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Alan Stewart’s story

1977/8 – United Nations Emergency Force 2 – Ismailia, Egypt

Alan posing with his vehicle at the Ismailia camp
Picture provided by Alan Stewart

Authors’ note

The principal author of this text, aside from the individual recounting the story, was John Cochrane, a former
member of the unit.

This record of events was prepared in 2017, many years after they occurred. The author prepared this record
principally using information obtained during interviews with the individuals involved. Where possible, this
information was corroborated through interviews with others and a review of pictures and other available
information. The record presents the events as the individual involved remember them several years after they
occurred.
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Alan Stewart’s story

From November 1977 to April 1978, Alan Stewart was deployed with the 73rd Canadian Signal Squadron,

in Ismailia, Egypt, where the squadron provided and operated the communications infrastructure for the

Second United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF II).

Background

In 1975, Alan enrolled in the Sherbrooke Hussars, after spending several years in that unit’s affiliated

cadet corps. He was a master cadet, so the transition to the reserves was fairly easy. Despite enrolling

late in the training year, he was able to pass his general military training in the spring and, during the

summer, successfully complete his reconnaissance crewman training in Valcartier. Since the Quebec-

based armoured militia units pooled their instructors and other resources for this training, it was also

attended by several members of the Royal Canadian Hussars (RCH), including Daryl Sullivan, who

became friends with Alan. The following summer, Alan was employed at the Montreal Olympics as the

driver for the commanding officer of the COJO Military Support Group. He then volunteered to go on a

call-out in West-Germany, where he was employed as the driver of the chief Umpire on EXERCISE

REFORGER 76. Upon his return to Canada, at the end of the fall, he found out that his parents had

decided to move to Montreal, so he did as well. In Montreal, he got a civilian job at Canadair, and

requested a transfer to the RCH.

Preparation and move to the theatre

Although Alan had a civilian job, he was very interested in participating on call-outs with the military,

especially on a mission in a different part of the world. During the summer, he was employed at the

Cote-des-Neiges Armoury as a corporal instructor for the Student Summer Employment Assistance

Programme (SSEAP), during which students attended general military training and were subsequently

invited to join the unit. During this training, he inquired several times about opportunities overseas and

eventually heard that there were vacancies on a UN Mission in Egypt. He put his name forward, and

agreed to be downgraded to Private for the duration of the deployment.

Once accepted, Alan was sent to Valcartier to join a group of about thirty soldiers who were preparing to

deploy on an operational mission. For a period of about one month, they underwent refresher training

on weapons, field craft, first aid, physical fitness and other topics. Being a combat arms soldier, Alan

found the training to be very basic, but he understood that the course was important for the other

participants, many of whom were Air Force, communications and logistics specialists. Another Hussar,

Captain Guy Domville was the course officer. The members of the group also underwent a medical

examination and received the necessary vaccinations. Alan still remembers getting an injection of Gama

Globulin, which he understood was a blood thinner used to help the soldiers acclimatise faster to the hot

climate of the Middle East. The injection, which is applied to the left buttock, was quite uncomfortable,

so, when it was applied, he was asked to stand and firmly grasp onto two steel bars attached to the wall.

When it was time to deploy, the group travelled by bus to Trenton Air Base in Ontario and flew in a

Canadian Armed Forces Boeing 707 passenger plane, first to Lahr, West Germany to refuel and then to

Cairo, Egypt. Alan remembers being able to see the pyramids as the plane approached the airport. Once
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the plane had landed, the passengers were instructed to file directly through the busy airport to some

Polish military trucks waiting for them at the entranceway. They were transported to an administrative

site a short distance away, and then transferred to an air-conditioned bus for the three-hour trip to

Ismailia.

Arrival at UNEF II

In Ismailia, Alan was employed as a driver/storeman in the quarter master’s stores of the 73rd Canadian

Signal Squadron. That squadron was providing the communications infrastructure and support for the

headquarters of the Second United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF II). It also provided a

communications links to Canada and UN headquarters in New York.

UNEF II operated between 1973 and 1979 to supervise the ceasefire between Egyptian and Israeli forces,

to supervise the redeployment of Egyptian and Israeli forces, and to man and control the buffer zones

between the two groups. It was established after the war of 1973, during which the Israeli forces, after

fighting off simultaneous surprise attacks by Egypt and Syria, had counter-attacked and advanced to a

position straddling the Suez Canal. Since Israel had no interest in holding much of the area it had

captured around the Canal, it was prepared to work with the UN to allow a peaceful withdrawal. Much

of the repositioning had been achieved in the earlier years of its existence, so in 1977, the situation was

relatively stable. In 1977, the Force of between 4,000 and 5,000 soldiers was staffed by troops from

Indonesia, Ghana, Australia, Poland and Canada. The Canadian contribution was a communications

squadron which supported the force headquarters. During the six years that the force was deployed, it

experienced 51 fatalities and numerous casualties, an indication of the level of danger faced by the

troops.

Map showing approximate locations of Ismailia and
the UNEF II buffer zone in 1977. UNEF Buffer Zone is
shown in light green.
Map copied from CanadianSoldier.com website
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In 1977, while the Force’s field troops were deployed principally in and around the buffer zone, east of

the Suez Canal, its headquarters was in Ismailia, on the west bank of the Suez Canal. It was in a

dedicated zone, within a big military base, which was the home of Egypt’s 3rd Army. The facilities, which

resembled a Canadian Military base, included permanent buildings, barracks and even a swimming pool.

Four UN groups were present: the Force Headquarters, a Polish service battalion and water management

unit, a Polish medical unit and the Canadian Signal Squadron. The Signal Squadron was housed at the

extreme north of the camp, and was separated from the Headquarters by the Polish Medical Unit. The

Canadians were housed in apartments, each having a kitchen, a common room, and four bedrooms - two

with four beds, one with two beds, and one with a single bed, for the section leader. The dining hall was

in the headquarters area, a fifteen minute walk from the squadron area. Beside the barracks was the

squadron’s logistical hangar, equipped with offices, working and storage areas and the QM, where Alan

Worked. On the other side of the hangar was the Squadron’s vehicle park.

Camp routine and life

The Signal squadron was commanded by a major and was comprised of approximately 100 all ranks.

Many of the members of the Squadron worked as duty operators in the command posts.

Once the group was settled, work at the camp followed a predictable routine. Alan would go to

breakfast, attend the morning parade, check his vehicles and then report to the Quartermaster, Warrant

Officer St-Pierre, for his daily tasks. As the designated driver, Alan was assigned a five quarter ton

American truck and a jeep. Sometimes there would be work to be done in the QM. Other times he was

asked to deliver or pickup equipment or other items. He would often take broken equipment to the

various repair shops. He would also pick up and deliver supplies. Several days per week, he was asked

to take confidential documents and burn them in an incinerator near the vehicle park.

At the camp, the Canadians wore a short-sleeve shirt with Khaki pants. In contrast to the Ghanaians, the

Canadians found the temperature hot, but because of the dryness, not uncomfortable. The Ghanaians,

on the other hand, found it cool and could often be seen wearing their sweaters. Alan also remembers

being impressed by a third group of soldiers, who were the Indonesians, and who, in spite of their small

size, carried very long knives on their belts.

Generally, the QM staff worked from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., Monday to Friday, allowing them to relax during

the evenings and weekends.

During the evenings, Alan often went to the squadron canteen, where there was a healthy social life,

given the balance between female and male members in the squadron. The squadron canteen also

regularly received visitors from the other country contingents, especially the Polish and Australian

contingents. One of the favorite after-hours activities was indoor archery, at which Alan exceled.

Another favorite activity was the team drinking competitions, where team participants had to chug beers

in sequence. A league was organised and, at each match, the loosing team had to provide the winning

team with beer mugs. Alan and the Canadian team must have been quite good at this activity, since he

was able to accumulate mugs from most of the other countries. Often the soldiers would just sit around

and discuss various topics over a few drinks. The Polish delegation were frequent visitors, and they came

to socialize, practice their English and teach the Canadians Polish.
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Once a month, each of the junior ranks had to perform overnight guard duty around the squadron’s

compound. While the main gate of the camp was guarded around the clock by the Military Police, the

back entrance, a small bridge over a sweet-water canal, near where the signal squadron was located,

was not controlled. Although the camp was within the Egyptian Army Base there was still some concern

that thieves may infiltrate or that wild dogs or other wild animals might come to scavenge. When a

soldier was tasked to perform guard duty, the Military Police would issue him or her with a sub-machine

gun, two magazines, fifteen live rounds of ammunition, and an axe handle. The rounds were to be

loaded in a magazine that was to be kept in a pocket. The other, empty magazine was to be put on the

weapon. The rounds were not to be used, unless it was to return fire at someone who was actually firing

at the guard. The guards were instructed to, if they encountered an intruder, expose themselves and

warn him or her before even loading the weapon. The axe handle, jokingly referred to as a puppy

pounder, was to be used for defensive purposes in case the guard was challenged by a pack of wild dogs,

which apparently could be quite aggressive. During his shifts, Alan never encountered any difficulty, but

he heard about the experiences of others. He had heard of one incident when a guard had encountered

a pack of wild dogs and had been so intimidated that he had fired several shots. Inevitably, since each

round was counted, a report had to be submitted at the end of his shift. With all this information, the

dark and the solitude, Alan found guard duty to be somewhat stressful.

Vacations

During the weekends, Alan and some of his comrades would often go to Cairo and the tourist area south

of the city. When in Cairo, they stayed at transient quarters at the United Nations compound across the

street from the Horse Racing Track. From there, they would usually take a taxi to the Pyramids area.

These taxi rides were always scary experiences, with the drivers aggressively speeding and weaving in

and out of traffic. Alan was fascinated with the Pyramids and the Sphynx and explored them over and

over. He and his comrades visited the insides and the outsides, and on one occasion, despite rules

against doing so, they climbed to the top of one of the Pyramids. When they descended, they saw that

the police were waiting to block their descent and possibly arrest them, so they circled abound to the

back and ran away through the desert. On one of their visits, they met the mayor of the nearby town,

who also ran a stable. He took the soldiers riding in the desert on Arabian-stock horses that loved to run.

Alan was thrilled by this experience.

On another weekend, Alan decided to visit Israel along with a helicopter mechanic, who was a member

of the Australian Contingent. After getting the necessary permissions, they flew to Tel Aviv on a UN

flight and then proceeded to Jerusalem. Unfortunately, while they were there, walking down a street

lined with side-walk cafés, a bomb was detonated in their immediate vicinity. Alan remembers being

thrown across the street and landing on the ground in a daze. He remembers seeing many injured

innocent people at the sidewalk café close by, including a small girl who repeatedly called out for help.

Unfortunately, Alan’s Australian colleague later died of his injuries. Although the event could not have

been foreseen, Alan remembers thinking that they should not have gone on that trip.
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Problem in the Sinai

On occasion, Alan was sent to the buffer zone to pick up or return communications equipment that

needed to be repaired. After leaving the UN Base, he would cross through the Egyptian Army Base and

then cross the Suez Canal on a nearby bridge. When crossing the Egyptian Base, he was often stopped

by Egyptian soldiers who asked for cigarettes. Once on the other side of the Canal, he would follow the

highway to a pre-designated meeting place with the representatives of some of the forward units,

principally the Ghanaians and Indonesians. Alan enjoyed these exchanges, which were always

conducted in a friendly and cordial manner. The parties would exchange radios and other pieces of

equipment and then go on their separate ways.

Generally, these trips were carried out without any difficulties. On one occasion, however, in his fourth

month in the theatre, when Alan was returning from an exchange with the Ghanaian forces, he crossed

over a rise in the road at high speed and came upon a group of what appeared to be Bedouin civilians

that were being fired upon by an armed group that had set up an ambush on the other side of the road.

Before he was able to stop his vehicle, it had advanced in between the two groups and was hit by bullet

fire. The vehicle was hit even though it was painted white and clearly marked as a UN vehicle. He

managed to extract himself from the vehicle without being hit by any bullets, but, in the confusion that

ensued, he suffered an injury that resulted in a puncture of his midsection. Shortly after, some Ghanaian

soldiers arrived and, since his vehicle was no longer serviceable, offered to drive him back to the base,

where they delivered him to the main gate. The personnel at the gate called the medical company and

had him transported to the UN hospital, which was being operated by the Polish contingent. At the

hospital, while the wound was being cleaned, the Polish doctor decided to remove Alan’s appendix,

possibly as a precautionary move, since the wound was in its immediate area. Alan was also treated for

a nasty bowel infection, which lingered for several weeks. He remained in hospital approximately three

weeks, waiting for his wound to heal. It was there that, in a classical pattern for wounded soldiers, he

fell in love with his Polish caregivers. To this day, he still remembers how to say – I love you, my darling –

in Polish.

When Alan was released from the hospital, he returned to the communications squadron, to see that his

damaged truck had been recovered by the wrecker.

Move to fill a gap in the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon

After getting leave from the hospital, it was Alan’s turn to go on vacation. With a number of other

soldiers, he made arrangements to go on a camera safari in South Africa. When they arrived at the

departure point with their luggage, the squadron sergeant-major arrived in a jeep to tell them that all

leave had just been cancelled and that they were to return to their barracks and await further orders.

Shortly after, they learned that they were being redeployed to southern Lebanon, to fill a gap in the

newly-formed United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) until a main party arrived from Canada.

After the move of the Palestine Liberation Organisation’s (PLO) armed forces from Jordan to Lebanon

and the resulting escalation of violence along the Israeli-Lebanese border, an Israeli Force had invaded

southern Lebanon on 14 Mar 1978. Shortly after, the United Nations passed a resolution calling for the

cessation of hostilities and UNIFIL was established to secure the withdrawal of the Israeli Forces, to



Royal Canadian Hussars History documentation project
Individual and group experiences of RCH members during various overseas missions
during the period from 1976 to 1996

C03E Alan Stewart's Story 20170609p.docx Page 7 of 10

restore peace and security, and return the area to the control of the Lebanese government. This new

mission was similar to the UNEF II mission in Egypt and the UNDOF mission in the Golan Heights in that it

called for a separation of the conflicted parties. At the request of the UN, eight nations sent infantry

forces to UNIFIL, and the Canadians were asked to provide communications resources. Due to the

urgency of the situation, and the delays in deploying the 1st Canadian Signal Regiment from Canada,

Canada temporarily redeployed elements of the 73rd Signal Squadron from Ismailia to Lebanon.

Alan was one of the people assigned to this mission. Initially, it was thought that he should not go since

he had recently recovered from his gut injury. However, because he had a combat arms background, it

was felt his skills might be needed on the mission. The group traveled by road passing through Israel,

and possibly through Jordan, and Syria. Alan is not sure of the exact route, as he travelled in the back of

a military transport truck. UNIFIL forces started arriving in Lebanon on or around March 23, 1978. Once

on the ground, the group worked under very difficult circumstances to set up the communications

infrastructure at for the new force’s headquarters in or near the sea-side town of Naquora.

However, unlike the other areas under UN supervision, the fighting did not stop – rather, the cycle of

violence between Israel and the PLO continued. Israel did not immediately stop its operations, and it

started transferring weapons and munitions to its local allies, the South Lebanon Army (SLA). On the

opposing side, the PLO initially claimed that the ceasefire did not apply to it, because it was not

mentioned in the UN resolution. Even when UNIFIL commander General Emmanual Erskine (Ghana)

convinced Yasser Arafat to order a ceasefire, several of the PLO’s subordinate commanders resisted.

Since much confusion abounded throughout the territory, local commanders were apt to undertake

actions that improved their positions but were contrary to the UN resolution. For example, on April 19,

1978, the SLA shelled UNIFIL headquarters, apparently resulting in the death of some UN soldiers. (Fisk,

138).

UNIFIL Communications were very bad and many decisions needed to be taken in isolation by

commanders on the ground. Alan remembers this being a very difficult period of his life – one that he

does not like to talk about – one during which the UN contingent and the nearby civilian community

received, accidentally or intentionally, fire from both Artillery and small arms.

When the Canadian main party arrived on or about April 21st, the UNEF II participants were withdrawn

to return to Egypt. As they were preparing to leave, a decision was made to try and help some of the

local population by evacuating women and children from the war zone in the back of the UN Trucks. This

was done without incident.

Return home and life thereafter

About one week after their return to Ismailia, the soldiers of the Communication Squadron were

replaced by another Canadian Group following the normal pattern of rotations. They returned in the

same plane in which they had arrived, flying first to Lahr for refuelling and then to Trenton. In Trenton,

some members of the group rented a minibus and dropped Alan off in Montreal on their way to

Valcartier.
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Alan (front) and other members of the Canadian
Contingent formed up in the vehicle park for medals
parade prior to departure
Photo provided by Alan Stewart

Alan and others waiting for bus to take them to Cairo
airport
Photo provided by Alan Stewart

Back in Montreal, Alan was not released from UN duty until he had visited the Base hospital in St-Hubert

and completed all his necessary paperwork and leave. He then resumed training with the RCH, following

the necessary rank and trade courses to eventually become a Warrant Officer. After Egypt, he did not

volunteer for any additional missions, with one exception, which was the Quebec Oka Crisis in 1990.

During that crisis, Warrant Officer Alan Stewart, Sergeant Dennis Kalamaras, Master-Corporal Felix

Martel and Corporal Robert Halmich all volunteered to augment the regular forces. Kalamaras was

integrated into an infantry company whereas the others were grouped with regulars and other reservists

to crew two Cougars that supported a separate infantry company. Both companies were part of the 3e

Bataillon, Royal 22e Régiment., which was deployed around the Mohawk community of Kahnawake, and

was successful in clearing the barricades, restoring the peace, and re-opening the Mercier Bridge. In or

around 1991, Alan retired from the Military as a Warrant Officer.

In parallel to his military career, Alan returned to his job and Canadair and then eventually transferred to

Air Canada’s maintenance division where he worked in Structural repair until he retired in 2009. Both

employers had favorable personnel policies that allowed their employees to take leave for military

service.

Subsequent to his retirement, in or around 2014, Alan mentioned to his old friend Daryl Sullivan that he

was not getting much sleep due to recurring nightmares, notably one where he tried but could not help

the young injured girl that he had seen at the Jerusalem bombing, even though she kept calling to him,

asking for his help. His friend immediately recommended that he get in touch with Veterans’ Affairs to

see if there was something they could do to help. This led to a series of meetings where Alan was

diagnosed with and treated for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Indeed, the intense incidents

experienced by Alan at a young age during his deployment in the Middle East have affected him all his
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life. He is grateful to the therapists at Veterans’ Affairs for having helped with his situation and made it

more bearable.

One day, on his return from an appointment at the Veterans’ hospital in St-Anne-de-Bellevue, Alan hired

a cab. On their way past the Airport, the taxi driver asked Alan if he could stop and give something to his

brother who was leaving on a flight to Lebanon. When Alan acquiesced, he mentioned that he had spent

several weeks in Southern Lebanon in 1978 on a United Nations Mission. Almost unbelievably, the taxi

driver asked him if he was one of the Canadian soldiers who were part of UNIFIL who had transported

women and children out of the war zone in their UN trucks when they left Naquora. Further, the taxi

driver identified himself as one of those children and went on to recount that his family had been so

impressed with the action of the Canadian soldiers, that when they decided to emigrate from Lebanon,

that they had chosen Canada as their destination of choice. The news that the unit’s action were

appreciated by at least one family has helped settle Alan’s soul and reinforce his pride in his military

service.
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Foot notes

1. In October 1978, having set up the necessary communications networks, and faced with the

prospect of never-ending conflict, the Canadian government decided not to renew its

commitment to UNIFIL.
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