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The architecture is a mixture; early twentieth century Mediterranean (courtesy of the Italians here from 1911 
to 1943), interspersed with splendid modern buildings of a more Middle Eastern style. The Colonel appears 
in varying guises on giant hoardings on almost every main street. 
 
The food is wonderful; my order for ‘chicken’ (better safe than sorry) resulted in a spicy chickpea soup, bowl 
of rice, what seemed like an entire mini chicken, all freshly cooked, with chips – enough for two people at 
least, and all for about £4. Soup and rice gratis.  
 
Apparently 50’s style décor is all the rage here – when did you last have a hotel room with a grandfather 
clock? It was thankfully not functioning. But with a fully functioning bathroom and a water cooler en suite, 
there was little with which to find fault. 
 
 

Monday 18th January 2010 
 
The most bizarre experience of the day was probably lamb cutlet 
and scrambled eggs at 11 am, courtesy of BA. I flew from a chilly, 
fog-bound London to a warm, sunny, noisy Tripoli. Flying in low, 
heading directly south approaching the long Mediterranean shore 
with the city spread out as far as one could see, one might have 
been an allied pilot in 1943, but it was better not to go there! 
 
Tripoli Airport just like Heathrow’s Terminal 5 – for each person on 
duty at a desk there were three others standing chatting or looking 
important. Pushing, shoving – what’s a queue? – attempting to get 
my paper visa translated into full passport approval took what 
seemed like hours; yet the officials were kind and considerate – as 
I headed in the wrong direction one policeman caught up with me 
and patiently headed me off in the right direction. Smiles 
abounded. 
 
Never, ever, attempt to drive here. Imagine dodgems in real life, 
but far worse. In Tripoli, traffic police in groups are on every street 
corner; I’m told this keeps the speeds down. But there are no rules
to be obeyed; no-one gives way to anyone, until they are inches 
away from colliding. According to my guide, ‘The hero is the one 
who does not mind smashing his car.’ 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tuesday 19th January 
 
After room-service breakfast – at least the rolls were fresh, off to the two Tripoli cemeteries, which occupy the 
same site. For many volunteers this would have been very familiar, but despite having visited well over 2,000 
churchyards and cemeteries in the UK and N Europe, stepping into a green enclosure with palm trees was 
moving in a fresh way. I was on another continent, but still our countrymen died here too. And many other 
countries were represented here – the Commonwealth, France, Greece, even the Sudan. High cloud and 
very little sun presented near-perfect conditions for photography. Time for renaming will tell whether all the 
stones, apart from the sites clearly showing where stones were missing for repair, were photographed.The 
unique (for me) grave was that of Captain Bayliss, War Correspondent with Paramount News. 
 
Unusually (in my experience) all the graves in Tripoli Military Cemetery, some 239 identified casualties, 
represent post WW2 deaths, many being civilians.  
 
A visit to the adjoining Italian Cemetery was the unexpected bonus. It had held the graves of 28,000 Italian 
soldiers from WW2 until Libya had requested their repatriation in 1970. 

The cemetery, surrounded by a civilian 
cemetery with several thousand graves, was 
then left abandoned until a few years ago; all 
the civilian remains were then exhumed, and 
either buried in a vast crypt or repatriated by 
family request. A number of the latter remain 
in their wooden crates awaiting official 
clearance! 
 
I was shown the gravestone for Italo Balbo, 
the former ‘air ace’ and Governor General of 
Libya killed in 1940. Green tea and biscuits 
followed with the caretaker and his wife, at
which much heated discussion took place 
about how the Libyan cemeteries (British and 
Italian) were amongst the few where the land 
remained owned by Libya, and so the national 
flag of the cemetery could not be raised. A 
tour of the Medina (old town and market) 
ended the day’s work (!). 
 

Wednesday 20th January  
 
My day off. The problem with my visit to Leptis Magna today was that I soon ran out of superlatives. 
Magnificent, wonderful, amazing, enormous, spectacular, etc etc. Leptis is a Roman city on the shores of 
the Mediterranean, some 130 kms east of Tripoli. It must be (one of) the largest Roman cities still existing; 
it was buried for centuries in the sand, and even now less that 50% has been excavated. Despite much 
having been sold on, or dumped as massive stone blocks by the water’s edge to clear the site, there is a 
massive city which needs at least a two day visit. 

Awaiting custom clearance 

 

Not one forum but two, plus markets, churches, 
temples, hot and cold baths – several of each, 
moles each side of the Roman harbour, a 
Phoenician harbour, amphitheatre (coliseum), 
hippodrome (race track), and so on. 
 
A return to Tripoli preceded an evening flight to 
Benghazi, for the next stage of my journey. As we 
were boarding the aircraft, half way up the steps I 
noticed the pilot hanging out of his window 
shouting at someone behind me in the queue. I 
gathered a rough translation was ‘Put that cigarette 
out before you get on my plane!’ 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Friday 22nd January 
 
Winds of 30kph, gusting stronger, blowing sand into every opening and every joint of the camera and lens. 
So began the visit to Knightsbridge War Cemetery, near Tobruk.  
 
The day had begun with a spectacular 150 mile drive along unspoilt Mediterranean coastline, white breakers 
from a deep blue sea, miles and miles without the familiar coastline development. A visit to the market – piled 
higher than high with all sorts of fruit and vegetables, all produced locally – yielded a plenteous stock of 
oranges and dates, plus lunch. Then across unbroken semi-desert, to arrive at Knightsbridge, named after 
one of the defensive ‘boxes’ with which the Allies had surrounded Tobruk. 

An early start took us to the two cemeteries in 
Benghazi. Commission headstones and palm trees; I 
was forcibly struck by the privilege which was mine 
of representing the Project in such a unique place. 
(‘Get the best images I possibly can.’) Like Tripoli, 
the War Cemetery contained the (1,200) WW2 
graves, and the British Military the post WW2 – both 
military and civilian, all of whom are on the 
Commission listings, including maybe 40 from a 
plane crash in 1959. After the recent rains the sand 
in the War Cemetery had turned to mud. Part way 
through our visit, the cemetery keeper, from French 
Morocco, provided us with the best coffee on the trip 
so far. 

After a slight falling out with a traffic policeman over an illegal U-turn (he was eventually forced to smile and 
wave us on), we left for Cyrene. Lunch en route was taken at a wayside café; cooking was over open fires, 
and tea served free by the tiny glass from a 50 litre kettle.  
 
The afternoon found us escaping to become tourists once again; Cyrene was a Greek city with 80k 
inhabitants, and these ruins, up to 2,500 years old, were another ‘must see’, covering many, many acres 
although much less than half have been exposed so far. Another spectacular series of buildings, forums etc, 
and my guide was at pains to show me the attached necropolis, ‘the largest in the world’, with over 1,200 
tombs. Despite this diversion, we were still half a day ahead of schedule, giving us more time in our next stop
Tobruk.     

Thursday 21st January  

As 50% of the 2,600 stones were east-facing, it 
seemed wise to take these first, so as to minimise 
shooting into the sun. But that meant facing directly 
into the wind. Within half an hour my mouth was 
crunchy, my eyes were smarting, and the camera 
was covered in dusty sand. Somehow it didn’t get 
any worse, and I had to accept that I wasn’t going 
to be able to see what I was doing. Centre stone, 
shoot; step to side, centre stone, shoot. And so on. 
A number of stones had lost their faces partially or 
entirely; if I understood the keeper correctly, this 
was the effect of the sun on the stones, and over 
400 had been replaced last year alone. 
 
Towards the end of my visit the dust clouds lessened, but the sun retreated and it was cold in the strong 
wind. The cemetery keeper kindly came to find me after 3 hours or so, and, once I was finished, kindly invited 
me into his home for tea and cake. Dust dropped off my every surface, and it was clear the damage was 
done to the camera and particularly the lens – the zoom now has a distinctive grating sound! 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

My driver eventually arrived and we drove to our hotel; we shared a 5 room ‘suite’ – no lift, no wifi, no mobile 
signal, cistern not filling for the toilet, no head on the shower, heating / aircon non-functional and, of course, 
all distinctly grubby. But the local Libyan restaurant charged just £2.25 for all the dinner I could eat and all the 
green tea (I’m a rapid convert) I could drink – this is Libya. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

rdSaturday 23  January  
 
After bidding adieu to our hotel’s night-watchman, our day in Tobruk 
started at Tobruk War Cemetery – some 2,300 identified casualties. 
After completing the east-facing stones, we adjourned via coffee to the 
little French cemetery (200 graves and several artillery pieces) and then 
a great mock castle on the highest point overlooking Tobruk harbour –
the burial place of some 6,000 Germans, listed on 15 high panels. The 
views from the top over the town and harbour were spectacular. Lunch 
preceded a return to the War Cemetery, now that the sun had moved 
round.  
 
By mid afternoon the last stones had been photographed, and a quiet 
moment’s reflection for the lives that had been lost and the chaos which 
would have surrounded us 67 or 68 years before. 
 
Chasing internet access was followed by a celebratory fish meal – one
selected the object of one’s repast from the fishmongers, and his 
brother next door grilled it. Hopefully the Project has another country 
99.5% (allowing for the stones under repair) completed, with the bonus 
of additional French and German names. 

Our night watchman 
thSunday 24  January  

After a breakfast which my guide, a former hotel 
inspector, rated as poor as he had ever had, we 
revisited Knightsbridge to retake two sections which 
had suffered from face-on sunlight on Friday. Then the 
WW2 tourist spots – Rommel’s HQ, the Lady-Be-Good 
plane wreckage, the Fig Tree Hospital, and some 
excellent Australian (?) trenches/caves on the hilltop 
above.  
 
We drove towards the border, arriving late lunchtime at 
the last town, Umm Saad. It felt like the American Wild 
West, Egyptian trucks careering along the narrow road 
on which stood our ‘hotel’. Our previous lodgings had 
been steadily deteriorating, presumably in preparation 
for this bleak and broken-down place. The staff could 
not have been more friendly, but....Even to ask for 
internet access would have been mockery. Lunch was 
a sandwich in the sunshine, and the hotel offered to 
cook us a special evening meal for £5.  

Desert Rat Bunker? 

thMonday 25  January 
 
We had no cause to complain about breakfast – there was none! We conclude that this is why there were 
Mars bars and a carton of orange juice on our bedside tables. Down the road we stand in the dust at the 
side of the highway for coffee and cheese toasties from a wayside café. 
 




