ministry of Defence, received in his office 
at Mu’askar Al Murtafa, Admiral Tony Radakin, Chief of the 
British Naval Staff. n

On 26 October, Mohammed bin Nasser al Rasbi, the former 
Secretary-General at the Ministry of Defence, received in his office, 
Air Chief Marshal Sir Mike Wigston, British Chief of the Air Staff, 
currently visiting the Sultanate, and his accompanying delegation.

visit by Air Vice-Marshal Matar bin Ali Al Obaidani, the former 
Commander of the Royal Air Force of Oman. 

On 20 January 2021, Lt. Gen. Ahmed bin Harith, COSSAF, had his last day 
in the office after 47 years’ service. He joined the ranks of the Armoured Car 
Squadron in 1974 either as the driver or gunner to Robin Searby (now Major-
General), they cannot decide which it was! ACS expanded into SOAR and 
Fareeq Ahmed was promoted with it. He became COSSAF in 2003 on the 
death of Fareeq Khamis Al Kilbani and with it President of the Sultan’s 
Armed Forces Association. He has taken a close interest in the Association, 
giving us strong support in our endeavours, and always managed to attend 
the Annual Dinner in London, finding time to discuss the latest news from 
Oman. The Association is particularly grateful to Fareeq Ahmed for gener-
ously hosting visits for Association members on a regular basis over the 
years. We wish him a well-deserved long and happy retirement. n

Lt. Gen. AhMeD 
bin hArith AL 

nAbhAni retires
by Mike Lobb
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Royal DecRees
On 9 March, His Majesty Sultan 

Haitham Bin Tarik issued a Royal Decree, 
reading as follows:

Royal Decree No. 14/2020 appoints a Deputy Prime Minister for 
Defence Affairs.
We, Haitham bin Tarik, Sultan of Oman
Having considered the basic law of the country issued by Royal 
Decree No. 101/96 and Royal Decree No. 34/88 defining the terms 
of reference of the Ministry of Defence and the approval of its 
organisational structure, and Royal Decree No. 31/2011 re-forming 
a Council of Ministers.
Based on the public interest, we decided the following: 
Article (1) appoints Sayyid Shihab Bin Tarik Bin Taimour al Said 
as Deputy Prime Minister for Defence Affairs.
Article (2) stipulates that the Deputy Prime Minister for Defence 
Affairs, where it pertains to the Ministry of Defence, shall have the 
powers and prerogatives of Head of Unit as stated in Laws, 
Systems and Royal Decrees.
Article (3) says that this decree shall be published in the Official 
Gazette and enforced from its date of issue.
Issued on: 14th Rajab 1441 H

On 18 January, His Majesty Sultan Haitham Bin Tarik  
issued two Royal Decrees reading as follows:

Royal Decree No 10/2021 appoints a Secretary General at the 
Ministry of Defence.
Article (1) appoints Dr Mohammed Nasser Ali al Zaabi as 
Secretary General at the Ministry of Defence with the rank of  
Minister.

Article (2) says that this decree shall be published in the Official 
Gazette and enforced on its date of issue.

Royal Decree No 11/2021 on Military Promotions and Appointments.
Article (1) promotes Rear Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al Raisi 
to the rank of Vice-Admiral and appoints him as Chief of Staff of the 
Sultan’s Armed Forces.

Vice-Admiral Abdullah 
bin Khamis Al Raisi

Dr Mohammed Nasser 
Ali al Zaabi

Sayyid Shihab Bin Tarik 
Bin Taimour al Said
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ROYAL DECREES

Article (4) promotes Air Commodore Engineer Saleh Yahya 
Masoud al Maskari to the rank of Air Vice-Marshal and appoints 
him as Commandant of the National Defence College.
Article (5) says that this decree shall be published in the Official 
Gazette and enforced on its date of issue. 
– ONA

Article (2) promotes Air Commodore Khamis Hammad Sultan 
al Ghafri to the rank of Air Vice-Marshal and appoints him as a 
Commander of the Royal Air Force of Oman.
Article (3) promotes Commodore Saif Nasser Mohsen al Rahbi 
to the rank of Rear Admiral and appoints him as Commander of the 
Royal Navy of Oman.

Air Commodore 
Khamis Hammad 

Sultan al Ghafri

Commodore  
Saif Nasser 

Mohsen  
al Rahbi

Air Commodore  
Engineer Saleh 
Yahya Masoud 

al Maskari

HM The Sultan Issues Two Royal Decrees 
Promulgating Basic Law of the State, 
Council of Oman Law

His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin Tarik 
issued two Royal Decrees

Royal Decree No 6/2021 on the promulgation of the Basic Law of 
the State.
“We, Haitham bin Tarik, Sultan of Oman. In reaffirmation of the 
principles that formed the foundations of the Sultanate, guided its 
policies in different fields and promoted it locally, regionally and 
internationally and, in the consolidation of the global status of the 
Sultanate and its role in establishing pillars of justice, security, sta-
bility and peace among countries and peoples of the world, in pur-
suance of efforts for reshaping a better future of further 
achievements, in continuation of citizens’ contribution and empow-
ering them through participation in decision-making on all aspects 
of life, in the preservation of the nation and protection of its lands, 
unity, social texture and civilisation, in the reinforcement of rights, 
duties and public liberties, in support for the State’s institutions and 
consolidation of Shura principles, and in serving the public interest, 
We have decreed the following:
Article (1): A Basic Law of the State in accordance with the version 
attached to this Decree shall be promulgated.
Article (2): Royal Decrees No 101/96 and 99/2011 shall be  
cancelled.
Article (3): This Decree shall be published in the Official Gazette 
and enforced from its date of issue.

Royal Decree No 7/2021 promulgates the Council of Oman’s Law.
Article (1) states that the Council of Oman Law attached to this 
Decree shall be enforced.

Article (2) cancels Royal Decrees No 86/97, 87/97, and 88/97, as 
well as all that contradicts this Decree or the attached Council of 
Oman Law or contravenes their provisions.
Article (3) says that this Decree shall be published in the Official 
Gazette and enforced from the day following its date of publication.

His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin Tarik 
issued three Royal Decrees

Royal Decree No 12/2021 regulates/restructures the Defence 
Council.
Article (1) stipulates that the Defence Council shall be restructured 
under the Chairmanship of The Sultan, the Supreme Commander, 
and with the following as members:
• The Deputy Prime Minister for Defence Affairs.
• The Minister of the Royal Office, Head of Office of the Supreme 
Commander.
• The Head of Liaison and Coordination at the Royal Office.
• The Head of the Internal Security Service.
• The Inspector General of Police and Customs.
• The Chief of Staff of the Sultan’s Armed Forces.
Article (2) stipulates that, the Defence Council, without prejudice 
to its other specialisations/functions stated in laws and Royal 
Decrees, will specialise in reviewing all issues related to safeguard-
ing and defending the Sultanate’s safety and will convene when it 
is deemed necessary to declare the State of Public Mobilisation.
Article (3) cancels Royal Decree No 105/96 on the Defence Council, 
as well as all that contradicts this Decree or contravenes its provisions.
Article (4) says that this Decree shall be published in the Official 
Gazette and enforced on its date of issue.

Issued on: 11th Jumada al-thani 1442 H
     25 January 2021
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ROYAL DECREES

Article (5) appoints Major General Abdullah bin Ali bin Hamad 
al Harthy as Assistant Inspector General of Police and Customs for 
Operations.
Article (6) promotes Brigadier Khalifa bin Ali bin Nasser al 
Siyabi to the rank of Major General and appoints him as Assistant 
Inspector General of Police and Customs for Administrative and 
Financial Affairs.
Article (7) says that this Decree shall be published in the Official 
Gazette and enforced on its date of issue.

Issued on: 11th Jumada al-thani 1442 H
     25 January 2021

Article (1) promotes Brigadier Nasser bin Saleh bin Saud al 
Maawali to the rank of Major General and appoints him as Secretary- 
General of the National Security Council in the Royal Office.
Article (2) promotes Brigadier Sulaiman bin Khalid bin 
Sulaiman al Zakwani to the rank of Major General and appoints 
him as Secretary-General of Military Affairs in the Royal Office.
Article (3) promotes Brigadier Salim bin Ali bin Badr al Hosni to 
the rank of Major General and appoints him as Commander of the 
Royal Guard of Oman.
Article (4) promotes Brigadier Musalam bin Mohammed bin 
Taman Jaaboub to the rank of Major General and appoints him as 
Commander of the Sultan’s Special Force.

Royal Decree No 14/2021 on Military Promotions and Appointments 

Major General 
Nasser bin 

Saleh bin 
Saud al 

Maawali

Major General 
Sulaiman bin 

Khalid bin 
Sulaiman al 

Zakwani

Major General  
Salim bin Ali 

bin Badr al 
Hosni

Major General 
Musalam bin 

Mohammed 
bin Taman 

Jaaboub 

Major 
General 

Abdullah 
bin Ali bin 
Hamad al 

Harthy

Major General 
Khalifa bin  

Ali bin  
Nasser  

al Siyabi

Royal Decree No 13/2021 regulates/restructures the National Security Council
Article (1) stipulates that the National Security Council shall be 
restructured under the chairmanship of The Sultan, the Supreme 
Commander, and the following as members:
• The Minister of Royal Office, Head of Office of the Supreme 
Commander.
•  The Head of Liaison and Coordination at the Royal Office.
• The Head of the Internal Security Service.
• The Inspector General of Police and Customs.
• The Chief of Staff of the Sultan’s Armed Forces.
The Council may call for the attendance of whomever it might con-
sider appropriate other than its members.

Article (2) states that the National Security Council specialises in all 
issues related to national security.
Article (3) states that the National Security Council shall convene 
under the chairmanship of The Sultan, the Supreme Commander, 
in cases he deems necessary. Otherwise, it convenes under the 
chairmanship of the Minister of Royal Office, Head of Office of the 
Supreme Commander.
Article (4) stipulates that the National Security Council shall have a 
Secretary-General to be appointed by a Royal Decree.

Issued on: 11th Jumada al-thani 1442 H – 25th January 2021 n
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His Majesty sultan HaitHaM 
confers Medals 

On 1 January, His Majesty Sultan Haitham Bin Tarik conferred orders at Al Barakah 
Palace on a number of their Highnesses, Ministers and Commanders of the Sultan’s Armed 

Forces, Royal Oman Police and other military and security units in appreciation from  
His Majesty of their role in carrying out national duty.

His Majesty the Sultan conferred Sultan Qaboos Order (First 
Class) on His Highness Sayyid Shihab bin Tarik bin Taimur Al 
Said, Deputy Prime Minister for Defence Affairs and H.E. Sultan 
bin Mohammed al Numani, Minister of the Royal Office.

His Majesty also conferred Al Amjad Military Order (First Class) 
on Sayyid Lt. General Munthir bin Majid al Said, Head of Liaison 
and Coordination at the Royal Office.

Meanwhile, His Majesty conferred Sultan Qaboos Order (First 
Class) on Lt. General Hassan bin Mohsen al Shraiqi, Inspector 
General of Police and Customs, Lt. General Said bin Ali al Hilali, 
Head of the Internal Security Service, Mohammed bin Nasser al 
Rasbi, the former Secretary General at the Ministry of Defence and 
Lt. General Ahmed bin Harith al Nabhani, the former Chief of 
Staff of the Sultan’s Armed Forces.
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SULTAN CONFERS MEDAL
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SULTAN CONFERS MEDALS

His Majesty The Sultan also conferred Sultan Qaboos Order 
(Second Class) on Major General Mattar Bin Salim Al Bulushi, 
Commander of the Royal Army of Oman, Air Vice-Marshal Matar 
bin Ali Al Obaidani, the former Commander of the Royal Air Force 
of Oman, Rear Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al Raisi, the former 
Commander of the Royal Navy of Oman and Major General 
Khalifa bin Abdullah al Junaibi, the former Commander of the 
Royal Guard of Oman.

Furthermore, His Majesty conferred Sultan Qaboos Order 
(Second Class) on Major General Amer bin Salim al Amri, the 
former Commander of the Sultan’s Special Force, Major General 
Salim bin Mussalam Quttan, the former Commandant of the 
National Defence College, Major General Sulaiman bin 
Mohammed al Harthy, Assistant Inspector General of Police and 

Customs for Administrative and Financial Affairs, Major General 
Hamad bin Sulaiman al Hatmi, Assistant Inspector General of 
Police and Customs for Operations and Major General Abdullah 
bin Ali al Harthy, Chairman of the Public Authority for Civil 
Defence and Ambulance.

 His Majesty The Sultan also conferred Sultan Qaboos Order 
(Second Class) on Major General Ghusin bin Hilal al Alawi, 
Assistant Head of Internal Security Service for Operations, Major 
General Ahmed bin Ali Kashoub, Secretary General of the National 
Security Council at the Royal Office, Major General Hamad bin 
Nasser al Nabhani, Secretary General of Military Affairs at the 
Royal Office, Air Vice-Marshal Saleh bin Humaid al Siyabi, 
Military Aide to His Majesty The Sultan and Brigadier Mohammed 
bin Hamad al Salmi, Military Aide to His Majesty The Sultan. n
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As-sumood RAdio stAtion
Sayyid Shihab launches As-Sumood radio station

With the blessings of His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin Tarik, the 
Ministry of Defence and the Sultan’s Armed Forces celebrated the 
official launch of As-Sumood Radio on Monday 11 January, 2021.

The ceremony, held under the auspices of Sayyid Shihab bin 
Tarik al Said, Deputy Prime Minister for Defence Affairs, included 
a presentation on the new radio station, its programmes, daily 
transmission sessions and the national objectives it is expected to 
achieve.

Sayyid Shihab unveiled the plaque of As-Sumood Radio and 
inaugurated its electronic app. Then, the Royal Army of Oman’s 
band played the Royal Anthem marking the official opening of the 
radio station. 
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AS-SUMOOD RADIO STATION

In a speech expressing his delight at the launch of the Radio 
Station, the Deputy Prime Minister for Defence Affairs stated that 
the station “is a window that serves the overall goal of Oman 
Media and upgrades the standard of media messages”.

The ceremony was held in the presence of Lt Gen Ahmed bin 
Harith al Nabhani,  the former Chief of Staff of the Sultan’s Armed 
Forces, Maj Gen Mattar bin Salim al Balushi, Commander of the 
Royal Army of Oman and Rear Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al 
Raisi, the former Commander of the Royal Navy of Oman, among 
other officials. 

His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin Tarik had given Royal blessings 

to the Armed Forces to set up As-Sumood Radio on December 11, 
2020 – the Armed Forces Day. 

The Royal gesture reflected His Majesty the Sultan’s recognition 
of the sacred role undertaken by his Armed Forces and it came as 
reaffirmation of His Majesty’s attention to all personnel of the 
Armed Forces.

It was announced then that the radio will be launched on January 
11, 2021. ‘As-Sumood Radio will be yet another channel through 
which the Sultanate will highlight the nobleness of national duty 
and the sacred mission entrusted to the SAF as they defend the 
country and safeguard its achievements. n

PRestigious Visits

On 2 March, His Majesty Sultan Haitham Bin Tarik – May Allah Protect Him – received in Alalam Palace, Dominic Raab, UK Secretary of 
State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs. The meeting discussed the aspects of mutual cooperation between the two friendly coun-
tries in the framework of solid relations and matters of common interest. n
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Royal aRmy of oman

On 16 December, The 
Royal Army of Oman 
(RAO) celebrated the 
graduations for the 
officer cadets’ course and 
specialised university 
officers’ course from the 
Sultan Qaboos Military 
College (SQMC) under 
the auspices of Major 
General Matar bin 
Salim Al Balushi, 
Commander of the  
Royal Army of Oman.

28
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ROYAL ARMY OF OMAN

On 13 February, The Royal Army of Oman (RAO) represented by The Sultan of Oman’s Parachute Regiment and a number of RAO units 
and the British Army conducted a joint exercise code-named ‘Mountain Storm’. The event was presided over by Major General Mattar 
bin Salim Al Balushi, Commander of the Royal Army of Oman. The Firepower Demonstration was carried out at the RAO’s training range 
at Al Jabal Al Akhdhar. Omani and British units conducted the schedule of the joint drill as prescribed. The course of the exercise reflected 
the high performance, combat preparedness and the advanced operational levels of RAO personnel. 

On 14 August, Cadet Officer, Alazhar bin Zahir Al Zakwani, from the 
Royal Army of Oman, received the Sword of Honour from the Royal Military 
Academy in Sandhurst in the UK, after winning first place among the group 
of international cadet officers from 28 participating countries. The cere-
mony of handing him the Sword of Honour took place during the graduation 
ceremony held by the Academy under the patronage of Ben Wallace, 
British Defence Secretary and in the presence of a limited number of com-
manders, guests and parents of the graduate students. n



Royal aiR FoRce 
oF oman

On 9 March, The Royal Air Force of Oman (RAFO) 
celebrated the graduations for a number of courses which 
included pilot officers’ course, officer candidates’ course, 
transformational officers’ course, limited service course 
and college officers’ course. The graduation ceremony 

was held at the military parade ground at the Gala Air 
Base and the Sultan Qaboos Air Academy under the 

auspices of Shaikh Mohammed bin Said al 
Kalbani, the former Minister of Social Development.
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ROYAL AIR FORCE OF OMAN
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On 23 December, The Royal Air Force of Oman 
(RAFO) celebrated the graduations for a num-
ber of courses which included pilot officers’ 
course, officer candidates course, transforma-
tional officers’ course, limited service course 
and college officers’ course.

The graduation ceremony was held at the 
military parade ground at the Gala Air Base and 
the Sultan Qaboos Air Academy under the aus-
pices of Air Vice-Marshal Matar bin Ali Al 
Obaidani, the former Commander of the Royal 
Air Force of Oman. n

On 6 October, Air Vice-Marshal Matar bin Ali Al Obaidani, the former Commander of the Royal Air Force of Oman, received at his office 
in Al-Murtafa’ah Camp, Air Chief Marshal Sir Mike Wigston, Chief of Staff of the British Royal Air Force, who was visiting the Sultanate. 
Upon the arrival of the British guest to the headquarters of the Royal Air Force of Oman, a group of honour guards performed the military 
salute and a group of the Royal Oman Air Force Band played the salute of honour. 



Royal Navy of omaN
On 11 March, The Royal Navy of Oman (RNO) celebrated 

the graduation of conversion officers’ course under the auspices 
of Major General Salim bin Musallam Qattan, the 

former Commandant of the National Defence College,  

in the presence Rear 
Admiral Abdullah bin 

Khamis Al Raisi, the former 
Commander of the Royal 

Navy of Oman.
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ROYAL NAVY OF OMAN

On 26 January, Rear Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al Raisi, the 
former Commander of the Royal Navy of Oman (RNO), received in 
his office at MAM, Commodore Dean Bassett, British Royal Navy 
Component Commander.

On 2 October, Rear Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al Raisi, the 
former Commander of the Royal Navy of Oman (RNO), received in 
his office at MAM, Rear Admiral Peter Sparkes, Deputy Chief 
Executive of the UK Hydrographic Office.

On 17 December, Sub-
lieutenant/2 Qusai bin 
Mohammed Al Saadi, 

Royal Navy of Oman (RNO) 
Officer, received the 

Admiral Award as the 
best international  
student at the 
Britannia Royal 
Naval College. 

The award was 
handed over to 
him at a special 

ceremony that 
was held under the 

auspices of HRH 
Princess Anne.

On 8 December, Rear Admiral Abdullah bin Khamis Al Raisi, the 
former Commander of the Royal Navy of Oman (RNO) received in 
the Maritime Security Centre (MSC), Admiral Tony Radakin, 
Chief of the British Naval Staff and his accompanying delegation. 
The British military official, accompanied by RNO Commander, 
paid a visit to the MSC. The guest was briefed on the tasks  
and roles of the MSC in managing and leading operations of naval 
security in terms of maritime hazards, mainly search and rescue 
operations, and protecting the marine environment from various 
risks. He also viewed the modern devices and equipment used in 
supporting maritime security operations. n

During the period 9-12 February, the joint naval drill ‘Sharp Dagger’, carried 
out  by the Royal Navy of Oman (RNO), began in Al Batinah coastal area. A 
number of vessels of the naval forces of friendly countries participated with 
support aircraft of the Royal Air Force of Oman. 

Concluding on 30 October, The Royal Navy of Oman 
(RNO) conducted its ‘Asad Al Bahar’/2 (Sea Lion/2) 
Naval Drill at Al Batinah and Al Wusta maritime regions. 
The Naval Drill was conducted with the support of the 
Royal Air Force of Oman aircraft.
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The SulTan’S  
Special Force

On 15 March, The Sultan’s 
Special Force (SSF) of 
Oman celebrated its annual 
day and the graduation of a 
new batch of recruits. The 
ceremony was held under the 
patronage of H.E. Sultan 
bin Mohammed al 
Numani, Minister of the 
Royal Office.
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The planning for this event was completely overshadowed by 
COVID 19 and the ever changing definition of ‘social distancing’. 
We were fortunate that our venue, the South Lawn Hotel in 
Milford, had erected a marquee complete with furniture. This quali-
fied as ‘al fresco’ so far as regulations were concerned allowing 
much more latitude than if the event had been held inside. I 
watched in trepidation as one event after another was cancelled or 
postponed from the Association’s social calendar, a total of eleven 
in all. I was encouraged by the strong support for the event and 
thought at one point we would have 40 attendees (we had 28 last 
year). Nevertheless, we had 32 on the day.

The marquee, resplendent with the Sultanate’s flag was an 
appropriate setting for an excellent luncheon of beef, chicken and 
vegetable curries with the appropriate accompaniments. These 
were followed by sticky toffee pudding with whiskey and ice 
cream, then freshly brewed coffee and mints. Hugh Colley (SOA) 
presided over the Gunner table with Hazel Lowe, Janet Hughes, 
Fiona de Fontblanque, Johnnie Kirkham (SOA) and April 
Browell. Peter Isaacs (FF) came by boat from his house in 
Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight and was joined by Mike Goodfellow 

The Second AnnuAl  
new ForeST luncheon

Second New Foreest Curry Luncheon 
The Ensemble socially distanced.

Fiona de Fontblanque and Hugh Colley

(SOA) and Grania Howard (ORD, SSF and FMS). Peter (SON) and 
Anne Callis shared a table with Mike (SAFTR) and Nikki Watson.

David (FTR/HQ N Oman/HQ SOLF) and Pauline McAllister 
entertained guests Martyn (RLC) and Avril Cubbit along with Ken 
(HQ SAF) and Doe Brown. The DR table comprised Keith (DR/

Mike Goodfellow and Peter Isaacs
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Grania Howard, Peter Isaacs and Mike Goodfellow

Hugh Colley and Janet Hughes

Keith Ryde and Carole Ann Michels

Mike Farquharson and Ridley-Martin

Nikki and Mike Watson

Pauline McAllister, Ken Brown and Avril Cubutt (guest)

SAFTR/KJ) and Sheena Ryde with Rory Stevenson (DR) and 
Carole Ann Michels (the widow of Tim Michels – DR/WFR/SSF). 
John Wooldridge (DR/HQ SOLF) sat with Jane Hanley travelling 
from South Wales and Bobby Foxton (both FMS). They were joined 
by Vanessa Blunden whose son, Greg, served with SAFE in 2012.

Mike (FQ/SAFTR/HQ SOLF) and Penny (FMS) Lobb shared a 
table with Mike (OG) and Rose Farquharson and Mike Ridley-
Martin (SON) all of whom live locally either in Milford or Lymington.

It turned out that we had made the most of our window of 
opportunity because the ‘Rule of Six’ kicked in shortly thereafter. 
Equally I was thankful a fortnight later not to have been notified by 
anyone that they had contracted a less than happy memory of the 
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measures. The food was delightful and the chance to meet up with 
new and old friends brought wonderful relief from the dullness of 
the everyday Covid life. It is such a pity all other SAFA events and 
venues have been cancelled, but hopefully we will all enjoy each 
other’s company in 2021.” n

occasion. No necessity to initiate 
the dreaded ‘track and trace’.

For those of you who like to make 
an early diary note, the revised date 
for 2021, will be Sunday 26th 
September. The venue will be the 
same. I look forward to seeing you 
all again and hope that by then a 
vaccine will have been discovered 
for the virus.

THE NEW FOREST REGIONAL LUNCHEON 2021
The third New Forest Regional Curry Luncheon will be held at the South Lawn Hotel, Lymington Road, Milford on 
Sea, Lymington SO41 0RF www.southlawnhotel.com from 1130hrs on Sunday 26th September 2021. Those 
wishing to attend should contact Mike Lobb (safassn@outlook.com). The price will be £25 for members and £30 
for guests. An introductory drink (wine, beer or soft drink) will be included, as well as wine with the two course 
meal, followed by coffee. 
Please see the Association 
website www.oman.org.uk for 
any changes nearer the date.

Bookings should be made  
after 1st July 2021 to Mike 
Lobb, 28 Richmond Court, Park 
Lane, Milford on Sea, 
Lymington, Hampshire SO41 
0PT together with a cheque 
payable to Mike Lobb. Please 
indicate if you have any special 
dietary requirements or require 
a table for easy access. If a 
receipt or acknowledgement is 
required other than by e-mail, 
please provide an SAE.

Jane Hanley with Mike Lobb

Bobby Foxton

Jane Hanley shares her thoughts on the event and other SAFA 
gatherings around the country. “In these unprecedented times (as 
everyone keeps on saying!) it was a thrill to attend the SAFA Curry 
Luncheon in the New Forest hosted by Mike Lobb. It was very well 
organised, acknowledged social distancing and strict hygienic 

http://www.oman.org.uk
www.southlawnhotel.co.uk
mailto:safassn@outlook.com
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Barry Davis’ article in the 50th Anniversary edition of the SAF 
Journal, started a cascade of memories for me. He is quite right 
regarding the selective nature of memory. Some events stick and 
some don’t and it is not always the important ones that stick. After 
reading the article, which referenced my behaviour, I realised I 
must have seemed anti-social to my companions in the NCOs’ 
mess – going off on my own at weekends and holidays and even 
buying my own boat, a little huari, with a 4hp Seagull outboard 
motor. Age, I hope, has made me a little more sociable.

In my defence, I became fascinated by the Omani culture, little 
changed, it seemed to me, from biblical times. Many of my days 
off were spent on Abdullah bin Salim’s farm near Seeb. Trips 
inland revealed more of this amazing country and its people, with 
dramatic landscapes and further in, never ending plains. The oil 
fields at Umm As Summin had just started up and the first oil 
tanker appeared off the coast. I took my little craft out to see it, 
with its empty steel side towering sixty feet above me. Change 
was coming and I now feel privileged to have seen Oman before it 
happened. That is not to suggest that the changes were not benefi-
cial to the Omani people, rather that it gave me a rare view into the 
past.

Barry is also right about the sweat. Although the post office was 
in the cool basement of the fort, he could not spend all day down 
there. My workplace was on an inside veranda on the first floor of 
the Bait al Falaj fort, surrounded by bird wire to keep the sparrows 
out. They used to poop over everything. This place gave me excel-

lent light to work by. I had a large sheet of blotting paper over the 
drawing board, on which to rest my sweaty arms, with a hole cut in 
the centre through which to work. I had to be careful to lift the blot-
ting paper, not slide it, when working with ink. Although the British 
Army had modern map facilities in Aden, in Oman at this time 
things were back to basics – air photo interpretation, air photo 
mosaics and hand drawn maps.

We started work at 6am to beat the heat, stopping at 9am for 
breakfast and finishing at 1pm for lunch, the heat of the afternoon 
was ours. One morning, smoke arising from the electric toaster 
alerted us to the fact it was broken. Switching it off and prizing the 
cremated remains of the toast from the inside, we discovered a 
spring had broken. The armourer said he could fix it, and the follow-
ing morning a fully overhauled and repaired toaster sat in the mid-
dle of the breakfast table. Bread was inserted, the toaster primed 
and after the required pause there was a loud bang. The toast flew 
three feet into the air and there was a mad scramble to catch the 
toast before it hit the floor. It turned out the new spring, in its for-
mer life, had been required to absorb the recoil of a 303 cartridge. 
We adapted to our modified toaster. It tended to a random distribu-
tion of toast, so everyone got a piece eventually.

We had some respite from the heat, working in the cold room on 
a rostered basis. The British messes enjoyed their bacon and eggs 
for breakfast and roast pork at Christmas. This prevented any mus-
lims helping out with the cold stores. The cooks were also 
non-muslim. I think Peter, our cook, was Indian. Store records had 

A Response to BARRy DAvis
by Dudley Nott

NCOs ca 1967.
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to be kept, incoming stores checked and outgoing stores counted 
and despatched. One day at the docks, a cardboard container of 
frozen plastic wrapped pork had become wet with condensation 
and split in the heat. The contents spilled onto the dock, causing 
the dock workers to scatter. We were called in to clean up.

A supply convoy from Bait Al Falaj to Midway, gave me the 
opportunity to see the country from east to west. We climbed 
through the pass at Samail, stopping off at Nizwa, before continuing 
down to Adam. From there we went via Haima to Mugshin, on the 
edge of the Rub Al Khali. The water here was saline, which camels 
could tolerate but people could not. So the bedu drank the camels’ 
milk or used the water in very strong coffee. The bedu women here, 
the Harasis, used leather masks instead of a veil. We continued on to 
Thumrait and Midway. We did not stay long, unloading the supplies 
and scurrying back the way we had come, happy to leave fighting 
Marxist guerillas to people who knew what they were doing.

One thing Barry did not mention, was the firings of the old 
Portuguese canon in Muscat harbour fort. On occasion they were 
used ceremonially and I can remember, while I was there, they 
returned a salute from a visiting American Admiral’s ship. We had 
visits from both British and American warships as well as coastal 
vessels, bringing supplies down from the Gulf. There was a visit 
from an Oberon Class submarine and the Petty Officers’ and 
NCOs’ messes exchanged visits. How cramped their quarters 
were. The mess table folded away and the seats became bunks.

Here we move into unclear memories. Whether it was a story 
that the Petty Officers told (there was also an exchange of bever-
ages at this time) or the event happened in Muscat harbour, I can-
not remember. The story goes like this. Submarines, because of 
the rounded nature of their hulls, do not ride well at anchor. They 
prefer to moor next to a surface ship, which in this case was a 
British destroyer. The other advantage of this arrangement is the 
two crews can share watches. One night, while the destroyer 
crew were on watch, the upper works of the submarine were 
painted yellow. When the submarine crew awoke in the morning, 
the speaker system on the destroyer was playing a Beatles song, 
‘We all live in a yellow submarine’.

There had been a report in the British press of ten British NCOs 
being blow up at the British Embassy. Since there were only eight 
of us, this seemed a bit of an exaggeration. It turned out that a let-
ter bomb had gone off prematurely in the Embassy letterbox for-
tunately, hurting no one. We did attended some functions at the 
Embassy in civies.

Then there was the great cat hunt. Although politically incorrect 
to modern minds, we had very little choice when the Bait Al Falaj 
campsite was overrun by hundreds of cats. What had caused this 
imbalance in the ecology of the place is unclear. My own guess is 
that it was a plague of rats at first and when the cats had eaten the 
rats, they turned to the garbage the rats had been eating. Anyway, 
it was decided to have a shooting competition. To motivate partici-

The firing of the old Portuguese canon in Muscat harbour fort.

One thing Barry did not mention, was the firing of the old Portuguese canon in Muscat  
harbour fort. On occasion they were used ceremonially and I can remember, while I was 

there, they returned a salute from a visiting American Admiral’s ship.
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pants to accuracy, everyone with a shotgun, mainly the officers, 
were issued with the same number of cartridges and the person 
with the most kills won. The cull started in the evening when the 
cats were on the prowl. Over 200 cats were killed that night, which 
went some way to restoring the ecological balance. The CO also 
issued orders for the better securing and disposal of rubbish.

Unfortunately, cats were not the only casualty that night. In sum-
mer the NCOs’ mess cook slept on the veranda of the cookhouse, 
because of the heat. A cat was spotted on the wall outside the 
mess and neatly taken out with a single shot. While most of the 
pellets hit the cat, a few ended up in the back of the cook as he 
slept. Fortunately, at that range, they did not penetrate too far. I 
think this incident was an additional motivation for us to build a 
secure place for the cook to sleep. One of the golden rules, in any 
military establishment, is not to upset the cook.

I remember a British adventurer coming down from the Gulf 
with a sambook, a type of seagoing vessel, smaller than a boom. It 
was towed into Muscat harbour by a boom. Tim Severin comes to 
mind, but I am not sure it was him. He intended to follow the trade 
routes to the East, re-enacting the journeys of Omani traders of the 
past. He needed help to beach the vessel so he could fit it out. A 
couple of us climbed on board the tow vessel and we motored 

around the point from Muscat harbour, to a small secluded beach. 
Here, I jumped overboard with a line and swam ashore. The vessel 
was hauled up onto the beach with the help of the crew and a few 
onlookers. One of the onlookers was heard to remark, “Khul radgul 
abyath maganoon”, which turned out to be a reasonable remark. 
The dry air soon shrank the hull timbers, turning the vessel into a 
sieve. In subsequent visits in my hauri, the bleached timbers 
looked like the skeleton of a beached whale. At this time, I believe 
the people in the Ras Al Hadd area were still carrying on this 
ancient trade. He should have had a chat with them.

Despite my best efforts and those of Abdullah, I did not become 
fluent in Arabic. The embarrassment this caused me, prevented 
me applying for further tours in Oman. How silly we are when 
young and in hindsight, I was a very immature young man. Service 
back in Britain did not appeal, so I took the six year option and emi-
grated to Australia. Here, my time in the Middle East paid off. 
Working for mineral exploration companies in the outback, I was 
able to easily adapt to the working conditions. Getting Oman out of 
my system has taken longer. It took me years before I could pick 
up food with my left hand and nostalgia caused me to name my 
first born daughter, Nabilah. I finally found out my brain is wired for 
numbers not words, retiring as a spatial systems analyst. n

British Navy visit.

It has taken a long time to get Oman out of my system. It took me years before  
I could pick up food with my left hand and nostalgia caused me to name  

my first born daughter, Nabilah.
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SETTING THE SCENE
On 4 February 1973 we watched from Yardarm as the elderly 
SOAF Caribou bringing vital water, food and ammunition landed on 
the rough strip at Simba. The propellers, in reverse pitch, kicked up 
dust as the big beast stopped in a very short distance and scurried 
into the unloading bay. Lieutenant Pathan Dilmurad and his team 
rushed forward to unload quickly as the pilot climbed down from 
the cockpit and sat on the nose wheel to light a cigarette before 
returning to Manston. Keeping one eye on the aircraft, the Gunners 
continued to adjust mortar fire onto likely enemy OPs and base-
plate positions to deter adoo re-action – but this time our efforts 
were in vain.

The “Flash to Bang” time of the 75mm RCL that blew off the 
port wing of the Caribou was only about 17 seconds. By the time 
the warning shout of “INCOMER” reached the unloading bay it 
was far too late. With a huge “CRUMP” the RCL round exploded 
alongside the aircraft. The port wing was blown off just outboard of 
the engine, which, along with the fuselage, was peppered with red 

hot shrapnel – it was never going to fly again! 
Flight Lieutenant Spike Marie was blown off 
the nosewheel (which probably saved him). He 
spun like a Catherine Wheel down the dispersal. 
We assumed he was badly hurt but surprisingly, 
he got up and began to stagger back towards the 

scene of his aircraft wreck, stopping only to pick up his unfinished 
cigarette! He always was one cool “trannie” (transport pilot)!

Two more RCLs landed nearby and there were several minor 
injuries (Spike was slightly wounded but was more concerned 
about the indignity of hitching a heli ride back to Salalah to explain 
where he had “parked” his Caribou). Pathan Dilmurad and his team 
continued to rescue the stores with renewed pace whilst others 
recovered the wounded. An alternative runway had already previ-
ously been cleared but was “banana” shaped around the contours 
of the Jebel and not very user-friendly. It was, also, almost immedi-
ately, accurately engaged by RCLs and thereafter hardly used.

On Simba, no-one was aware that there was a flurry of 
Immediate signals between Salalah, Muscat and London. The loss 
of the Caribou meant that fixed wing support for Simba was 
immediately suspended but there were not enough helis to fill the 
gap in the Airbridge and water was getting very low. Despite the 
disastrous political and military impact of giving up the important 
position, warning orders were prepared for Op Trident – to destroy 

Caribou landing at Simba.

Spike’s broken Caribou on SIMBA – hit by RCL on 4 Feb 1973 
(note: the tailfin was removed later).

Airbridge to SimbA/SArfAit – 
ViewS from the cockpit And elSewhere

Author Tim Jones with contributions from many



ammo stocks, spike the guns and withdraw SAF troops on foot by 
night – Simba would be abandoned!

 We now know that this made the breakfast news at Number 10 
Downing Street in London. A request for help triggered the 
immediate diversion of British RFA vessel (Stromness) to act as a 
temporary offshore water bowser for Simba. In an impressive, 
no-notice, 24 hour operation, some 800 gallons of water were 
flown by helicopters from the ship to the beleaguered position and 
withdrawal was avoided.

him would know, he was not one to stand on ceremony but he 
seemed hurt by the accusation. ”No!” he replied. “We are 
Commissioned Officers of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces.”

The atmosphere changed immediately. We were invited to join 
him in his day cabin for afternoon tea. Whenever I see Dundee 
cake and bone china, I compare this event with “Afternoon Tea at 
the Ritz”. RFA Stromness wins every time! 

Two additional helicopters were given to Oman by Saudi Arabia. 
They were immediately known as “Stripey Tigers” due to their dis-

tinctive brown and cream camou-
flage and they also had different 
avionics and no rotor brake, so 
pilots had to remember what 
they were flying(!) but they pro-
vided important extra lift. A fur-
ther six were agreed by Iran to be 
added to some already en route 
with crews. Now, a helicopter air-
bridge would be possible!

It was a near thing but Simba 
was saved and there was no 
withdrawal. Importantly, the 
Sultan’s efforts to bring peace to 
Dhofar had captured international 
attention and support from key 
regional players which was a 
turning point. Radio Aden 
reported: “The intervention of 
new foreign powers certainly 
increased the difficulty of the 
revolutionary struggle.”

From then on, the Airbridge 
from Manston would be main-
tained by helicopters alone.
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Letter from No 10 dated 13 Feb 1973 re SIMBA.

“Waagid zayn,” said the soldiers. They had never seen such 
pristine water barrels (burmails) – ours were pretty battered and 
bent!

Roger Jones, CO Jebel Regiment at that time adds: “Towards 
the end of the airlift from the RFA, the Brigade Commander, Jack 
Fletcher, and I decided to hitch a heli ride to the ship to thank the 
captain and crew for their timely and vital support. So it was that 
two dishevelled figures, covered in dust and wearing no badges of 
rank, arrived unannounced on the deck of the RFA to be greeted by 
a Chief Petty Officer in immaculate whites. Although he was cour-
teous, he clearly did not approve of these scruffy individuals mess-
ing up his ship. As we were escorted to the bridge I felt like a 
defaulter!

On the bridge the Captain ignored us completely as he watched 
the helicopters doing the water shuttle. After about ten minutes he 
turned to us with a look of utmost disdain and said, “You two mer-
cenaries then?” I looked at the Brigadier. As anyone who knew 

FCO Signal re SIMBA.



IN THE BEGINNING – SHOOT AND SCOOT
OP SIMBA had begun many months earlier.
By late 1971, Brigadier John Graham (CSAF) faced a dilemma – 
whether to exploit recent successes in the Eastern Area and move 
on in the Central area, followed by the West, or make a bold move 
first and cut the enemy supply route into Oman far to the West 
near the Border with PDRY? Many of his staff, including the mil-
itary commander in Dhofar, Colonel Mike Harvey, favoured the 
step by step approach. They argued that taking, and maintaining, a 
major position far out to the West would pose too many, enormous 
operational and logistics problems. It would be “a SAF island in a 
sea of adoo occupied jebel”. They had a point!

The Khareef was less of a factor. Until 1971, the annual mon-
soon had largely governed the ebb and flow of operations in Dhofar 
– mostly in favour of the adoo! However, now a combination of 
additional BATT forces, strengthening of SAF units (including the 
firqats) and, most importantly, the arrival of the immensely capable 
AB 205 (HUEY) helicopters gave SAF far more flexibility.

even in the hot and high conditions of Oman. The whole package 
was ideal for SOAF operations in Dhofar and the HUEYs had 
already proved their worth.

Nigel Knocker, CO of Desert Regiment, remembers: “We took 
over a position called Akoot in Western Dhofar from NFR in 1971 
but it was never intended as a firm base. It was clear that we 
needed to move to a better position on higher ground, and prefer-
ably further west, that overlooked the enemy supply routes along 
the coast from Yemen into Oman. But to find a suitable position 
was a real challenge – maps and air photos were poor and the ter-
rain was challenging. Near the border, vertical cliffs rose up to some 
2000 feet from the coastal belt channelling the rough camel tracks 
into that narrow area – but perhaps that could be an advantage.

Nick Holbrook and I did a number of recces by 206 (the HUEY’s 
little brother), and eventually we identified a location close to the 
border surrounding the deep Wadi Sarfait. It was not ideal: it was a 
long way out to the west; the main area of high ground was broken 
by deep wadis; then there were the vertical cliffs which dropped 
sharply down towards the sea. There was also an intermediate 
high feature and plateau dominating the coastal tracks between 
the cliffs and the sea. Nick was a former Gunner and Army Air 
Corps pilot who had a “soldier’s eye” for ground which I valued. He 
didn’t hold back in saying what he thought either – very valuable! 
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David Shepherd painting of SOAF Huey landing at SIMBA.

Looking down on Capstan from Mainbrace.

Looking up at vertical cliffs below Mainbrace.

The SOAF Huey was an Italian version of the mass produced, 
US designed and built product for Vietnam. Robust and designed 
with battle damage and field repairs in mind, it was well proven and 
was certainly solid, “soldier-proof” and ideal for the multi-role, 
SOAF purpose. Neville Baker (the SOAF Helicopter Squadron 
Commander) had seen HUEYS in action in Vietnam when he vis-
ited there in the ’60s and was a strong advocate. Although it had 
only one engine, the LycomingT53 – L-13B was an ultra-reliable, 
modern, gas-turbine which delivered strong continuous power 

High ground on Mainbrace.
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that we might actually occupy this area as the only way in and out 
was by air. I don’t know whether or not Nigel was thinking of doing 
so at that stage.

Some 10 days or so later, we returned to the area to take numer-
ous pictures from great height. Over lunch back at Akoot I asked 
what he had in mind and he told me. Frankly, I was aghast and said 
so. Ops in the east were going fairly well but SOAF was fully 
stretched and certainly the helis couldn’t support a major op in the 
west as well! Nigel told me it would all depend anyway on whether 
an airstrip could be cleared for fixed wing support and whether 
water could be found. I was slightly mollified and sworn to secrecy. 
I don’t think either of us had any inkling that the op might have pol-
itical implications or draw the war to international attention.” 

Security was of prime importance so we flew to various spots to 
keep the adoo guessing. The terrain looked reasonable but we had 
to do a ground recce to make sure. So we flew in a detachment to 
shell the coastal tracks as a diversion whilst we landed and looked 
at the ground. This was just as well; we discovered that the area I 
was considering was dominated by a ridge to the north which 
would have to be secured and held too. Since the area was close to 
the sea, I decided to continue a nautical theme by naming the 
northern ridge “Yardarm”, the main area “Mainbrace”, and the 
intermediate feature leading down to the coast would be called 
“Capstan”.

Nick Holbrook comments: “I called Nigel’s recces “Shoot and 
Scoot Ops” (others called them “Nigel’s Follies”) but they all fol-
lowed the same format. A couple of mortars (on one occasion a 
75mm Howitzer) would be flown into a position just above the tree 
line by 205s to engage a target identified in advance by Intelligence. 
Nigel and I would go ahead in the 206 and mark a suitable LZ with 
smoke, the 205s would land the firepower and the target would be 
engaged. “Rounds Complete” then we would pick up and get the 
hell out. 

Nev Baker, the Heli Squadron boss, got a bit fed up with Nigel 
asking for me and Chopper Charlie for “recces in the West”.

“Tell that damn colonel of yours that I will decide what and 
whom he gets!” But it still seemed that Nigel always got me!

On this occasion the target was a reported training camp just 
inside our border with PDRY. We wittered down, scooted about, 
and both of us realised immediately what a fantastic position the 
horseshoe-shaped feature offered, for both observation and 
defence. We also saw that it was overlooked by a higher ridge to 
the north running east-west. At the time, it never crossed my mind 

Chopper Charlie – the 206.

Nick Holbrook’s thumb and boot holding Chopper Charlie at 7000ft over SIMBA.

Nick Holbrook, John Marzuk , Ian Recton, study the map.

Nev Baker took the high ground during the flood.

There were more cautious recces, including survey of a possible 
airstrip by the senior “trannie”. A great deal of planning was done 
but there was still quite a lot of opposition to Simba. It was certainly 
very ambitious and would seriously stretch SAF and especially 
SOAF. However, Oman could not afford a long war of attrition. 
Eventually, CSAF gave his approval and the die was cast. Alex 
Lamond (Ops Officer) produced a very comprehensive Op Order; 
Huge stocks of equipment were positioned at Akoot where 
Graham Sherwell, 2ic DR, was the maestro who conducted the 
immense logistics “orchestra” with great success. Akoot became 
the launch pad for Simba and forces assembled there for briefings.

Diversions were mounted to draw the adoo away from the area 
and initial incursions were launched on foot on 16th April 1972 to 
seize the Yardarm positions and then on to Mainbrace. They met 
no opposition. (nb. Rowland White describes the operation vividly 
and accurately in his book “Storm Front”, with lots of input from 
those involved.)
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Awaiting the briefing Front – Colin Hardie. 2nd row: Nev Baker, Roy Bayliss, John 
Marzuk and Nick Holbrook. 3rd row: Adam Carter, Dave Duncan, Steve Watson and 
Ian Recton.

Nigel Knocker (CO DR) briefing for OP SIMBA.

Graham Sherwell (2ic DR) was 
the logistics maestro at 
AKOOT.

1973 patrol map showing Arty 
Targets, Spider and Y Wadis 
(emphasised). Maps were very 
inaccurate and lacked detail.

Oblique sketch of SIMBA.

LAUNCHING SIMBA
On the morning of 17th low cloud covered the area, but there was 
too much at stake to postpone. So, the main occupation went 
ahead in the afternoon – a few hours later than planned. Yardarm 
had been successfully occupied and four platoon defensive loca-
tions were being blasted into the hard rock (Red, Yellow, Blue One, 
and Blue Two). The main force was choppered in to Mainbrace as 
planned with no opposition. Defence stores were thrown out of 
low flying Skyvans. The most danger was from iron pickets which 
sometimes broke free from their bundles to rain down on positions 
like spears, while sheets of “crinkly tin” fluttered down like giant 
razor blades!
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Nigel Knocker: “The enemy reaction was slow and mixed. It 
seemed they couldn’t believe what we had done. Radio Aden 
reported that they may as well give up but it was not to be! The 
urgent necessity was to find water which we were told was east of 
Capstan but this proved impossible to reach. We eventually man-
aged to find a way down the cliff to Capstan, rather later than 
planned, and held it for about ten days against attacks of increasing 
ferocity. There was still no water found and resupply and casevac 
by heli was extremely hazardous.”

The Airbridge now extended to Capstan! Nick Holbrook recalls 
flying down there: “I was on another Capstan resupply run. By this 
time the adoo had got the measure of things. Every time you stuck 
your nose over the scarp the radio would burst into life ‘You are 
under fire!’.”

The best way down was via a deep fissure in the cliff face that 
ran behind Black and exited out of the scarp just above Capstan but 
the exit point was now covered by a 12.7mm Shpagin so I had waf-
fled my way down the cliff face instead and arrived safely at the LZ 
but there was no DR unloading party!

On the night of the 19th April there was a tremendous, violent 
rain storm which washed away some of the positions and many 
stores in flash floods. Cancel? – no way, just fly in more. (Nigel 
Knocker remembered the staff college mantra – make a plan and 
stick to it!) By day four there was a rough but workable airstrip. 
Skyvan, Caribou and helicopter operations were all underway and 
the Airbridge was fully functioning.

Skyvan taking off from SIMBA.

The Airbridge Fleet – Caribou, Skyvan and Huey at SIMBA.

Troops digging (blasting!) in.

Sketch map of Simba shows Mainbrace and Yardarm positions, runway, scarp and 
Capstan.

Strikeys gave top cover and close air support to SIMBA and the Airbridge.
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Nigel Knocker: “Various other methods of resupply were tried 
including Tom Brembridge’s ingenious ‘Indian rope trick’ up and 
down the cliff with jerry cans – but we ran out of rope!” 

Eventually, we had to withdraw. There was still no water found 
and Capstan had proved too risky to resupply by helicopter, so 
there was no choice. On the night of 31st May Alan Howard led his 
men of 2 Company DR back up the cliff to Mainbrace. The soldiers 
were very stoical about it – maybe because we had managed to 
get the special cream biscuits they had demanded from the souq in 
Salalah! The following morning the adoo launched an intense 
attack on the Capstan positions that we had so recently vacated. 
This was much to the delight of DR looking down from Mainbrace!

After DR left Capstan the tracks down the scarp were mined by 
the adoo and SAF were pretty much stuck on Mainbrace and 
Yardarm. Although Op Simba did not reach down to the sea it still 
interfered significantly with the adoo supply route. It also absorbed 
enormous amounts of high explosives that would otherwise have 
reached deep into Oman. However, PFLOAG (the political arm of 
the adoo) described things differently via the Sunday Times and 
Daily Telegraph: 

“The troops of Sultan Qaboos are struggling to maintain their pos-
ition… trapped in their post.” 

“They are back on the defensive holding out in mountain positions 
supplied uniquely by air.”

“Without the British pilots the war would fold up in a matter of 
days.”

I told the loadmaster to chuck out the stores and caught a 
glimpse of the stunted trees on the edge of the LZ. The top 
branches were flying into the air in splinters! We had heard reports 
of a Shpagin sited in a cave on the Khadrafi feature (east of Capstan) 
which was making life very difficult for the DR soldiers. Now it was 
trying to chop a way down through the trees to make life unpleas-
ant for me!

What to do? Normal procedure would be to lift into a high hover 
to avoid the bushes. Spin the aircraft round on its own axis and 
accelerate away low level to gain speed before climbing back up to 
the top of the scarp but that would make me a sitting duck!

Going straight ahead would mean climbing up over the Capstan 
feature, overflying the adoo below, then returning across the likely 
line of fire to climb back up the cliff. No way!

I quickly decided to do a backwards take off. This is taught in 
basic training but only as a co-ordination exercise – never to be 
used for real!

You pull the aircraft into a high hover, accelerating backwards 
whilst keeping straight with the rudder pedals until you judge you 
have flying speed, allow the aircraft to spin on its own axis and then 
climb away. A bit like doing a hand-brake turn in a car – simple?

Well, maybe on a flat grassy airfield or on Salisbury Plain on a nice 
day but not on a jebel slope, covered in bushes and large boulders, 
under fire, and when you can’t see where you are going – well, you 
are flying backwards!). I hadn’t done one for over six years.

Waiting until I saw the twigs had stopped flying in the air, and 
hoping that the ‘Khadrafi Kid’ on the Shpagin was changing belts or 
had a jam, I pulled hard on the collective and shot off backwards. It 
worked and we were away!

The Khadrafi Kid’s view of Capstan taken from East looking West (Mainbrace scarp 
on right).

Looking up at SIMBA from below the scarp.

Camels below Capstan returning to Hauf.
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The Caribou and Skyvan transports continued to run the gauntlet 
into Simba until the Caribou was lost in February 1973 after which, 
it was a ‘helicopter only’ airbridge. Radio Aden announced that 
PFLOAG shelling had knocked out the landing strip at Sarfait: “for-
cing them to rely uniquely on helicopter supplies which came in 
nearly everyday.”

Nev Baker had to report that Simba was taking most of his available 
flying hours leaving only 10 per cent of other operations in Dhofar! 
A quick scan of Dick Allen’s log book shows 40-45 per cent of his 
flying at that time was in support of Simba which was typical.

SOAF song book:      “On Monday I was doing Simba 
Tuesday Simba once again 
On Wednesday just for fun 
I did another run…” 

So, had the critics been right? In 1973 the journalist Fred Halliday, 
accompanied an adoo camel train from Hauf into Oman passing 
below the scarp at Simba. In his book, ‘Arabia without Sultans’, he 
acknowledges the effective, unique, re-supply operations by heli-
copter but also describes a ‘successful’ dawn attack with mortars 
and machine guns against a SAF position on Simba. However, 
SEPs told us that they feared the Simba artillery and mortars espe-
cially at night. “Strikeys” also regularly surprised adoo mortar 
crews and hit their cave hideouts by day.

THE SEIGE OF SARFAIT
“Simba military post, balanced on four stone hills close to the 
Yemeni border is held by one battalion which will have to stay in it 
for the next five months… a tiny bottleneck holding back a tide of 
revolution.”

Sunday Times – 25 June, 1972

The positions on Simba were now bombarded from all directions. 
Mortars, Shpagin and RCLs and sometimes (especially on Yardarm) 
close-in attacks with airburst RPG 7 and small arms fire.

 SAF officer on Red Feb 1973: “Incomers created a lot of dust 
which got everywhere. The hill top looked like it was covered in 
talcum powder! On 22nd February, we took over 100 mortar hits 
within the perimeter – two direct on the command sangar! My ears 
hurt! After each attack, first job was to walk around the position 
with a demolition kit in one pocket and detonators in the other 
blowing up the incomers that hadn’t gone off before we tripped up 
on them! – Bang… and even more dust! Repairing sangars made 
still more dust!”

Strengthened 2 man sangar maintenance – a daily task!

FF Patrol – SIMBA (painting by Ken Howard).

 By now Simba was as much a political as a military operation 
and HM gave Simba high priority: “The maintenance of a Battalion 
position on the border at Sarfait” was one of three priorities 
decreed in June 1973 and maintained thereafter.

The positions were constantly improved and strengthened and 
held out through the monsoon but patrolling was demanding and 
dangerous in the rough broken terrain.

25 pounders gave excellent support.

 4.2 inch mortars delivered a heavy bomb!
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They won’t strap in either and didn’t take kindly to the G force of 
the “SOAF Spiral” vertical descent! We couldn’t land on Red as 
planned (incomers) so had to divert to Blue Two – over a mile down 
Yardarm. One goat was dropped off there for 12 platoon with 
Captain Naseeb al Ruwehi (later CSOLF). They had beaten off a 
night attack a few nights earlier and deserved a treat. Then I was 
off to nearby Blue One with my little herd on short lengths of cord 
and happy to be free of the black bags. A sniper had a go from 
across the wadi so we dropped off the ridge but the goats weren’t 
good at taking cover and got tangled up in their leads. By now all 
the soldiers had heard what was going on so we had an audience. 
There was much cheering and “baa’ing and advice on walkie talkie. 
(I wonder what the adoo thought!) It took all day to deliver four dis-
obedient goats. Time to spare go by air – Yimkin Airways! But there 
was no Amazon alternative!”

There was another unexpected delivery via the airbridge: 
“Hello Grey 39 this is Grey 9A.” 

We didn’t often hear Major Richard John’s unmistakeable voice 
on the Simba operational net. A former Scots Greys officer, Richard 
was 2ic of JR, and on his 7th tour in Dhofar! Now responsible for 
running the forward airhead at Manston, the ‘keystone’ of the air-
bridge, he did so very effectively and with great style. This was a 
seriously busy ‘transit camp’ with fixed wing aircraft bringing sup-
plies and people up from Salalah, road convoys bringing water in 
from Mudhai and helis shuttling it all forward to Simba. It was also 
an operational patrol base north of the ‘tree-line’. Richard had a lot 
on his mind but was never too busy to think of the well-being of us 
on Simba.

“Grey 39 send over”
“9 A, white ammo box for you on next lift to Red over”
“Roger out” 

 
Very strange! Maybe a new medical kit? About 20 minutes later a 
heli spiralled down into the wadi then popped up to drop off a 
couple of soldiers back from leave, ammunition boxes, sacks of 
rice and food, mail, etc. Amongst the boxes there was indeed a 
white one which was brought over to my sangar. I had no idea 
what was inside so opened it with curiosity.

It was lined with polystyrene and inside was a parcel wrapped in 
tin foil. The smell was divine – a perfectly roasted, warm, whole 
chicken! Also fresh green salad and half a fresh lime with fizzy 
tonic! In a small Tupperware box was a chocolate pudding – abso-
lute heaven. After months of mouldy rice and endless tins of fish in 
tomato sauce it was a real boost to morale. The adoo could wait!

A senior SEP told us that, to them, Sarfait was the most import-
ant position. Even though they could get supplies past the position 
it stopped them moving freely…“like having someone’s hands 
around your throat.”

Back to the helicopters: So what did the HUEYS carry into Simba 
apart from hundreds of gallons of water? 

Well, just about any and everything that a permanent army base 
needs. Mainbrace soon became such a place and flew an enor-
mous Oman flag above the scarp announcing they were there to 
stay (which drew intense mortar fire from the adoo!).

Of course, the usual “bombs, beans and bullets” but also defence 
stores, rations, fuel, mail, batteries, paint, tents, furniture, charcoal, 
canned drinks (of all sorts!), cigarettes, stationery, soldiers, visitors, 
staff officers, VIPs. Even HM The Sultan came for a day!

In UK, MoD lifted the ‘D’ notice which had stopped details of 
British involvement in Dhofar being reported. ITV’s News at Ten 
visited (accompanied by Ranulph Fiennes [ex MR]) as more details 
emerged, so the incomers increased. 

More water and ammunition was flown in, and sometimes, live 
goats. A Jebel Regiment officer recounts: “Goats don’t like heli-
copters. Don’t fly with them if you can avoid it. They probably fear 
their imminent fate and are invariably incontinent. The aircrew 
don’t like goat pee and poo in their machines so they (the goats!) 
travel in black plastic bags fastened around the neck with their little 
heads sticking out. But take care, especially if wearing fighting 
order with grenades on your shoulder straps. Make sure the pins 
are well splayed and taped. I once had a near miss when the four 
goats I was taking back to Simba for my soldiers went crazy. They 
started trying to leap about. It only needed one horn in a grenade 
ring and Bang – End of Mission!

Corporal Said Salim firing the 60mm Mortar (bomb just emerging from the tube!).

Sura rocket about to hit mortar firing on SIMBA.

Huey wasting no time on exit from Red on Yardarm.
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Since the loads were carefully pre-planned by destination, drop-
ping them at the “wrong” place usually meant a further shuttle 
within the positions later and much “rubbing out” by OC HQ 
Company who was trying to keep track of what was where and 
what was still needed. Nets also had to be recovered after drops 
on Yardarm to be loaded again for the next day. The hazardous 
three hour patrol trek down the great wadi between that ridge and 
Mainbrace was not an option for repositioning nets – it was bad 
enough dodging mines down there anyway! It was an immense 
juggling act every day! 

Eventually, the shuttle-bus gave up fighting the jagged, jebel sur-
face and shook itself apart. A replacement was essential to move 
the loads and nets between LZs spread all over Mainbrace, but a 
land rover was too heavy to be lifted in by helicopter. It would have 
to be a Skyvan!

A one-off mission was authorised with a single pilot and Sqn Ldr 
Charlie Brown, an experienced “trannie”, volunteered. There was 
much nervousness all round and no preliminary outgoing mortar 
fire this time.

With everyone on Simba on standby, Charlie came in fast, unan-
nounced, landed on the “banana” runway, and skated around the 
contour to bring the boxy little workhorse aircraft to a halt with the 
ramp already down. Restraining straps were released and Lt 
Pathan was off like a racing driver down the ramp in his new, 
stripped-down, land rover, away to safety in a protective sangar. 
There was no return load and Charlie was already taxiing to take 
off. He was half-way down the runway when the first incomer 
landed behind him but they were too late.

SURVIVING THE SOAF SPIRAL
The transit between Manston and Simba was normally flown 
above 10,000 feet to avoid small arms fire from the high jebel. 
Since time on the ground was kept to the minimum, there was no 
time for food or a cuppa so these became in flight rations: 
“...12000ft with a Huey in one hand and a curry in the other!”

“Sometimes a mid-morning cup of sweet tea or a goat curry 
was thrust into my hand which had to sit precariously on the centre 
console awaiting attention!”

Taking off from Manston and climbing to height over a fairly 
large secure location was no problem (unless you spilled the tea!) 
but the spiral descent into Simba was a very different story. What 
became known in the RAF (and still is) as the “SOAF Spiral” prob-
ably originated in Vietnam where the Huey was so successful. It 
was not part of any UK helicopter training curriculum but was 
taught to Bill Bailey by a serving USMC pilot as a means of getting 
from very high (out of range) to very low (can dodge and avoid) in 
the minimum time whilst limiting the likely exposure to the enemy. 
By ensuring “constant movement of the target in three dimen-
sions it makes it very difficult for the opposition to spray off a maga-
zine with any accuracy”. Bill, in turn, introduced it to SOAF where it 
quickly became SOP.

QHIs can explain the technicalities of the Spiral but the best rea-
sonably accurate, easily understandable, explanation is contained 
in Rowland White’s book “Storm Front” (page 160). For passen-
gers (including goats) it was like a mad, fairground helter-skelter 
ride, but with rates of descent accelerating to more than 7000ft a 
minute – nearly 90mph – compared with the normal 1700ft per 

SOAF commentary: “The normal heli tarteeb was a pair of 
Hueys flying a 20 minute shuttle between Manston and Simba. We 
liked to know there was a mate not far away and enjoyed banter on 
blue sarbe too. About 8-10 flying hours per day was usual with 
crews changing over in the middle of the day by fixed-wing from 
Salalah. Particular ops and pre-monsoon stockpiling – especially 
water and artillery ammunition – could increase the task.”

During a pre-monsoon visit, Dhofar Brigade Commander (Jack 
Fletcher) expressed concern on hearing that there might be a 
shortfall in Artillery rounds for Simba: “Arrange extra sorties until 
we reach the target,” he instructed his staff, “and you (pointing at 
Tony Smith, the Simba Gunner officer), let me know the situation 
and what else is needed.” Of course, there wasn’t a problem – but 
more heli sorties!

A normal day would see up to 60,000lbs of freight shifted by two 
helicopters. Planning the next day’s lifts used to take OC HQ 
Company (Chris Bentall-Warner in ’73) half the night with no com-
puter, just the back of one of his many fag packets! The ground 
handling was an incredible task too. On Mainbrace, pre-planned 
loads were positioned in small sangars near the designated LZs but 
the adoo sometimes had other ideas and the loads often had to be 
re-positioned due to incomers. This was done by the one and only 
shuttle-bus on Mainbrace – a very battered land rover with no wind-
screen, doors, bonnet and no tailgate.

 Time was always of the essence as the choppers couldn’t hang 
around on Mainbrace (or especially Yardarm). This often caused 
some rapid mid-air re-planning over Blue Sarbe:

“We’ve got incomers on the strip. Can you drop your load at Blue 2”
“ Hang on, Blue 2 is getting it now – try Yellow.”

“Watch and Shoot!” – Listening for incomers on Yardarm.

Underslung load into Yellow.



51

AIRBRIDGE TO SIMBA/SARFAIT

Dame Fortune rolls her dice strangely and at random. Left of arc, 
the aircrewman and two passengers were tragically killed instantly. 
Right of arc, the co-pilot virtually walked away unhurt from the very 
“secondhand” Huey (but was sadly killed in another accident three 
months later). I was somewhere in between those extremes but 
very much closer to the left. Most of my injuries were to my feet 
and legs. After being rescued by the JR Ops officer and others, I 
was casevac’ed (by another SOAF 205) and began the long road to 
recovery via the FST, RAF Hospitals in Akrotiri, Wroughton, Halton 
and, most importantly, the Rehabilitation Unit at Headley Court 
(where I shared a room with Bill Cooper, the RAF Air Traffic 
Controller who had lost a leg in the Katushka rocket attack on RAF 
Salalah in 1972). I also met an elderly ex- RAF doctor who inquired 
after my injuries: 

“What were you flying?”
“ I didn’t say I was injured flying!”
“ Of course you were - classic rudder bar injuries – haven’t seen 
them since the war!”

And the Consultant who delicately said: “You want to know when 
you are going to fly again but right now, I don’t know if you are going 
to walk again!” – great bedside manner. I thought, “I will show you!”

In August 1974, almost a year after the crash, I climbed back on 
the horse that had thrown me and once again spiralled a Huey 
down into Simba but landed safely this time!

The helicopter airbridge continued through 1974 and 1975, 
becoming well established but never a dull routine! When the 
Colonel’s large dhobi bag fell out of the 205 somewhere between 
Simba and Hornbeam, Chris B-W put out an immediate all stations 
broadcast “Look out for adoo wearing outsize, OG issue under-
pants. If possible, recover, wash and return to Grey 9 ASAP!”

SAM 7
On the 18th August 1975, the much feared SAM 7 made its first 
appearance in Dhofar shooting down Roger Furlong’s 
Strikemaster east of Simba where he and Tim Hewlett were sup-
porting SAF troops in a contact.

At the time, Mike Douglass (flying solo) and Dave Long (two 
up), were on opposite legs of the Manston – Simba heli shuttle 
when they heard the call for “any SOAF chopper” and headed for a 
plume of smoke rising to the east. As they approached there was 
some rapid exchanges between the remaining Strikey, the two 
choppers, and ground troops. He had been hit by a “rocket from 
the ground” but ejected. Where was he? Was there another SAM? 
His sarbe was squawking away but he was not talking. They were 
deep in adoo territory.

Eventually, when both heli pilots had located the ejection para-
chute, and with the Strikey as top cover, they went down to inves-
tigate. Suddenly Rog came up on voice. He was OK but had moved 
and was hiding under a bush on the otherside of the wadi! He was 
soon picked up by Dave Long in a brave move which earned him 
the WKhM(G). They all headed to Manston to get Rog checked out 
and to wind down and debrief. All this sounds quick and simple but 
it certainly wasn’t at the time!

Other operations on the ground in Dhofar ramped up as the adoo 
supply line was squeezed and the final moves of the campaign are 
well catalogued. Sarfait continued to be bombarded and expanded 

minute! The additional effect of the extra “g” generated by an 
underslung net full of water was too hard to calculate exactly – 
“best just to “feel” it and allow for the” swing”! 

The spiral certainly needed careful handling but it was coming 
out at the bottom that was most challenging – and not always 
safely achieved as Dick Allen explains: 

“On 28th August 1973 about 1300 I was “doing Simba” and in 
the spiral descent. When I came to recover at the bottom, the col-
lective lever wouldn’t move to its normal extent (it was jammed by 
a “foreign object” – maybe a rifle barrel?), so we didn’t stop going 
down despite applying max effort to the lever! After seeing the 
intended landing site disappearing above us (which I do remember) 
we hit the jebel slope very hard and rolled over (which I don’t 
remember). Fortunately, we stopped on a ledge before falling a 
long way down into the bottom of the wadi.

The remains of Dick Allen’s Huey! Crashed on SIMBA 28 Aug 1973.

Wadi between Yardarm and Mainbrace into 
which Dick Allen’s heli almost fell!
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these but there may be some inaccuracies for which I apologise. 
I also regret that I have not been able to include all the material 
either. Maybe a sequel? It is certainly a tribute to all who were 
involved.

There have been many contributors, to whom I offer sincere and 
grateful thanks; My apologies to those whose stories are not 
included. Particular thanks to:

Dick Allen for co-ordinating the SOAF (RAFO) input
Nigel Knocker
Nick Holbrook
Roger Jones
Bill Bailey (lots of photos)
Tony Smith
Ian Buttenshaw (for his publication “Sarfait – Bastion of the 
Western Approaches”) 
John McKeown (for his 1981 dissertation ”The Dhofar War and 
Its Significance”)
Sunday Times (Archives)
Daily Telegraph (Archives)

Recommended reading: “Storm Front” by Rowland White
“Arabia without Sultans” by Fred Halliday
Past Issues of The SAF Journal

Tim Jones, Editor

to include positions below the scarp. It continued to play a key role 
right through to the end of the war. In the final months, the 
“Airbridge” even included operating from an Oman naval ship,,  
“Al Sultana”, and perhaps it is fitting that Operation Simba was 
eventually completed by SAF troops holding Capstan (again!) and 
cutting the supply routes below – as originally conceived by Nigel 
Knocker so many years before.

 However, success could not have been achieved without the 
extraordinary efforts of all the hundreds of people who contributed 
to the establishment and maintenance of a robust and adaptable 
Airbridge.

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS AND NOTES
With too much material for an article, and no time to write a book, 
this account seeks to give a flavour of what was involved in estab-
lishing and maintaining the Airbridge to Simba. which was launched 
in April 1972, and lasted until the end of the Dhofar war. They are 
just glimpses, and by no means include the whole of this amazing 
logistical and operational achievement – which involved hundreds 
of people. 

It focuses mainly on the early years – when it so nearly failed, 
reveals recently released information which clarifies rumours, and 
includes some enemy (adoo) perspective. It is not a complete or 
chronological account and relies heavily on memories, diaries and 
stories (before they disappear). I have done my best to validate 

“The Incomer Band” – SIMBA 1973. More Misses than Hits Insh’allah! L-R: Dick Watts 
(OA) on Green Charlie, Tony Smith (OA) on 82mm RCL and Tim Jones (JR) on RPG 7.
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Following on from the formation of SON (Sultan of Oman’s Navy – 
the original nomenclature) in 1970, the Naval Training Centre was 
based at Sur, some three hours drive and 340kms down the coast 

from Muscat. The upper camp was ex-Oman Gendarmerie, the 
lower camp was ex-ORD. The Centre was closed in the mid-eighties 
and relocated to what was then the ‘new’ Naval Base at Wudam.

‘Forty years on When aFar 
and asunder’

by Commander John Lane OBE, Commanding Officer SON Training Centre Sur 1983

Markaz Bilad Upper camp entrance and fort. Markaz Sahil

SOAF Defender (piloted by Eddy Wilkinson) using the 
rudimentary sand strip at the Centre.

CSON and the CO firing the Austrian Steyr rifle on the Sur 
range.

Formation of the SON Band – David Hough (Director of Music) 
and John Lane (Founder).

Early days for the Band – Spring 1983 at Sur. On parade – the 
drums have yet to arrive.
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CSON (left) 
detects the 
embryonic Band 
‘secret weapon’ 
– the cassette 
music recorder. 
SON TC 1983.

However, our  
free-thinking, 
unphotogenic 
Ceremonial 
Goat was not 
a success.

Seamanship training. 
Dipping the lug  
on board boum  
SNV AL HADIR.

Training Centre Officers 1983

Back Row: Khalfan, Zia, Bennett, Mohallib, Kirma, Mubarik. Front Row: Mussalem, Baldacchino, Saud Hamed, CO, Moore, 
Mohammed, Macpherson.

SNV DHOFAR – First of four 390 ton 
‘Province’ Class fast attack craft from 
Vosper Thorneycroft UK. SON/RNO 
expanded rapidly in the decade 1975/85.

Arriving Muscat 1983. Eight Exocet aft. Oto Melara gun turret for’d.
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Sur was a traditional ship building centre, as evidenced by this Ghanja (left) 
photographed in 1978. Fishing (below in 1982) was an abundant and import-
ant source of livelihood. Today the town has become a centre for tourism to 
witness the endangered green turtles laying and hatching their eggs on the 
white sand beaches of the Sharqiyah at nearby Ras al Hadd, now accessible 
by road (and site of the 1937 RAF staging post – cf Journal 2006). n

Meanwhile, elsewhere in the Sultanate:

SON Band at Seeb Palace, January 1985.

And finally, a remarkable achievement by David Hough, first Director of the Navy Band:

Salalah windsurfing 
regatta – April 1983 by 
SOAF C130 from Seeb.

One-man 
balloon.

Loading Chieftains – 1981   
SNV Al Munassir at Al Bustan.

Sand Yachting 
at Rima.

Great Dhofar Road Race – February 1983. Jim Blakeborough 
greets the finishers.

Charles Weston-
Baker’s amazing 
Cloud Hopper.

‘Lost’ in 1985. Formerly at SON 
TC Sur. As in SAF Journal 2008.
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News About PeoPle

Bike Ride to Arnhem
On Monday 2 September 1999, I left the village of March in 
Cambridgeshire to start the journey to Arnhem. The purpose of the 
the journey was to raise money for the charity Airborne Initiative 
which is strongly supported by the Parachute Regiment. The charity 
organises courses on Dartmoor designed to challenge young 
people to help them achieve their potential. The course is aimed at 
young offenders and those not in employment, education or train-
ing. The Airborne Initiative gives young people the opportunity to 
develop skills  in leadership and work as part of a team. It helps to 
build self confidence and gives the participants, who are mainly 
young offenders from HMP Feltham and other prisons, a sense of 
achievement. 

My journey through the countryside was uneventful and thor-
oughly enjoyable along relatively peaceful country lanes. After 
Manningtree in Essex the route followed beside the estuary to 
Harwich and the gigantic Stena Line Ferry which took us to The 
Hook of Holland. The autoroute/autobahn systems in Holland are 
incredibly complex with six lane highways at times, and so many 
diverging routes that it was a great relief to finally take the bike out 
and find a cycle lane. The difficulties come once one reaches large 
towns as the cycle routes follow every street, and without a  GPS 
you are lost – needless to say I did not have one!     

I reached the outskirts of Eindhoven for the first night stop. The 
next day I went west of Eindhoven to avoid the sprawling industrial 
area and took to country roads which ran through woods and 
attractive countryside. The roads leading to another industrial city 
on the route to Nijmegen were confusing and the bridge was 
undergoing major repairs which made the crossing hazardous.  We 
had had one bad moment when Rosie stopped for coffee and left 
her file containing all our Euros on the table which she discovered 
in Nijmegen – fortunately they were recovered after a very speedy 
about turn. The next night stop was at Elst about 12 kilometres 
from Arnhem which was now firmly in range. Rosie decided that 
she would join me in the final leg of the journey and hired an ebike 
which enabled her to travel every bit as fast as me. We crossed 
what has been named the Irish Guards’ Bridge where the leading 
Guards Brigade tanks of XXX Corps were held up on their way 
towards the Rhine  during Operation Market Garden. To this day it 
is felt that once the tanks and the American 82nd Airborne who 
crossed the Waal river in the face of murderous fire from the North 
bank and finally reached the bridge at Nijmegen, they should have 
pushed on to Arnhem instead of leaguring up for the night. We 
then went through the village of Driel where the Polish paratroop-
ers had been dropped and had been given the almost impossible 
task of linking up with the Airborne Division surrounded in 
Oosterbeek. We were able to find the ferry and crossed over the 
Rhine and on up to the Hartenstein Hotel used by the 1st Airborne 
Division in 1944. This now has the Airborne Museum with many 
photographs and artefacts from Operation Market Garden. We 
then went along the river path to the John Frost Bridge which the 
2nd Parachute Battalion held against overwhelming odds for four 
days. The bridge was rebuilt after it was bombed in late 1944  and 
is identical in design.

It was difficult not to reflect on the tragic failure of Operation 
Market Garden as we walked round the cemetry where over 1500 
soldiers and airmen are buried. Endless books have been written 
on this operation and the reasons for the failure are because in my 
view there were too many ifs:

n     If the RAF had not insisted on landing 1st Airborne 
Division seven miles from their objective the Arnhem 
Bridge

n     If the RAF and USAAF had flown 2 lifts (ie two 
Brigades) on the first day 

n     If the intelligence received that there were two German 
Panzer Divisions refitting in the Wolfeze area had not 
been disregarded

n     If the Guards tanks had pushed on to Arnhem and not 
stopped for the night after crossing the Nijmegen 
bridge

n     If the Polish Parachute Brigade had not been delayed a 
day by bad weather and dropped in the wrong place.

n     If  sufficient boats/landing craft had been further for-
ward and immediately deployable for the infantry

     
The whole route to Arnhem from March was over 250 kilometres 
and took four days. Being able to ride along flat ground along the 
unique network of cycle paths in Holland where priority is given to 
cyclists was a wonderful change from the Devon hills! n

by Patrick Brook
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During a previous SAF Dinner, my nursing skills were called into 
action, which reminded me of happier days when I was a Ward 
Sister in Force Base Hospital. Having read the fascinating stories 
from the Dhofar war to the present day, I noted that little has been 
written about the medical and nursing services which we helped to 
support and develop within Oman’s Health Service. 

Like others, I can vividly remember my first day in Oman, emer-
ging into the wonderful heat, being met by a man in army uniform 
and driven to Muaskar Al Murtafah, where I was introduced to 
Army hospital life. I had previously worked in the Bahamas as a 
psychiatric nurse, and was aware this would probably be in com-
plete contrast to the type of nursing I had been used to.

 The first thing that struck me was the beauty of the nursing sis-
ters. I had rarely encountered so many good-looking women in one 
place! Most had been recruited by Dr Norman Ramsbottom in 
Harley Street. They were all highly skilled, clever and passionate 
about their work.

We worked in Force Base Hospital which had all the compon-
ents of a modern-day hospital. These included a mixture of medical 
and surgical beds, accident and emergency department, an out-
patient department, operating theatres, physiotherapy, occupa-
tional therapy, pathology and X-ray Department and latterly a health 

visiting service. We were there to nurse, and to teach the medical 
orderlies, and to improve the existing services. 

I was blanket bathing my first patient, an elderly mother of an 
Omani officer, when to my horror she died in my arms! Her son, a 
tall well-built man wearing a pure white dishdash, and supporting a 
fierce Khanjar, came into the room and just stared at me. I felt sure 
I too was about to die, but instead he shook my hand and expressed 
his gratitude for his mother’s good care! When later, the news got 
out about that incident, Major Bill Foxton decided that I earned the 
nickname ‘Killer Evans’! This was combined with the consideration 
of similar incidents, such as the soldier with tuberculosis who, 
before he collapsed and died, vomited copious amounts of blood 
and lung over my uniform, and the four servicemen with severe 
injuries from a road traffic accident, who died simultaneously in 
Intensive Care whilst I was on duty, 

 It was not long after the war and some of the patients bore the 
scars of battle. We had men who had both legs amputated after 
stepping onto land mines. Their chronic wounds were initially slow 
to respond to treatment, but with good nursing care and physio-
therapy, the men were soon racing around in their wheelchairs. We 
nursed soldiers, sailors and airmen with injuries following gunshot, 
landmines, helicopter crashes, car crashes as well as everyday 
medical and surgical events

We also nursed civilians when terrible motor accidents on the dust 
roads involved several women and children. On one occasion we 
had 27 people admitted with life threatening injuries. Every medical 
personnel turned up for duty and we worked tirelessly to treat and 
transfer as necessary. I can remember the smell of blood mixed 
with sand, the screams and weeping. Apart from the awful injuries, 
I remember consoling a young girl who was terrified by the events.

Two years later the wards were divided into the Surgical ward, 
with Sister Denise Judge on the ground floor, and I was in charge 
of the Medical and Officers’ Ward up the stairs. The previous 
set-up was a corridor of empty beds; therefore, it was a wonderful 
opportunity to redesign and create a new ward. 

The BesT Time of my Life
by Dr Jane Hanley

Force Base Hospital MAM.

Sister Maryam, patients and medical orderlies.



The consultant, Dr Jonathan Hanley, was able to order the most 
sophisticated medical equipment, whilst our wonderful 
Quartermaster Hugh Meyers, often said “Jane, your wish is my 
command” – something I had never heard either in the NHS or 
MOH Bahamas! We had a modern-day ward with every facility. 
We were able to paint it, obtain photographs for the walls, buy 
plants and a fish tank. The patients in wheelchairs were warned to 
keep away from the plants when they were admiring the fish!

 The quiet hours of night duty were spent talking with the med-
ical orderlies, learning about their culture, and subsequently my 
interest in Jinn. 

 We put so much work into patient care and I remembered one 
young soldier who had suffered a stroke. As a team we ensured he 
was out of bed and exercising, learning to eat and care for himself. 
We were delighted when he was discharged from our care and 
was returned to Pakistan, only for him to return a few months later, 
moribund, because he had received insufficient care when at 
home. 

We watched as a young lad opened his eyes, as his father wept. 
The lad had been swept overboard from their boat during a storm 
at sea. He lay in a coma for several days and all hope was almost 
lost. I shall never forget the look of joy on his father’s face when he 
realised his son would live. 

Over the years we had Nursing Sisters from England, Sri Lanka, 
India and Singapore, all adding to the wonderful eclectic mix of care 
and compassion. I made so many dear friends. I believe I was the 
only nurse to share a flat with Dalilah who was a Muslim; I didn’t 
keep pork in the fridge and she restricted her visitors!
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THE BEST TIME OF MY LIFE

Dr Jonathan and Dr Saxena on Medical ward FBH.

We trained the medical orderlies, who were just a joy. Some 
were only 16 years of age, with young families, but their commit-
ment and enthusiasm to learn was infectious. Many went on to 
continue their training in England and one, Rabia, eventually did his 
PhD and became Chief Nursing Officer. 

There were many memorable moments and I often wondered 
why every patient’s pulse was 60 beats per minute and discovered 
that the orderlies were recording them with digital watches. You 
try it! Prerequisites were a watch with a second hand – not digital, 
a pen and a pair of scissors. Unruly soldiers (of which there were a 
few!) were sent to the sergeant major to be disciplined. Oh, that 
we had that luxury now! 

“Job done, Sister Jane” was something I often heard. ‘Great, 
what job’? I had to clarify as sometimes, because of my accent, my 
request was often misinterpreted. They said; “Sorry Sister Jane, I 
didn’t understand a word you said, so I went for supper.” 

One morning at breakfast time, there was a scream from one of 
the patients. “Sister Sister come quick!” I rushed into the ward 
thinking someone was in danger, only to find a piece of meat hang-
ing from his fork… “This is bacon,” he said with horror. “You gave 
me bacon?” Many apologies later, I think I was forgiven.

One of my many meetings with the Bedouin ladies to discuss Jinn.

Above: Rashid, Sister Jane and Mr Pilau. 

Left: Sister Fawzia, Sister Jane and 
Sister Sam. 

Sister Sam, Sister Jane and Sister Fawzi with the patients and staff in FBH garden.

I also shared a flat with my dearest friend Bobby Foxton, the 
radiographer who lived near (and was good friends with) the late 
Audrey Macmillan. I am still great friends with Marilyn Sharpe and 
share Christmas cards with Wendy Lovett (nee Bird).

 We had one day a week off-duty but were willing to go onto 
duty whenever requested. This was sometimes during the 
‘Garrison Alerts’, one, when the attempted assassination on Hafez 
al-Assad occurred. Tanks surrounded our baits, reminding us of our 
vulnerability and we were also reminded of the possible perils we 
might have encountered if the armed conflict between Iran and 
Iraq had escalated. There was talk of us being shipped out of Oman 
in an emergency and the horrifying account of how instructions 
were issued for the nurses to be shot if Oman was invaded by the 
enemy. Apparently, it was for our own good!



Army life was lovely and I did many things I will probably never 
do again which include going on exercise with the SAS, placing 
dummy limpet mines on a warship, flying in a helicopter, in a sky 
van watching the paratroopers jump out, learning to shoot a pistol, 
doing an underwater naval diving course, going on a medivac to 
England and almost missing the plane because they forgot about 
us, riding on a rotark rubber dingy to Bandar Jissah, climbing into a 
Chieftain tank, being aboard a patrol boat with laser exercises, not 
to mention driving alone in a Land Rover, deep into the desert 
through floods, and, of course being one of 20 women with over 
10,000 men! 
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THE BEST TIME OF MY LIFE

Audrey Macmillan, Neil Sharpe, Wendy Bird and Duncan Macmillan.

Sister Dalilah and Sister Marilyn.Bobby Foxton with Sally at the 
Beach Club.

In my days off I got to know men from SON, SOAF as well as 
SAF. I spend memorable nights in the Naval Base Wardroom. One 
Valentine’s night, I managed to secure some theatre gowns, 
masks, scalpels, an ox heart and vials of fake blood. Instead of 
dressing for the occasion, we decided to do our interpretation of 
the ‘Valentine’s Day Massacre’ by rushing into the bemused ward-
room, wheeling the ‘patient’ on a stretcher and performing open 
heart surgery.

Left: Hamood preparing for his skydive 
with the SAF Parachute Regiment.

Watching the Parachute Regiment 
skydive from a Skyvan.

Meeting Hamood’s father.

Above: Trying out a 
Chieftain tank! 

Right: The tank!

Below: Preparing to stick 
limpet mines on the side 
of the boat.

The boat

 It was important to keep a diary, just in case I needed to find 
when I had a spare day in the month. I can’t remember buying one 
drink or a meal, and I suspect there are a few men who can! 
Friendships made then are still here today and of all the times in my 
life, I like many, can say my time in Oman was the best. n

Sister Dalilah, Sister Belinda, Richard Lowther, 
Sister Jane, David Bell and Sister Maryam.
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The ClandesTine lives 
of Colonel david 

smiley Code name ‘Grin’
by Professor Clive Jones
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Colonel David de 
Crespigny Smiley 
was the first 
Commander, Sultan’s 
Armed Forces. Only 
30 pages of this  
364 page book are 
devoted to his time in 
the Sultanate but it 
really doesn’t matter. 
It is a ripping yarn 
from start to finish 
about a genuine one 
hundred per cent 
Boys’ Own hero.

Clive Jones is 
Professor of Regional 
Security (Middle East) 

in the School of Government and International Affairs at Durham 
University and Visiting Research Professor in the Department of 
Historical Studies, NTNU, Trondheim, Norway. A Fellow of the 
Royal Historical Society, he has published widely on the history and 
politics of the Middle East. His book, ‘Britain and the Yemen Civil 
War’ (Sussex Academic Press, 2010) was the subject of a BBC 
documentary.

The book has been meticulously researched; there is not a 
superfluous word. It is weighty without being ponderous. The 
author did have quality source material with which to work. Not 
only did Professor Jones have twenty hours of interview with 
Smiley and his family, Smiley wrote three books himself ‘Irregular 
Regular’, ‘Albanian Assignment’ and ‘Arabian Assignment’. 
However, the best source must have been Smiley’s War Diary.  
I was appalled to learn that he kept one – most unprofessional  
but nevertheless provided an accurate record of events. (I am 
pleased to note that Professor Jones made a similar observation on 
page 87.) The three books were written at different stages in 
Smiley’s life. It is interesting to note that Professor Jones has 

book reviews

picked up, if not discrepancies then changes of emphasis for the 
same events when first written, then, when interviewed some 40 
years later.

 The book comprises 13 chapters and covers Smiley’s life and 
career as a professional regular and irregular soldier from before 
World War II through service in Palestine and Abyssinia, Iraq and 
Syria then across the Western Desert with his regiment, the Royal 
Horse Guards. It was on New Year’s Day 1943 that Smiley decided 
to take his career off-piste and join SOE for particularly arduous 
operations with the partisans in Albania to the end of 1944. The 
author manages to convey, unusually for an academic, the annoy-
ance and frustrations of an agent in the field submitting reports to a 
desk in London, only to have his recommendations overruled 
because London considered they had better oversight. 1945 was 
spent in Thailand (then Siam) with Force 136, SOE’s Far East 
branch which included liberating a Japanese Prisoner of War camp.

In 1949 Smiley ran Operation Valuable, a joint CIA/SIS covert 
operation from Malta to insert agents into Albania. The total failure 
has been attributed to the treachery of Kim Philby. Nevertheless 
the impact it must have made on the man commanding the oper-
ation on the ground can only be imagined.

After this debacle Smiley returned to ‘proper soldiering’ with 
Staff College and eventually commanding his regiment, the RHG. It 
was in this appointment that he rode behind the right rear wheel of 
the coach at HM the Queen’s Coronation, an event of which he 
was extremely proud. Then followed a tour with BRIXMIS and a 
stint as Defence Attaché, Stockholm. 

Then in 1958 Smiley arrived in Oman. He had been specifically 
selected for his appointment by the Rt Hon Julian Amery, 
Minister for War, whom Smiley had known from SOE in Albania. It 
was at his meeting with Sultan Said bin Taimur that he was 
appointed Commander instead of Chief of Staff SAF. Professor 
Jones has written the best account I have read of the personality 
clashes in HQ SAF at that time. 

Much has been written about the Jebel Akhdar campaign, on 
how one squadron of SAS returning from operations in Malaya sub-
sequently reinforced by a second squadron ‘won the war’. As 
Professor Jones rightly points out, the unguarded route was identi-
fied by a contract officer and all the guides were provided by SAF. 
Although Smiley was in overall command of the operation, he was 
not recognised at the successful conclusion of the campaign, 
whereas CO 22SAS, Tony Deane-Drummond was awarded the 
DSO. It should be remembered that at this time 22SAS was under 
threat of disbandment and were maximising their achievement, 
although no less well deserved for that. 

In 1961 Smiley was offered Director of the SAS Group compris-
ing one regular and two TA regiments but declined when he was 
refused the rank of Brigadier. So Colonel David Smiley resigned 
from the army and spent 1963-68 with Johnnie Johnson’s private 
army (another SIS venture) supporting the Royalist cause against 
Egypt’s Gamal Abdul Nasser in North Yemen (coincidentally with 
Johnny Cooper who had been OC A Sqn, 22SAS on Jebel Akhdar 
and later Commandant at SAFTC). Smiley spent longer in North 
Yemen than he did in Oman. It was also significantly more strenu-
ous physically as he approached his 50th birthday.

http://www.edinburghuniversitypress.com
mailto:sales@eup.ed.ac.uk


Colonel David Smiley was appointed a Gentleman-at-Arms in 
Her Majesty’s Bodyguard in January 1966.

The author covers Smiley’s family life very sensitively; the diffi-
culties and motivations of making his career decisions as well as 
the accountability at senior level when there are multi-national 
interests at stake; the shortage of money particularly when school 
fees were due; the strong marriage he had with his wife Moy and 
the support she gave him, particularly on his posting to Bait Al Falaj 
in 1958 with scant facilities. 

Smiley was extremely well connected in family, military and pol-
itical circles. Even so, not everything went his way. He did not get 
the promotion he deserved (perhaps too much irregular soldering?) 
and oddly enough, medals. He was turned down three times for a 
DSO. 

The author mentions that in retirement Smiley attended events 
organised by the Anglo-Thai and Anglo-Albanian Societies. There is 
no mention of either the Anglo-Omani Society or the SAF 
Association where I met Colonel Smiley on two occasions. If we, 
as an Association did not maintain the contact with our first CSAF 
that we should have, then Said bin Salim Al Wahaibi certainly 
did. The first Omani commissioned officer was a protégé of David 
Smiley and I was pleased to learn from reading this book that he 
was as generous to his benefactor right to the end as only Omanis 
can be.

Without doubt, the downside to this book is the price. At £85 it is 
expensive so if your budget does not stretch that far, borrow it. 
You will not be disappointed. It is a fitting tribute to a remarkable 
and courageous man who lived in extraordinary times.

MCL
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dhofar voiCes: 
fronTier forCe, oman. 

iTs life and Times  
1970-1980 (2020).

by sTewarT wilson

Readers of this journal are no doubt aware that the history of the 
Sultan’s Armed Forces has been covered by both John Peterson 
and Ash Rossiter. To the best of the reviewer’s knowledge 
Stewart Wilson has written the first history of a SAF Regiment 
with this book on the Frontier Force, one of the three Baluchi 
Regiments committed to the fight against the Popular Front1 dur-
ing the latter phases of the Dhofar War. As a scholar of this conflict, 
I found Wilson’s book to be both a highly informative, as well as an 
enthralling read.

The Frontier Force had its origins in a force of Baluchi askars that 
had guarded Sultan Said’s palace, and which was tasked after the 
latter’s overthrow to guard the port facilities at Raysut. Its first 
commander was the former 2IC of the Muscat Regiment, Vyvyan 
Robinson, and one of the strengths of this history is the care the 
author takes to give this controversial officer a fair portrayal. 
Robinson was clearly a courageous soldier in battle, and his efforts 
were instrumental in turning a small and ad hoc askar unit into a 
battalion – Wilson notes in particular Robinson’s tireless efforts at 
sustaining recruitment of Mekran Baluchis from Pakistan.

Unfortunately, Robinson had poor relations with other British 
personnel serving in Dhofar (in particular from the SAS), and he 
also scorned the basics of staff work and combined arms liaison 

sas a sTorm GaTherinG
by miCk dales

This is an account of 
the experiences of a 
former SAS soldier, 
commencing with a 
detailed description 
of the Selection  
process through 
Continuation Training 
to carrying out five 
operational tours in 
Dhofar on Operation 
Storm. The descrip-
tions of people, loca-
tions and events will 
bring back mem-
ories to many who 
served there. In 
between the Dhofar 
tours Mick describes 
his role in other 

Published in 2016 in Kindle format only.
Available from Amazon. Priced £5.78.

activities in Northern Ireland, the International Long Range 
Reconnaissance Patrol School and various training exercises.

The book includes nearly a hundred photographs and is in Kindle 
format only. Because of the space they would take, the photo-
graphs are not included in the text. However, there are links in the 
relevant places which take the reader to the required picture. This 
is a shame because a hard copy version would be more readable.

In the preparation for Op Dharab he describes how he was given 
the job of preparing a detailed sketch-map of the area by studying 
existing air photographs and then insisting on carrying out three 
low level flypasts of the Sherishitti area as a passenger in a 
Strikemaster, much to the concern of the pilot. This was distrib-
uted to all concerned in the upcoming operation.

After telling his story he includes in the appendices several eye-
witness accounts by those who served on Op Dharab and also the 
battle of Mirbat. These are most interesting and may cause discus-
sion in some quarters.

He was obviously a determined and dedicated soldier and highly 
thought of by his colleagues. It comes as a surprise, therefore, that 
he abruptly leaves the Regiment to return to the Green Army, with-
out explanation.

This book is interesting and well written and will be of consider-
able interest to those who served in Dhofar. Mick Dales died in 
2017 before he could write a planned prequel.

Review by Peter Sichel
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which were to cost the FF severely in its first battle with the insur-
gents on the Hornbeam Line in April 1973. He also insisted that his 
battalion would fare better with a minimum of British loan service 
or contract personnel in command appointments, and prior to his 
dismissal in October 1974 it is clear the FF was hampered by 
ill-discipline and inadequate supervision of its Baluchi troops. This 
may perhaps be a controversial conclusion for some readers, but 
Wilson makes his case scrupulously, backed up with the evidence 
at hand. In this respect, it is also a valuable point for more recent 
operations (notably in Iraq against ISIS) where British soldiers have 
been indirectly assisting rather than conducting counter-insurgency 
operations overseas. Wilson also notes that the FF’s constant 
deployment in Dhofar meant that it did not have the opportunities 
that the SAF’s Omani Arab battalions had to reorganise themselves 
during roulements to Northern Oman. 

The FF subsequently evolved as a fighting unit, and Wilson’s 
account covers its successes against the Popular Front in the fierce 
fighting in Western Dhofar in 1975, in both Operations Himaar 
(with the defeat of the insurgency’s ‘9th June Regiment’) and 
Hadaf. Beyond members of the SAF Association there is an 
assumption in standard accounts of the Dhofar War that it came to 
an end in December 1975, but as this history makes clear the SAF 
continued to fight the remnants of the Popular Front in Eastern 
Dhofar during the latter half of the decade. The FF played a full part 
in this ‘war after the war’, which included the clash on Jebel Aram 
(9th May 1979) in which two guerrilla leaders – and Major Don 
Nairn – were killed. 

Wilson has written an authoritative and highly readable history of 
the FF that should be of interest to Dhofar veterans and students of 
the conflict alike. What stayed with me were the vivid insights into 
the challenges of fighting the Popular Front on the jebel, and the 
complexities of a conflict in which SAF soldiers were lucky if the 
terrain resembled what they saw on their maps, and where the 
risks of a ruthlessly efficient ambush sprung by a well-trained and 
dogged guerrilla adversary were constant. Dhofar Voices serves 
both as a reminder of the character of this war, and also a tribute to 
the FF soldiers – British and Baluchi – who fought in it. 

1Owing to repeated name changes with the insurgency between 1968 and 
1974 the reviewer will refer to the Dhofari rebels as ‘the Popular Front’ for con-
venience’s sake.

Dr Geraint Hughes is a Reader in Diplomatic and Military History 
with the Defence Studies Department at King’s College London, 
teaching at the Joint Services Command and Staff College at 
Shrivenham. He is currently writing a history of Britain’s involve-
ment in the Dhofar War. 

Editor’s Note
This full colour hardback book comprises 364 A4 pages, 54 
maps and aerial images and 53 photographs. The forward is 
written by MRAF Lord Stirrup. The book is an oral history told 
through the voices of over 50 participants in events spanning 
1970-1980. In addition to recounting the activities of the Frontier 
Force, it describes events involving many other elements of SAF 
and those of other nations who supported them – it therefore 
has wide appeal. Members interested in obtaining a copy should 
contact Stewart Wilson at dhofarvoices@gmail.com

advenTures in aviaTion
by roy Gamblin afC

This book charts  
the colourful flying 
career of an aviation 
enthusiast who 
served 27 months 
with SOAF as a loan 
service pilot during 
the late 1960s. It  
is clearly pointed 
towards aviators but 
his experiences in 
Oman and early 
operations in Dhofar 
made a marked and 
lasting impact on 
him and will be of 
considerable inter-
est to members.

As a young fighter 
pilot, the author flew Hawker Hunters in the Far East during the 
confrontation with Indonesia before volunteering to serve in Oman. 
Here he flew the much loved Beaver on communications, resup-
ply, recce and casevac missions as well as the piston Provost – the 
first armed aircraft in SOAF. This tough but primitive trainer was 
equipped with two .303 inch machine guns and vintage 3 inch  
rockets as well as 25lb fragmentation bombs. Roy’s descriptions of 
“arresting” a dhow with this aircraft and regular close air support 
missions are captivating. It is alarming to read that a fuel tank was 
almost in the cockpit and, of course, there was no ejection seat!

Somewhat to his surprise, Roy was also required to fly the 
WW11 vintage DC 3 Dakota which preceeded the Caribou and 
Skyvans in SOAF Service. Two of these iconic aircraft arrived in 
Oman in 1968 and were used to ferry SAF soldiers and freight from 
the airstrip at Bait-al-Falaj (long before the modern airport at Seeb) 
to Salalah. Spares for the Dakotas were in short supply – especially 
engine starter motor spares. Roy provides us with a wonderful pic-
ture of classic SAF improvisation – a SOAF Dakota being started 
with a rope wound around the propellor hub attached to a hook on 
a landrover to be driven rapidly with fingers crossed! Apparently it 
worked everytime – so much for manuals and Health and Safety!

By 1968 the Adoo appeared to be gaining the upperhand in 
Dhofar but the arrival of Strikemaster jets (to replace the ageing 
Provosts) helped redress the balance. The tide began to turn in 
favour of SAF. The author clearly explains the advantages of the 
new ground attack jets.Three times faster than the old Provosts, 
they could get to the action much quicker and packed a far  
bigger punch with 32 Sura rockets (or 16 and 2 x 540lb bombs) plus 
2 x 7.62mm machine guns and much improved sights.The ejector 
seat was an added bonus! However, their ability to operate at night 
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was limited and it also  
surprised the author and 
others that the Strikemaster 
seemed to suffer more hits 
from ground fire than the 
old Provosts. Perhaps a 
wider radius of turn, less 
effective “jinking” abliity  
on pull-up, and a larger  
platform “plan view” 
explained this but Roy 
Gamblin also speculates 
that maybe the Adoo, like 
others, were learning les-
sons from Vietnam and put-
ting up a barrage of groundfire for the jets to fly into?

There are excellent descriptions of places and people with some 
great photographs of those days before time caught up with Oman.
The author frequently harks bark to the value of his time with SOAF 
as he goes on to fly F5s with the Norwegian Air Force, Gnat and 
Hawk trainers with the RAF and finally Harriers. Eventually he tran-
sitioned to civilian flying which took him all over the world. This is a 
great read and provides a rare glimpse into SOAF and Oman in the 
late ’60s. It will strike a chord with many members when he says, 
“I often had to use skills and concentration to the very limits of my 
ability. It was a thoroughly exciting and and sometimes very fright-
ening experience. I learned more about myself and my own 
strengths and weaknesses in that 27 months than in the rest of my 
career put together.”

Review by Tim Jones

Paid To PrediCT
by ewen souThby-Tailyour

Having first won  
laurels commanding  
A Company NFR in 
Dhofar, and later more 
in the South Atlantic, in 
1993 Ewen Southby-
Tailyour joined the 
European Community 
Monitoring Mission 
(ECMM) in the Former 
Republic of Yugoslavia 
(FRY). Unfortunately, 
the convivial company 
of other honest ex-SAF 
monitors like Patrick 
Brook and Tony Smith 
was far from the norm 
among the disparate, 

bickering, inadequate and incompetent international nobodies who 
made up a fair proportion of the mission deployed in raw western 
Croatia. 

Ewen Southby-Tailyour is a long-established member of The 
League Against Dull Officers, and his fierce, bitter, account pulls no 
punches. Do NOT read it if you are Greek, or Croat, or perhaps 
German, French, or a Coldstream Guardsman. But for Balkan veter-
ans, students of recent politico-military affairs, or those debating 
the imperfect history of international peace-keeping, it is compel-
ling reading; and if, like me, you sometimes saw ECMM people 
“clad in white samite, mystic, wonderful” as they visited your UN 
or NATO bunker, and you pondered what they did, then read this 
illuminating story.

The ECMM was born of European optimism that it could rapidly 
field a super team of humanitarian soldier-diplomats, erudite neu-
tral observers, honest political reporters, unbiased cease-fire nego-
tiators and respected MBA consultants, who would advise the EU 
how to bring order to the collapsing galaxy of the FRY. Ultimately 
they failed, though many tried nobly – and the far bigger and  
better-established UNPROFOR fared little better. Once the pale 
blue helmets rolled across the convoluted battlefronts of Bosnia, 
ECMM lost steerage way, and sought other ways to make itself 
useful; European bureaucrats do not vote for their own demise. 
But despite some fine leadership, notably from former CGRM Sir 
Martin Garrod, the rotating European presidency meant that new 
priorities were forced upon EC’s muddled monitors every six 
months, and, worse, several countries used the ECMM to pursue 
or conceal their own strategic agendas. 

Few saints ascended from the drunken Balkan wars, with foul 
deeds done by all three protagonists. The world knows all about 
Serb massacres at Srebrenica – but where and what is Knin? 
Germans like Catholic Croatia – and international logistics drove 
across Croat borders – so Croats often and quite literally got away 
with bloody murder. Ewen Southby-Tailyour foresaw and long fore-
told the dreadful Croat onslaught on the friendless 500-year-old 
Republic of Serbian Krajina, but his prescience came too early, and 
was derided by the leaders of the “International Community” who 
favoured the Croats, supported the Bosniak Moslems, and were 
determined to punish the Serbs.

Ewen Southby-Tailyour’s often vitriolic reflections, not on his 
dangerous but satisfying task, but on some of his colleagues and 
immediate superiors, shed a harsh light on PC multiculturalism. 
This master mariner was, in his own words, out of his depth “when 
dealing with a cabal of Machiavellian strangers” and in 1994 he 
resigned. The ECMM steadily regressed into a sideshow, and was 
disbanded in 2006. If the author had not endured such a difficult 
chain of command he might have written more amusingly, but a 
much less noteworthy book.

Review by Angus Ramsay

Editor’s Note
Like the author of this book, General Angus Ramsay served 
with NFR in Dhofar. He grew up in the Balkans and later 
served there in senior Military appointments. He also held key 
peace-keeping roles in Northern Ireland and Cyprus.
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Raaid Chris Beal FTR, RCT and RASC
Raaid Christopher Hamilton (Chris) Beal died in hospital in 
Switzerland on 6 May 2020, from a heart attack.

for the UN in Iraq just after the war. Later he met a fellow spirit in a 
Swiss Lady, Esther, so they married and he moved to Switzerland 
where they lived peacefully for 13 years in a small farming village 
outside Bern. He was a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society 
and a member of the Honourable Artillery Company as well as hold-
ing memberships of a number of other associations and institutes. 
He joked that his time on horses in Hong Kong may have helped 
him get into the HAC.

 Chris was immensely positive and would always lift the spirits 
of others under strain. As a friend, he was witty, warm and always 
patient. He was very popular with his Omani friends and on his fre-
quent trips into the interior he was never short of places to stop for 
qahwa and dates. He was a wonderful guide who loved to share 
his knowledge of the Sultanate – a country he adored – and a real 
raconteur who was never short of a story. As a host, he was always 
generous and when paying a visit to Chris it really was a case of 
‘baytee baytak’. He will be sorely missed by all that knew him.

Once the travel restrictions due to COVID-19 are lifted, Chris’ 
ashes will be given to the sea in the smallest circle according to 
Chris’ wishes.

Chris Tomlinson

RemembeRing…

Col Gordon Barnett MBE 
April 20, 2020
Gordon Barnett MBE, R Sigs and SR had been suffering from can-
cer for about a year prior to his death. He was taken to hospital 
after feeling unwell at the beginning of Easter week and died on 
Good Friday from complications related to his cancer. There was a 
private family funeral on the 23 April in Romsey. 

Gordon assumed command of SAF Signals in 1986 as the first 
full colonel commander of the expanded signals regiments. He 
served in this appointment until 1989. Chris Fielding who served 
with Gordon writes: There were only three R Sigs personnel at the 
time, Col Barnett, myself as a WO1 (FofS) and WO1 (YofS) Mike 
Hawley. Col Barnett kept a very close eye on us and though at the 
time I did not agree with all the decisions he made concerning 
where I was to serve, on reflection they were wise and for the best 
interests of SAF Signals and myself. I saw the whole country not 
just MAM and for that I will be eternally grateful.

 He later retired with his wife Carole to Milford on Sea where he 
was a prominent member of the Royal British Legion.

Chris was born on 12 July 1939 in Cardiff, Wales. His father was 
mobilised as a Territorial officer in the Welch Regiment shortly 
after his birth and would eventually land in Normandy in 1944. He 
would end the war as a decorated major in the Reconnaissance 
Corps. Chris was educated at Framlingham College in Suffolk. 

Chris was commissioned from Mons Officer Cadet School into 
the Royal Army Service Corps in 1960, having been a National 
Serviceman since 1959. During his time in the British Army, he saw 
overseas service in Libya, Germany, Cyprus, Sabah, Sarawak, 
Hong Kong and Northern Ireland. He retired from the British Army 
as a major in the Royal Corps of Transport in 1978.

Following his service in the British Army, and after a short time in 
Sudan acting as the logistics team leader for a documentary film 
crew, he joined SAF on 8 October 1979. Having arrived in the 
Sultanate he undertook a short attachment in Dhofar attached to  
‘A’ Company Southern Regiment (KJ) before joining Muqaddam 
Paul Benton as his operations and training officer in the rapidly 
developing Force Transport Regiment (FTR). They were both 
instrumental in taking the jaysh’s operational logistics from ‘back of 
a Bedford’ ad hoc resupply arrangements, to a modern and inte-
grated force-support capability in the early 1980s.

Chris was also a great enthusiast for rigorously testing every 
resupply element and he was only happy when an FTR capability 
had been desert-proven. He was a great mentor to Omani, Baluchi 
and Brit alike. He was a natural adventurer and from 1984 to 1986 
he played a key role in supporting the Royal Geographical Society’s 
expedition and detailed analysis of the Wahibah Sands. He had a 
depth of skill and experience that was put to great use and Chris 
played a huge part in preparing the Omani logistical contribution to 
the Peninsula Shield force that deployed to Kuwait. He was an 
enthusiast for Omanisation and always committed time to devel-
oping junior Omani officer capabilities in terms of bringing on their 
command and planning skills. He ended his time in SAF as the 
Commandant of the Force’s School of Transport.

 Chris and his wife Heide ran an exclusive tourist operation in 
Oman after he left the army. He was deeply loyal to his dear wife 
Heide during her battle with cancer, which she sadly lost in Oman 
in 2002. As well as being a great father to their daughter Natasha. 
In 2003 he returned to London and took on a logistics fuel project 
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ing health centres in several Arab states. He held a medical appoint-
ment with the Kuwait Oil Company, served in the Kuwait Army as 
senior medical officer and was technical director in the Saudi 
Ministry of Health. He installed the first x-ray machines in Abu 
Dhabi, where he was director of health, and he organised the vac-
cination of 3,000 children in Lebanon at risk from disease. 

His autobiography, ‘Oil, Sand and Politics’, recalls a career 
throughout a region where Britain once held mandate, offered pro-
tective status or had important economic ties. He spent time with 
the Arab Legion in Jordan, the Pakistan Army, the Abu Dhabi 
Defence Force and the Sultan of Oman’s Armed Forces, all the 
while introducing the latest western medicine to the traditionalist 
Arab world newly awash with oil dollars. His contacts took him to 
the highest echelons of Arab society and politics, among them 
Osama bin Laden’s family. His military background and growing 
expertise made him a useful man. One recollection in his book 
admits: “You will have gathered I was not in Saudi Arabia entirely 
at my own behest but had undertaken to keep [the British govern-
ment] informed of any titbits of information I picked up while on my 
daily rounds.” 

Adventure persisted. In what became known as a “war that 
never was” in Yemen in the early 1960s, Horniblow acted as inter-
preter for a senior British officer visiting the front line when they 
came under fire. The senior officer dived for cover and Horniblow 
hid behind a wall but he and the donkey accompanying them were 
wounded by flying shrapnel. With just one wound dressing 
between them, Horniblow weighed a pragmatic choice. He used 
the dressing on the donkey, since it was probably more important 
the animal should be able to carry him back to civilisation and 
safety. 

Philip Horniblow OBE
Philip Horniblow OBE – doctor, soldier, spy, mountaineer, exped-
ition medic and Everest climber, died on 13 August 2020. He 
served with FMS in Oman during the 1970s. His lifelong fascina-
tion with Arabia stemmed from his father’s schooldays friendship 
with TE Lawrence (of Arabia). His full obituary appeared in The 
Times on Friday 21 August 2020 and is summarised below.

Horniblow with his Pashtun 
hat and antique shotgun in 
his garden in Somerset in 
the early 1990s.

As Cold War spread across the Middle East in the 1960s, Philip 
Horniblow became a natural candidate for government interest. A 
former soldier in the Parachute Regiment with an eye for clandes-
tine operations, keenly fascinated by the Arab world and newly 
qualified as a doctor, he had sound credentials to be a spy for 
British interests. Time spent as a mountaineer in the Alps and 
Himalayas added to his image as someone who would have useful 
views and information about a complex and developing part of the 
world. 

His interest in the Middle East came from his father, who was at 
school with TE Lawrence and had been enthused by him. “It 
rubbed off as a very profound interest for me. The whole region 
was quite magical,” he declared. 

Philip Horniblow was born in 1928 in Eastbourne, where his 
father, Arthur, who had fought in the First World War, was a dental 
surgeon. His mother, Julia (née Miller-Wilson), was a nurse from 
Canada. Educated at Lancing College, he joined the Parachute 
Regiment immediately after the Second World War. 

He was determined to forge a military career but his father 
thought otherwise, persuading him out of the army and redirecting 
him towards medicine. His training was at Middlesex Hospital as a 
more mature student, but he “kept one toe in the military” by 
becoming attached to the 21 SAS Artists Rifles territorial regiment. 

Although intelligence services were not encouraged to recruit 
doctors, overseas station officers could call on fellow nationals; 
Horniblow was recruited and given instruction on “secret writing”. 
Briefed in London and armed with special paper and chemicals in 
his wash bag, he set out for the Middle East. The technique was to 
compose letters to a fictional aunt and include whatever cryptic 
information might be useful. There were a few nuggets among the 
dross, he recalled, but the subterfuge failed. London had sent the 
wrong chemicals. A droll sense of humour at how best-laid plans 
may come adrift was to sustain him throughout his life. 

Tall, powerfully built, with a presence that could easily become 
commanding, Horniblow spent 30 years in the Middle East organis-

Philip Horniblow in the Middle East where he spent much of his career. 
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Horniblow went on many expeditions in the Himalayas and 
Afghanistan. He was doctor to three Everest climbs and, during 
one, successfully performed (on a Ghurka soldier) what may be the 
highest altitude emergency surgical procedure ever! 

Horniblow returned to the UK aged 50 and moved with his wife, 
Binnie (née Lash), whom he married in Beirut in 1961, and their 
daughter, Kathy, a photographer, into an old vicarage in Somerset; 
Binnie and Kathy both survive him. 

A devoutly Christian man of good humour and intelligence, he 
was head of the radiology department at Yeovil District Hospital 
and subsequently became the hospital’s medical director. He was 
a driving force in the Yeovil Environs Scanner appeal, which aimed 
to raise £1 million to provide the hospital with its first CT scanner. It 
actually raised £1.3 million. 

Beyond medicine and mountaineering his main hobby was  
painting, which he loved to attempt even though the results were 
generally deemed by his family to be less than professional, what-
ever the medium. A room at their home was devoted to artistic 
apparatus and his efforts would be hung on the fridge door  
alongside those of his five-year-old granddaughter (which were 
often judged to be of better artistic quality). Only one of his paint-
ings, allegedly of K2, the world’s second highest mountain, was 
ever considered worth a true hanging while the rest were politely 
tolerated. 

Amateur dramatics and singing hymns were also interests  
he pursued with great energy. He and Binnie had met in Kuwait 
during an amateur production of Blithe Spirit by Noël Coward. 
Binnie was the stage manager, while Horniblow played the male 
lead; at one point the spectral ghost had to run her fingers through 
his hair and compare it to golden silk, which brought the house 
down because Horniblow had a receding hairline and was almost 
ostentatiously bald. 

Ever the soldier, he was adept at giving instructions with military 
precision when travelling as a passenger in his daughter’s car. At 
each junction he would scan the way ahead and issue directions 
(“clear left”) when appropriate, as if directing a military convoy. 

Philip Horniblow, OBE, was born on 19 May, 1928. He died of 
pneumonia and complications from dementia aged 92 having lived 
a very full and varied life. 

Colonel Mahananda Medhi WKhM

Colonel Mahananda Medhi, known to all as simply Medhi, sadly 
passed away in Dispur Hospital in Assam, India, on Thursday 
13 August, aged 77. He was born in Nagabera, India, on 7 
September 1943. He qualified as a Doctor in 1963 and joined the 
Indian Army Medical Corps.

 Doctor Medhi came to Oman in the late 1960s as a Captain on 
loan from the Indian Army Medical Corps and later converted to 
being a Contract Officer. He was initially posted to NFR as RMO. 
Bryan Ray, CO NFR during those early years, reports that he was 
well loved when he served with NFR and was often at the locations 
where the fighting was fiercest. He went forward to attend 
wounded soldiers where they fell. All members of the regiment 
respected him hugely. Medhi possessed a great sense of humour 
and his cheerful manner boosted the morale of the soldiers when in 
dangerous situations. In brief he was a tremendous asset to the NFR. 
He was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal (WKhM) in 1971.

He served several years in Dhofar, and established the Military 
Hospital in UAG in 1974, He was later appointed Senior Medical 
Officer Dhofar and during this time established the Dhofar Flying 
Doctor Service in 1975. In the early 1980s he was posted to 
Muscat and tasked with forming the Casualty Clearing Station. He 
was later promoted to Colonel and was made CO of the Armed 
Forces Hospital, where his wife was also serving as a Doctor. His 
final post before retirement, after 25 years service, was Advisor to 
the Director of Medical Services.

 After leaving Oman he spent a period working in the UAE  
before returning to his roots in Assam and a tribute to him pub-
lished after his death by his local newspaper can be read at: 
https://www.sentinelassam.com/north-east-india-news/assam-news/ 
former-director-general-medical-services-of-oman-col-retd- 
mahananda-medhi-passes-away-495326

 He was a popular and well respected officer in both the Force 
Medical Services and the Army, generally. He is survived by his 
wife Dr Santi Medhi and his son, Gunajit.

Commander Howard Straw WKhM RN RNO 
March 26, 2020
Commander Howard Straw died peacefully in a residential care 
home on 26 March 2020. He had been suffering from Alzheimer’s 
Disease and a lack of mobility due to problems with his knees. He 
was a beloved husband to Lilian, father and grandfather, and will 
be much missed by all who knew him. A small private funeral was 
held on 17 April.

 The following was contributed by Captain John De Winton RN 
who was the Chief of Staff in SON/RNO in the ’80s.

 I recruited Howard in about ’86 or so. He had been my PWO(G) 
in Leander in ’74/75 and then went to Bandar Abbas to join the RN 
training team with the Iranian Navy there. Howard came to Oman 
as a 2i/c and was excellent in the sea training role. He had good 
rapport with the Omanis, was promoted to Commander and 
remained with RNO until 2001. In his spare time he was also a 
great golfer.

Lou Lyddon
Lou Lyddon died on 6 January 2021 after a long but intermittent 
illness. He was 82 years old. Lou worked for Airwork in support of 
SOAF from 1968-71 and again from1976-90 and will be remembered 
with great regard by many who served with him. He was passionate 
about Oman and a keen photographer. He leaves a fine collection of 
photographs taken over the many years he spent in the Sultanate.

Tim Jones Editor

https://www.sentinelassam.com/north-east-india-news/assam-news/
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I had the privilege of serving alongside Philip Hope-Johnstone (as 
he was then) in Oman from 1989-1991. Both cavalrymen, we fol-
lowed a long line of British Army officers who had served there 
since the 1970s. We were both based at the newly-built camp of 
the Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment, some two hours south 
of Muscat in an otherwise remote place called Sha’afa. 

Philip was the Second-in-Command of the Regiment, based in 
the Regimental Headquarters and working closely with the Omani 
Commanding Officer, Lt Col Esad bin Tarik Taimur Al Said, who 
was the cousin of the 
Sultan of Oman. Col 
Esad was a larger than 
life figure with immense 
gravitas and a delightful 
sense of humour and 
there was an instant rap-
port with Philip.

As it turned out, this 
was to be an eventful 
two years. The Sultan of 
Oman’s Armed Forces 
were in the process of 
expanding and for the 
Armoured Regiment this 
involved acquiring a large 

number of M60A3 tanks from the US to make a Brigade known as 
the Mudarra’at Sultan Oman, or MSO. While Philip was heavily 
engaged with this, as well as the day-to-day running of the 
Regiment, as the Commanding Officer was often in Muscat, 
Saddam Hussein moved into Kuwait in August 1990.

The Regiment moved onto an operational footing. All leave was 
cancelled and planning began for a number of contingencies. We 
began seeing allied personnel moving into the region and Philip 
was instrumental in providing whatever support was necessary to 
help.

Philip was ideally-suited to loan service and was the most per-
fect ambassador for his country. Eternally charming and always 
convivial, he never let the pressures of a busy job get on top of him. 
He was immensely popular with the officers, both Omani and 
British, and could be relied upon to be the life and soul of the party.

I recall a dinner night held one evening in Sha’afa. It was uncom-
fortably hot and as we stood around in mess kit afterwards, Philip 
decided that the party needed livening up. He disappeared briefly, 
emerging shortly on a gentleman’s black bicycle wearing an Omani 
dishdasha over his mess kit. With all eyes upon him, he rode very 
deliberately into the swimming pool… The Omanis loved it.

Philip won the hearts of all who knew him. He had that rare dip-
lomat’s ability to match the mood of the occasion. Serious and for-
mal when required, he could equally be the joyful raconteur, with a 
seemingly endless supply of wonderful stories.

It was a pleasure to revisit Oman with him in March this year. 
Sha’afa had expanded considerably, building on Philip’s efforts 
some 30 years previously. As ever, he was a delight to be with and 
the familiar voice was back, still eternally full of fresh stories.

Salaams, my friend. I will miss you.

Philip Hope-Cobbold 
(Previously Hope-Johnstone)

Sultan of Oman’s Armoured Regiment  
1989-91 – died in 2020

The following Obituary was provided by Col (Retd) NMT 
(Noddy) Stafford CMG.
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 In 1993, he was posted to HQ 23 Infantry Brigade as SO2 
Training and ran the Brigade Exercise that year in preparation for 
the large scale army Exercise Fajr 23 at the end of the year.

 In 1995, because of an ongoing back problem, he was moved to 
a less active appointment, initially as Finance Officer in the Office 
of the Senior British Loan Service Officer, SBLSO, and then on his 
promotion to Muqaddam, as MA to the SBLSO. He was awarded 
the Sultan’s Commendation Medal in 1997.

 He was granted Omani Citizenship in the mid 2000s and eventu-
ally retired from SAF in 2009. By this time, he was by some dis-
tance the longest serving contract officer in SAF. He and Jan built 
themselves a large Moroccan-style house in Al Khoud for their 
retirement, and Mikey undertook a few consultancies.

 Mikey was a consummate raconteur with a sharp eye for the 
ridiculous and absurd. He also had a particularly high regard for HM 
Sultan Qaboos. On the death of Sultan Qaboos in January 2020 
Mikey shared with some of us a number of stories about the 
Sultan:

 
“HM was always a great lover of music. When he was a young 
man staying in Norfolk he passed a church and for the first time 
heard an organ being played. He was entranced. The bewildered 
vicar started to hear the sounds of a strange Omani boy in the 
church ‘having a go’. Sadly the vicar thereafter locked the church. 
But later HM bought his own organ, brought in a young man from 
the Royal College of Music to teach him. And HM later played for 
the King of Jordan and his wife.

At one point it was decided that the musician in question was 
under employed and he was told to write military marches for the 
army. I was asked to help with bagpipe music. I was at Rostaq at the 
time. For a treat I invited him for lunch and let him fire 400 rounds 
of GPMG on the range. It mucked up his hearing for a fortnight.”

“We were paraded for HM’s inspection and the formation included 
a chap with a GPMG. HM immediately asked why his No 2 was on 
the right not the left where he would be serving the gun in action. 
He had a great eye for such things.”

“HM once visited us at Nizwa and visited the donkey lines, and 
their Central Casting handlers of white bearded Santa Clauses.

HM used to personally name all the considerable number of 
horses in his stables. “Do these animals have names?” he 
enquired of the Donkey Platoon boss.

“Yes, your Majesty.”
“What is this one called?”
“Downkee.”
Those were the days.”

 Mike is survived by his wife Jan, his son, Laurie, 
and two daughters, Ella and Jessica, from his first 
marriage to Christine and his other son Toby.  His 
funeral took place at the Christian cemetery in Mina al 
Fahal (PDO) on Thursday 7 May with a restricted 
group of mourners from both the Omani and British 
communities in Oman including a lament from a piper.

  He will be remembered as being a superb arabist, 
poet and bagpiper. He was a popular and respected 
officer with both Omanis and expatriates alike. He will 
be sadly missed.

Mikey Wilson – April 28, 2020
Muqaddam Michael Terence (Mikey) Wilson died peacefully in 
AFH Al Khoud at 0500 on 28 April 2020, from medical complica-
tions he had been suffering for some time.

 Mikey was born on 9 October 1952 in Nigeria, where his father 
was on Diplomatic Service. He was educated at Westminster 
School and Queens University Belfast, went on to RMA Sandhurst 
and was commissioned into the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders 
in 1972, serving in Northern Ireland and Cyprus. It was here he 
developed a penchant for all things Scottish, learning to play the 
bagpipes, a skill he developed over the years, becoming a very 
highly qualified piper. It was also at this stage that his liking for a 
“wee dram” was fostered.

 Following his service in the British Army, he joined SAF on 3 
February 1976, and although the war was officially over, there was 
considerable mopping up over the next few years, and Mikey saw 
active service in Dhofar with NFR. He spent a year at Sarfait, shortly 
after joining, and was determined to learn Arabic whilst there. He 
did so brilliantly, becoming a fluent arabist, and went on in later 
years to get an MA in Arabic and become an Arabic Language 
Examiner. Not only could he converse well in Classical Arabic, but 
his mastery of the colloquial tongue made him very popular with 
the jundees. Whilst at Sarfait, he also became friendly with the 
Iranian Air Defence Detachment and learnt a bit of Farsi as well. He 
was a natural linguist.

 Following his tour with NFR, because of his Arabic skills, he was 
posted to SAFTR as an Instructor in the Officer Training Wing, 
where he excelled and was promoted Raaid whilst there.

 His next move in the early 1980s was to JR at Nizwa as 2IC. He 
developed an excellent working relationship with the CO (Khamis 
bin Humaid Al Kilbani – later COSSAF). So much so that when 
the CO was promoted Aqeed and sent to command Firqat Forces, 
he demanded that Mikey come with him, and be appointed CO 
ORF. Mikey was posted to ORF in 1984, but unfortunately prior to 
his arrival the CO’s post had been Omanised and he was appointed 
2IC instead.

 From ORF he returned to SAFTR as Chief Instructor in 1987 and 
stayed there six years improving the Recruit Training and running 
the RCBs as well as introducing the Young Officers’ Weapons 
Course. His first marriage was dissolved during this period and he 
married Jan in 1992.
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“Mattie, my boy, I’d esteem it a great favour if you could 

help me out with some training, I need a noble officer from 

the Midfayeea, and your good self immediately sprang to 

mind. I’ve cleared it with your CO, so what do you say?”  

I had indeed already been told by my CO, but it was a 

wonderfully flannelled order that made you feel worthy  

and wanted.

A piper of great skill, he was also a wonderful teacher and he 

gave his time to help me learn; and he was most polite when  

I played a pitiful rendition to him some ten years later in 

saying that I had not entirely wasted the decade of practice. 

As a writer and a poet of note he could make the words 

dance to his tune with an uncanny skill.

Poetry comes from me 

Like blood from a cut 

Open my veins and see 

My verse spill out 

Like Burgundy

(Mike Wilson)

memoRies of mikey Wilson
As fRiends We RemembeR A fRiend Whose pAssing leAves A sizeAble gAp of fRiendship.

“In the late 1970s Mikey was on Officers’ Training Wing 

working initially with Roy Goble from the Prince of Wales 

Own and later with Dick Arthur, Royal Marines. Mikey’s 

approach to the task in hand was a little more relaxed than 

that of his fellow instructors, indeed to be truthful, 

considerably more so.” 

“Even more amazing was the mural which went around all 

four walls, for Mikey was an accomplished artist. The 

subject was an ‘easy rider’ motorcyclist riding over a lunar 

landscape with ringed moons circling in space. It put 

Salvador Dali in the shade.” 

“When will you finish it?” I asked. 

“When I have more ‘stimulation’,” he responded.

“Mikey was always an active participant in Mess life.  

I remember one Christmas being inveigled into driving him 

around Madinat Qaboos while perched on the bonnet of a 

Landrover playing Christmas carols and other selected 

melodies on his bagpipes, and pretty good he was too.”

“Mikey added sparkle to what would otherwise have been 

commonplace military routine. His skills and dry wit will be 

sorely missed.”

“Every regiment should have a Mikey – but only one!”

MCL

In 1979 I joined my Officers’ Course at SAFTR, with Mike as our 

Syndicate Leader. On the very first day, we were sent on a run to 

assess our fitness and on return I was immediately hauled into the 

CO’s Office to be warned by the CO and Mike that I was in very 

poor physical shape. This was not surprising to me having just 

returned from two years of “over indulgence” while on courses in 

the UK! 

I soon found out that Mikey Wilson was not a physical fitness 

enthusiast and I too began to accept lifts back from the 

roundabout from guys returning from the SAF Aqua Club! But 

with Mike’s help and mentoring, I and my fellow cadets thrived on 

the course and eventually we were able to complete its second part 

on Jebal Akhdar, which included a March and Shoot exercise. 

Our course, along with Mike, was eventually deployed on 

operations in Salalah, conducting numerous patrols. I can recall 

many occasions when we moved in single file, with Mike as our 

Tail-end-Charlie and myself immediately in front of him. When 

we were taking a rest Mike often fell asleep and began to snore, 

then on waking up he would try to find out who had been snoring!

Over the years my relationships with Mike developed into a truly 

deep and lasting friendship, shared by our wives Shireen and Jan, 

who remain very close. I am very fortunate to have known Mike 

and it was an honour to be a pallbearer at his funeral, which was 

conducted under the difficult circumstances caused by the  

current pandemic. 

May he rest in peace. 

Fond memories written by Major (Ret’d) Soud Amour Al Habsy

He was renowned for his ability in Arabic and love of Oman 

and its people. He said “These are my friends with whom  

I have served on operations and whom I served.”

…When I leave this world behind me 

To another I will go 

And if there are no pipes in heaven 

I’ll be going down below 

If friends in time be severed 

Someday we will meet again 

I’ll return to leave you never 

Be a piper to the end.

(Mark Knopfler)

Companion in arms, friend, and mentor;  

he will be missed but never be forgotten.

Fond memories from Major (Ret’d) Matt Minshall
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Tony sadly passed away suddenly during the night of 22/23 June 
from a suspected heart attack. Being a Muslim he was buried at 
1200 on 23 June in the Public Cemetery at Al Amerat (on the 
Quriyat Road).

 Tony was born in the UK in May 1946. He came from a military 
family and as such, followed the drum wherever his father was 
posted. He was educated in the UK, and after school, went to RMA 
Sandhurst and was commissioned into the RAOC.

 His first contact with Oman was a secondment to Oman in 
1973-74 as a Supplies Officer both in Dhofar and the north. On his 
return to UK, he met Lutfiya Al Kharusi (Lottie), who was on a 
nursing course there. This was to change his life and they married 
in December 1976. Tony left the British Army, followed Lottie back 
to Oman and on 18 January 1979 came to SAF on contract. He 
initially served as SO3 (Q) in Northern Oman Brigade and then later, 
on his promotion to Raaid, as the Brigade DQ. From here he moved 
to HQ SOLF (Quartering Branch) as SO2 and later as SO1, on his 
promotion to Muqaddam. In the late 1980s he was posted to 
Office of COSSAF as the SO1 Quartering, but was additionally 
given the task of organising the 1990 and 1995 National Day 
Parades, which he did most successfully. From here he moved to 
Bait Al Falaj to organise the opening of the SAF Museum. His final 
posting was to the National Survey Authority as SO1 Coordination, 
before leaving SAF in January 1998.

 His wife Lottie, became Matron of Armed Forces Hospital (AFH) 
and later Chief Nursing Officer. They had two daughters, Layla and 
Sarah, now both married and living in UAE.

 Tony became an Omani Citizen in 1998 and worked for Sayyid 
Al Mutassim bin Hamood for several years as General Manager 
of his Civilian Company. He retired from this and he and Lottie 
spent their summers in the UK at their house in Bath, and winters 
in Oman and UAE with their daughters and three grandchildren.

 Tony had a great sense of humour and was a great raconteur, 
and even produced a book of poems, some of which demonstrated 
his acerbic and none too PC wit! He will be sadly missed.

Ian Buttenshaw

Muqaddam AJP (Tony) Higgins 
June 25, 2020

Lieutenant Colonel Brian Baty MBE, MM  
died 27 February 2020
Brian Baty did not serve in SAF but served with the SAS in Oman 
during the Jebel Akhdar, war and also deployed with the SAS in 
Dhofar.

In 1958, operations in Malaya were winding down. Meanwhile, 
in Oman a large rebel group had based themselves in caves on the 
Jebel Akhdar, (The Green Mountain) North West of Muscat, and 
were harrassing the forces of Sultan Said bin Taimur who 
appealed to the British Government for help. An SAS Squadron 
(including Brian Baty) was deployed. On a moonlit night in January 
1959, Baty was one of a small force that scaled the seemingly 
impossible 9000 foot mountain and, after a brisk fire fight sup-
ported by RAF Venom jets from Sharjah, they defeated the rebels.

He returned to his parent Regiment, the Argylls, with whom he 
served in Aden and Borneo, where he was awarded the Military 
Medal. He was commissioned in 1965 and later returned to the 
SAS deploying to Dhofar on several detachments. He earned a 
mention in despatches for service in Northern Ireland in 1977 and 
was awarded an MBE in 1984. 

(Abbreviated Obituary extracted from other sources)

Lt Col Said Bin Salim Al Wahabi
Colonel Said Salim sadly 
passed away in October 
2020. He was born on 1 May 
1936 in Wadi Assarin. At the 
age of 16 he went to Sohar 
to be employed by an Indian 
contractor building the new 
army camp behind Bait 
Kashmir. He took a close 
interest in the military train-
ing going on there and on 1 
September 1953 at the age 
of 17, he convinced the OC, 
Major Colin Maxwell, to 
enlist him in the Batinah 
Force (later NFR). Said showed great aptitude for soldiering and 
rapidly progressed to become a Sergeant within 12 months.

He was involved in the capture of Rustaq from dissidents in 
1955 and in June 1957 he was promoted WO and made CSM of 
‘C’ Company NFR. During the Jebel Akhdar campaign (1958/59) he 
served with his company at Tanuf and took an active part in oper-
ations. In 1959 he became the first Omani commissioned officer 
and remained with NFR.

In early 1965 he was posted to SAF Training Centre at Ghallah 
but returned to NFR for operations in Dhofar in 1966. When DR 
was formed in1967 he was posted there to help form 2 Company 
before becoming MTO and then OC Recce Platoon.

On 23 June 1970, Said Salim was one of a selected party of 12 
SAF soldiers to enter the Royal Palace in Salalah to help facilitate the 
accession of Sultan Qaboos. He then became the first ADC to the new 
Sultan. In 1973 he was appointed Director (later President) of Royal Court 
Affairs working directly with the Sultan who raised him to Minister 
status in 1975. In 1983, HM gave him the additional responsibility 
of administering the Muscat Municipality. In 1985 Said organised 
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‘African Queen’, a boat he found abandoned on the beach in 
Dhofar. Many friends and visitors were invited on picnics and out-
ings down the coast, which used to begin with Dick playing Land of 
Hope and Glory over the loudspeaker, as the ‘African Queen’ left 
harbour passing the British Ambassador’s residence. 

 Dick had a great sense of humour and enjoyed telling stories 
about life in Oman, but it was not all fun. Dick was taken seriously 
ill and narrowly survived a life saving operation. It was touch and 
go, but he joked afterwards that he was Lazarus returning from the 
dead. For the rest of his life Dick suffered ill health, but was always 
cheerful in adversity. 

Dick and Angie were able to spend time in New Zealand with their 
daughter, Louise, and her family for the last time during the lock-
down. Not long after their return to Bexhill, Dick was taken ill. He 
died peacefully at home (8 or 9 Nov ’20) after a short spell in hospital.

Julian Paxton

the 15th National Day celebrations which were a great success and 
for which he received the highest honour, the Order of Oman.

The following year Said retired from public service and put his 
efforts into expanding his business, the Assarain Group of Companies. 
Said Salim married twice and had seven sons and two daughters. 
He was a great organiser and motivator who played an important 
role in the formative years of Sultan Qaboos’ reign. He will be espe-
cially remembered for his great generosity and will be sadly missed.

(Summarised by Editor from other sources)

Major Robert Campbell MBE
Bob Campbell died on 1 November 2020 at 
his home in Llandovery, Wales.

I was on the same winter selection course 
as Bob in January 1967. Bob had come  
from the Guards Independent Parachute 
Company which was about to be disbanded, 
and opting for the SAS was the only way to keep para pay. 
Selection is a individual process and a challenging one at that. Bob 
not only passed but was the oldest person at 36 at that time to do 
so. He also had the additional stamina to support a number of other 
young Para Guardsmen to make the transition. His broad Scots 
accent could be heard booming across the Beacons urging the 
them to get a move on. Bob completed several tours in Dhofar as a 
member of G Squadron before leaving in 1978 to become QM 
Dhofar Brigade, until retiring in 1984.

 MCL

Dick Carrington 1935-2020
Dick was born in St Albans to a family of journalists. On leaving 
school he trained as a journalist on the Herts Advertiser. For his 
National Service he was a press attaché to the GOC Malta. On his 
return to England he worked as a reporter on the Richmond & 
Twickenham Times where he acquired the reputation of being a 
man about town, with an open top sports car, enjoying his job, and 
an active social life.

Looking back on his time in Malta, Dick now had itchy feet and 
wanted to go abroad again. He joined the Ministry of Defence as a 
press officer and was posted to Borneo, Cyprus and Bahrain. When 
he returned to work in Whitehall he resigned. He moved to Cyprus 
where he met Angie and started a caravan business in Kyrenia. 
This venture came to an abrupt end with the security situation and 
Turkish invasion of Cyprus. In London he was recruited by Michael 
Rice, a Middle East Consultant, who had a government contract in 
Oman to develop the newly-formed Ministry of Information. Dick 
served as a press officer with the responsibility of looking after  
foreign journalists and liaising with the military in Dhofar. His initial 
two year contract was extended for five more years. For another 
three years he went on to work as a press officer for the Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry. With his contacts, he was then offered a 
job as acting General Manager for a Lonrho company which later 
became OIG. He left the company in 2000 but remained in Oman 
for another ten years before retiring to the UK where he felt  
honoured to be invited to join the SAF Association. 

Dick will be remembered by many as the Chairman and choir 
master of the Muscat Rugby Football club. He was also Vice-
Commodore of the Capital Area Yacht club, where he kept the 

Shirley, Lady Akehurst
Mike Lobb writes:
It is with considerable sadness that I report the death of Shirley, 
the widow of General Sir John Akehurst KCB CBE who com-
manded Dhofar Brigade 1972-75. Shirley had a fall in August 2020 
from which she never fully recovered and died on 31 December 
2020 at Salisbury District Hospital.

Everyone who served in Dhofar at that time knew Shirley and 
will remember her with both respect and admiration. Shirley visibly 
supported her husband in and around the Salalah community, and 
made a point of accompanying him to forward locations on 
Christmas Days during their tour – with consequences on one such 
occasion that David Houlton describes below.

I have my own debt of gratitude to Shirley. I was lying in FST on 
the day after Boxing Day 1974 reflecting on where I had gone 
wrong in my profession or indeed whether I had chosen the right 
profession, when Shirley appeared. She was the first person to 
come and visit me, armed with books and other goodies. I had 
never met her before but I knew instantly who she was. Her repu-
tation preceded her. Many years later it was Shirley I asked to sign 
my copy of ‘We Won a War’ rather than the author. Shirley will be 
greatly missed by all who had the good fortune to know her.

Kieron Shaw writes:
Shirley took everything in her stride, as when she and John 
attended an open-air film night in the Salalah Mess. The film, 
‘Emmanuelle’ was well advertised and the attendance surpassed 
anything seen on any other film night. Alan Hastings had invited 
John and Shirley with prime seats in the front row. When the reels 
were being changed, a 3 Sqn Mini-Moke carrying five (including 
one strikey) under-dressed crew was driven slowly between the 
large breezeblock and plaster screen and the front row. Showing 
due deference, all of the five on board (including the driver!) stood 
to attention and saluted as the vehicle travelled only a few feet 
away from those in the front row. At the time and later, Shirley 
Akehurst was able to demonstrate her magisterial imperturbability, 
unlike some others from the Bde HQ who were there.

Ian Cartwright writes:
Shirley hosted many SAF personnel for lunch at her home in 
Salalah and such occasions were very popular and great fun. I was 
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responsible for arranging trips to Simba and the Hornbeam line for 
John, and en route he would gather up these stalwarts and bring 
them back for odd meetings, but all really to attend a Shirley lunch 
(getting them back was the biggest problem)!

She was in many ways alone as no one else in SAF had a wife in 
Salalah but welcomed those of us who were able to organise the 
occasional visit. She was the right person in the right place at the 
right time.

I will miss her very much. At later meetings when in BAOR she 
always made sure that ex Dhofar visitors took precedence on the 
seating plans of parties she hosted which was not understood by 
the odd starred guests. That was Shirley.

David Houlton writes:
I first met Shirley when I assumed the role of Brigade Major Dhofar 
Brigade in August 1975. 

She attended most social events, in the Officers’ Mess and at 
beach parties. They spent some of their leave on a house boat in 
Kashmir which she thoroughly enjoyed.

She was a very tough lady as can be demonstrated by her reac-
tion to being shot down in a helicopter on Christmas Day 1975. We 
had been visiting positions on the Jebel where there were primarily 
British personnel, to wish them a Happy Christmas and give them a 
mince pie which Shirley had cooked. The last stop was Tawi Atair 
when our low-level route back towards the plain and the sea 
unexpectedly passed a number of barrusti huts. Suddenly three 
adoo appeared clutching AK 47s, spraying our helicopter with very 
accurate fire; ricocheting inside the cabin, and it was a miracle that 
no-one was wounded. The engine cut out 
and the pilot managed an emergency 
landing safely onto the gravel plain to 
inspect the seven holes in the helicopter. 
Within a few minutes two Strikemasters 
appeared overhead as top-cover. 
Throughout all this, Shirley remained calm 
and collected – concerned only that her 
husband who was in the front of the heli-
copter might have been hit. She showed 
amazing courage. That evening they both 
still came to a dinner in the mess at 
Salalah, as though nothing untoward had 
happened! As a direct result of this inci-
dent, Shirley was presented with a Dhofar 
Campaign medal, which she wore by 
popular request at the SAF Dinners she 
attended.

Sadly John died in 2007 and I remem-
ber at the memorial service at RMAS, 
Shirley making a point of talking to the 
hundreds of people attending; quite an 
ordeal for her.

She used to attend most of the SAF 
dinners after John’s death and it was 
always a pleasure to sit near her and to 
see how she was welcomed by every-
one. She will be much missed by many 
friends and not least by her nephew and 
niece, her only living relatives. n

neWly Joined 
membeRs

David Bennett Defence Hub Duqm LO
Dick Pumphrey Ministry of Defence Bait al Falaj 1977-82
Lee McKinney SAFE 2018 - present
Dominic Marshall RAFO Technical College 2018 - present
Kate Lear FMS Health Visitor 1983-87
Martin Ormshaw SO Aviation (RNO) 2018 - present
Robin Bolton SO1 Joint Training & Exercises  2014-19 
 Office of COSSAF
Paul (Zed Zed) Zmitrowicz NFR, ATC 7 FF 1980-85
Justin Wilkes SON 1987-90
Roy Springett Station Commander SOAF Seeb 1977-78
Lorna Henderson FMS 1992-97 & 
  2000-18
Bob Mason SOAF 1973-75
John Fitzgerald Attended Omani Staff Course BAF 2019-20
Kanwarjit (KJ) Singh FMS 1977-81
Chris Rogers OG 1977-79 
 OCR, HQ SOLF 1982-86 
 Office of HE the US and ACDS
Russ Peart SOAF 1 SQN 1972-74
Peter Riches SAF ENG 1986-89
Felix Gedney SBLSO 2020 - present
Richard Valentine G2 HQ BAF 1969-72

deAths
The following deaths have been recorded since the  
2020 Journal:

Mar 20 Howard Straw WKhM, RNO 1986-01 (see obit)

Apr 20 Gordon Barnett MBE SR 1986-89 (see obit)

May 20 Chris Beal FRCS FTR 1981-94 (see obit)

May 20 Ian Howard-Harwood OA 1976-77

June 20 Tim Dickerson DR 1967-68

June 20  Tony Higgins RAO 1974-76 & 1979-99 (see obit)

July 20 Philip Hope-Cobbold RAO 1989-91 (see obit)

Aug 20  Philip Horniblow FMS 1971-78 (see obit)

Aug 20  Mahananda Medhi NFR/FMS 1977-81 (see obit)

Oct 20 Lt Col Said Bin Salim Al Wahabi (see obit)

Oct 20 Andy Shepherd AGDIO 1964-68

Nov 20 Robert Campbell MBE (see obit)

Nov 20 Dick Carrington MOD 1973-79

Dec 20  Lady Shirley Akehurst 1972-75

Jan 21 Lou Lyddon Airworks 1968-71 & 1976-99 (see obit)

Jan 21  George Hutt SOAF 1974-87

Feb 21 Robert Murray-Willis SAFE 1979-81

Feb 21 Anthony Murly-Gotto WKhM HQ SAF 1975-78
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MICHAEL DAVID BRUNTON
We are sad to report the death on 3 March 2021 of Michael 
(Mike) David Brunton whose Company has published this 
Journal for well over two decades.

Mike died unexpectedly from a massive stroke at the age 
of 73. He was a key figure in producing our Journal and con-
tributed greatly to its transformation from a black and white 
Newsletter into the prestigious publication you are holding today.

Mike was the eldest son of David John Brunton, a former 
SAF Officer and member of the Oman Defence Department. 
He followed his father’s footsteps into the British army, join-
ing the 3rd Carabiniers in 1968. During his time in the army he 
met Tony Heslop who served in SAF and married Mike’s sis-
ter Christine (Chrissie). By coincidence, Chrissie also knew 
Mike’s wife, Fiona and they all had a lasting affection for 
Oman. There are other connections with Oman too, through 
horse racing and training.

On leaving the army in 1971, Mike joined his wife’s publish-
ing company becoming MD of Brunton Publications, a role he 
continued until handing over to his son Dan, a few years ago. 
He was a tower of strength in the business and always kept a 
close eye on the final production of the SAF Journal. He would 
cast an eagle eye over it making sensible suggestions and 
proposing subtle adjustments – which were always improve-
ments! We understand he sometimes petrified the original 
editorial team but the Journal always looked immaculate; 
Bruntons also publish the Anglo-Omani Society Review.

 Mike remained involved with the SAF Journal right up to 
his death and we remain very grateful for his keen interest 
and valuable contribution. The Association has been fortunate 
to benefit from the family ties with Oman – it has always been 
much more than a business relationship and Bruntons will, of 
course, continue to publish our Journal.

On Behalf of SAF Association Committee, past and 
present, and all members, I extend our sincere sympathy to 
the family and to “Team Brunton” for their loss.

Mike Lobb, Chairman SAF Association

mailto:tim.tbpp@googlemail.com
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FORMATION OF The SulTAN OF OMAN’S   lAND FORce (SOlF)
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TO BE CONTINUED NEXT ISSUE…






