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A REPORT FROM THE LEADER OF THE MIDDLE
EAST COMMAND EXPEDITION TO SOCOTRA (1967)

By Major P. G. Boxhall, F.R.G.S. (Associate B.S.E.S.)

For ten months of the year this island in the Arabian
Sea is cut off by monsoon winds and seas and now, daily,
we expect to feel the approaching signs of S.W. winds and
see rain filled mist coming in from the Hajhir mountains
to the south of us. If the monsoon does come, our Navy
and Military surveyors, botanists and entomologists will
find their work nearly impossible and for this reason we
race against time. Fortunately our work along the northern
coastline is virtually complete and now we are concentrat-
ing on the inaccessible and virtually unexplored hinterland.

Military surveyors have already traversed the western
areas, pushing down the hot, boulder strewn wadis to reach
the undulating and uninteresting limestone peaks and there,
on exposed summits, they have set up their tellurometers
and theodolites. They have also crossed and re-crossed the
eastern region, so different in contrast, where being pro-
tected from the high winds by wind-breaks of rock and from
the hot sun by hessian or canvas screens, they have looked
down on grass plateaus where dwarf cows graze and the
hills are thick with the red-flowering, grotesque Adenium
trees, forests of Dragon’s Blood trees, oranges, pomegranates
and wild growing cotton. Now they are moving rapidly
along the featureless south coast, the ‘Nawgeed’, where
sand and shallow wadi beds stretch nearly to the island’s
extremities. When this is done they will, the monsoon per-
mitting, be taken across to the neighbouring rocky islands of
Samha and Darsa which, together, are known as ‘The
Brothers’.

The botanists, geologists, ethnologists and the doctor
too, have been working nearer Base Camp but are no more
accessible to it. Even crossing the 4 mile wide Hadiboh
Plain is tiring enough, for there is a maze of croton trees,
headhigh and thickly packed, but then one must wind one’s
way up the volcanic rock, which our geologist thinks is
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60 million years old, before tackling the upper limestone
regions. Passing through Kishn and Adho Dimello which,
although place names are unpopulated areas, one might
easily imagine oneself in the Cotswolds. Green pasturage is
now plentiful, water flows and the dwarf Socotri cows look
well content. Cattle tracks criss-cross the hills and built
into the rocks are low-lying caves in which the Bedu live,
and with them, it appears, their goats and bushy-tailed
sheep. Yet, by day, there are few signs of habitation: the
blackness of the ceilings, the presence of a tin cooking pot
and the crumpled parchment of a goatskin water carrier
are the few signs. The Bedu are out with their livestock and
one hears them shouting to one another across the hill
tops, in discordant, high pitched voices. When one goes up
to talk with them, they are very friendly, wanting always
to know, first of all, where one has come from and where
one is going. In appearance they differ markedly from the
Arab and African stocks on the coasts. Their black hair
is very short, sometimes completely shorn. Mostly they
have long, thin, clean shaven faces with straight noses and
their eye lashes are particularly long. Their teeth are very
white and well formed but some have protruding teeth.
They are slight in build, the span across the ribs measuring
not more than a hand’s width and their arms and legs are
matchstick-like. Their feet are long and narrow and have
thick, leathery soles. Their possessions are few. A drab
length of cotton around the waist and sometimes another
slung over the shoulder, a money belt, some ‘medicine’
beads around the neck and, perhaps, a silver band above
the elbow made from Maria Teresa Dollars melted down.
These are their few personal adornments. A few carry pipes
of metayne wood or bone to smoke the green Socotri
tobacco, and some have a set of two iron knives carried
in a goatskin scabbard. The large knife is used for cutting
up meat and for cutting date fronds, the small one for
shaving the head. As well, on the outside of the scabbard,
an iron needle is often found, this being used to stitch up
goatskins for water and for repairing clothes.
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The Bedu keep very much to themselves, descending
once in a while to the towns of Kallansiya, Qadhub or the
island’s capital at Hadibu to sell goats or sheep and to
purchase dates and maize. They do not, it seems, inter-
marry with the Arab or African and there is scarcely any
communication with them, as the main Bedu settlements
are to be found in the inaccessible area of Jabal Keseslah
behind the Haghir mountains. But this lack of communica-
tion has not always existed for one of the major interesting
discoveries we have made in this area is the presence of
a 6 foot wide camel road, lined either side by rocks and
boulders, which unexpectedly leads right down to the coast
at Ras Taab. It is not impossible that this is the very route
which took the incense on the first stage of its long journey
up the western coast of Arabia, through Petra and beyond.
Equally old, perhaps, are the low stone wells which run
in straight lines across and down the hills. The Bedu say
they do not know what they are for; some even say that
the Portuguese, who occupied part of the north coast
between 1507 and 1512, built them. More likely an ex-
planation is that in olden times the Bedu families or tribes
reserved for themselves limits to their grazing areas which
today they do not do, since the walls are breached to allow
livestock to proceed freely wherever they wish.

Some ten miles below, while the botanists, geologists and
entomologists make their collections and record their obser-
vations, other important but less spectacular work proceeds.
We are now well into a comprehensive collection of place
names and geographical features. Ambitious though this
may sound, we have the unique advantage of having with
us Dr. T. Johnstone of the School of Oriental and African
Studies who is believed to be one of two Europeans who
understand the spoken, but unwritten language of Socotra.
With his knowledge and the assistance of three informants,
each of whom knows a particular area of this 1,400 square
mile island, we hope to complete an accurate glossary,
correcting and, as necessary, adding to the details recorded
on Lieutenant Wellsted’s chart of 1835, Professor Bayley
Balfour’s map of 1880, and the Directorate of Survey’s maps
of 1960 and 1966.
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A number of other diverse and interesting tasks are
planned for our last month here. A R.N. ship is due soon
to take the Beach Survey Team round to the South Coast,
the Military Surveyors to Samha and Darsa islands and
some of the scientists to the little known island of Abd-al-
Kuri, 60 miles to the south west. With the arrival of the
ship we also expect to have the services of a Royal Air
Force opthalmic surgeon. Already, from as much as 40 miles
away, 17 patients are walking in to the island’s capital at
Hadiboh. We hope, as a consequence, that 12 of them will
regain their sight. Then, after the departure of the ship, a
10 day excursion is planned to the barren western regions
with the intentions of retracing Wellsted’s route of 1935
and for settling the enigmatic questions of what species of
gazelle exists on the island and whether it is African or
Arabian in origin.
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MIDDLE EAST COMMAND EXPEDITION TO
SOCOTRA ISLAND, 1967

Patron: The Rt. Hon. The Lord Shackleton, p.c., 0.B.E.
(also Patron B.S.E.S.)

Sponsor: Admiral Sir Michael Le Fanu, K.C.B., D.S.C.

Leader: Major P. G. Boxhall, F.R.G.S., Int. Corps. (Associate
B.S.E.S.)

An Account of the Expedition by C. R. Fraser-Jenkins
(B.S.E.S. 1966)

The island of Socotra lies almost midway between South
Arabia and the horn of Africa and combines these two
elements along with a pure Socotri flavour—a unique mix-
ture to fascinate the Scientist, Ethnologist and Archaeolo-
gist alike. No Europeans live there so that it is left almost
completely wild and unspoilt; in fact in the war, instruc-
tions were issued advising crippled ships not to land on its
supposedly hostile and mysterious shores.

It was this unusual island that became the site of a
Middle East Command Expedition from March to June of
1967—an expedition that proved to be a great success from
all points of view. The expedition seemed to be the last
chance of visiting the island and was timed neatly before
the situation in Aden became impossible. Great credit for
this and thanks from the expedition members are most
certainly due to Admiral Sir Michael Le Fanu, K.CBi.,'D.S.C,
the Commander-in-Chief of the Middle East Command for
arranging everything so well at a difficult time, and all
respect, in particular, to Lady Le Fanu for her bravery in
accompanying her husband on a visit to the island in April,
when the expedition was in full swing.

The expedition had many aims, both military and scien-
tific, and under the excellent leadership of Major P. G.
Boxhall, F.R.G.S., an Associate Member of the B.S.E.S., not
one of these was neglected, varied though they were, in
fact we all fitted in together very well and carried out our
work as we wanted to.
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For my own part, this was the first time I had been
outside Europe and I had quite a shock when I stepped out
of the aeroplane at Aden into the heat and glare, especially
as it was sleeting 24 hours earlier at Lyneham. Starting on
12th March, the expedition members from Britain spent an
essential 6 days in Aden—acclimatising, buying films and
making the many last minute preparations for the trip and
even beginning to collect plants, etc. when we went up
Jebel Shamsan and inland to Abyan and near the Yemen
border. We stayed for the duration in the luxurious Federal
Regular Army Officers’ Mess and later we often tortured
ourselves on Socotra and in particular, on Abd-el-Kuri with
the memory of the ice cold fresh lime and lemon juice that
we had there! On the 18th March we flew to Riyan near
Mukalla, east of Aden, and from there to Socotra in a
Beverley aircraft flying in low along the length of the island
and seeing for the first time the almost mythical cucumber
trees.

It was with great delight that we found the Base Camp
already put up for us when we arrived and we realised just
how much the advance party had done, putting up tents
and clearing paths, etc. when we had been enjoying our-
selves in Aden. From this camp, which was between Suk
and Hadibo on the North coast, Socotra appeared to be
much greener than Aden—in fact it was a staggering sight
to see a vast amphitheatre of rugged and beautiful mountains
enclosing a scooped out plain about 10 miles across which
was delightfully green. Some of the Western end of the
island however was just as dry as Aden and quite devoid
of greenery—the reason for this abrupt change is because
of the position of the main mountains on the island, the
volcanic Haggiers and the limestone Reigad, which form
a series of ridges up to 5,000 ft. high in the Northern and
Eastern parts of the island and catch the rain from the
North-East winter monsoon leaving the rest in ‘rain shadow’
and much drier. Our camp had the advantages of being
near the airstrip and yet within easy reach of the Haggiers,
it was also possible to drive by Land Rover to Suk or
Hadibo across the Hadibo plain and even to the base of
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the Reigad overlooking Hadibo, the main village; in fact
we soon cleared a road to Suk so that we could more
easily fetch our water from the wells there in one journey
rather than with several camel loads—especially as on more
than one occasion a camel was driven into a fury by the
empty cans banging together and lolloped off in the direc-
tion of the Haggiers!

Once we had all moved in and set up our personal tents
work began with the unpacking of myriads of boxes of
stores for the camp and equipment for the individual field
parties—generators, electric lights, tape recorders, compo-
rations (for we took all our own food with us), extra tents,
plant presses, a tide pole, fridges—everything that made
the base camp a thriving community with a purpose to
achieve; small wonder that the aircraft were so full and that
Flt. Lt. Bailey was quite exhausted after organising a state
of chaos into a working camp. It was a relief to ‘hit the
sack’ that night—though sleeping bags on this expedition
served as mattresses on folding camp beds and it was only
up in the Haggiers that it was necessary to get into them.

For the first few days the scientific parties started local
field work, getting the hang of the place while the survey
parties planned out their campaigns under the lead of Lt.
Cdr. R. Lloyd-Williams, the second in command, in charge
of the naval beach survey party and Major R. Emery in
charge of the army surveyors—in all 20 people, usually
seen carrying the peculiarly shaped wood measures, etc.
that made up their equipment. A strange sight indeed when
in the field—but even stranger I suppose was the group of
two botanists and two entomologists that I belonged to; as
a whole we went around as a foursome—one bent double,
his plant press on his back hobnobbing with the grasses;
another pressing on ahead with a steadily increasing pile of
Socotran flora and exhorting the first to come here and
press it rapidly before it wilted; and always rushing madly
around them were two ragged characters, one tall and thin
and the other short and fat, making eager swipes at thin
air with their butterfly nets. Occasionally holes dug in the
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ground or minor landslides would herald the approach of
the geologist, invariably discovered arguing with his bearers
about the weight of his collection!

This first week was of great importance to everyone in
getting used to their task and familiarising themselves with
what they would be finding. For the ‘enti-bots’ as we were
named, the first plant presses were filled with some of the
more common material and we began to get to know the
flora and fauna and discriminate between species more
readily. We also got used to the tactics of the Socotri and
their local headman, the trades-unionist Muquaddem Ali;
pleasant enough as a person, but impossible to argue with
short of delivering orders. By the end of the week we were
allowing for delays with camels, etc. as a matter of course
and just beginning to stamp on some of the excessive prices
people asked—though often without much success. Thus,
true to form a Sambuq arrived hours late to take us to
Kallansiya, a village on the coast on the Western end of
the island in a drier area than around Hadibo. We set off
in this extraordinary boat in the morning, loaded with
mountains of luggage—15 of us with 5 Arab crew making
it extremely crowded. After two days of sailing and motor-
ing, past cliffs and pearl fishers and seeing many interesting
sea-birds and dolphins, etc. we arrived and made a camp
on the beach near Kallansiya on a strip of blinding white
sand; most of the night was spent removing numbers of
big land crabs that ensconced themselves under our camp
beds or even crawled over our legs! Mr. Ken Guichard
working for the Natural History Museum and myself spent
two days intensively collecting insects at Kallansiya, on this
first trip away from the Base Camp and though there were
4 days spent in travelling to and from the place, it was well
worth it as this was our only trip to the Western part of
the island. We arrived back at Base Camp on 30th March
having camped the night before near Goba, in an interest-
ing sand dune area, after fouling up the propellor in what
was probably the island’s only nylon fishing net. It was a
great relief to be back and relaxed with our minor ailments
seen to.
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The medical officer on the expedition was Sqn. Leader
Pallister, helped by Dr. Seargeant, whose husband Prof.
Seargeant was carrying out Arabic studies on the expedition.
The two of them did a wonderful job and were not only
responsible for keeping us in good order, but also did their
best with the Socotri—an almost impossible task as almost
all of them had T.B. or malaria among other things and
didn’t seem to care much either way; we were very thankful
that we had all the injections we did before starting. Dr.
Johnstone from the school of Oriental and African studies
often helped Sqn. Leader Pallister as an interpreter and in
exchange ‘borrowed’ some of the patients, who had come
from all over the island and recorded them speaking and
singing in order to build up a vocabulary of the unknown
Socotri language.

The day after our arrival at Base Camp a storm hit us
from the North—it flooded the desert at Selala on the
mainland for the first time for many years and also flooded
our Base Camp and blew down tents, etc. in the middle of
the night creating chaos—we were lucky not to have been
still on the Sambugq. This storm was really a blessing in
disguise because it made so many plants remain green or
flower rather than drying up as usual at this time of year
until the winter rains and it managed to stave off the effect
of the dry South West summer monsoon that was just
beginning when we left. I feel sure that it was partly because
of this that we managed to find so many interesting insects
and plants.

The next trip of the ‘enti-bots’ was a ten day stay at Jebel
Hammadara, a limestone area about 20 miles to the east of
the camp which I myself did not visit; while this area was
being examined I made a collection of series of the insects
at Base Camp and around and about the Hadibo plain,
including the base of the Haggiers and Jebel Howari, the
mountain nearest to our camp. It was during this period
that Cpl. Palmer was badly injured by falling into the
propeller of a Gemini dinghy on the South Coast and Major
Boxhall crossed the island from Base Camp to Fahr in 24
hours to take drugs etc. to him—an outstanding feat for




























































