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1. 

  

    This is the story of a 23-year-old RCAF pilot who volunteered to 
serve with the United Nations at El Arish, Egypt flying the de Havilland 
Otter, Caribou, and Douglas C47 Dakota. 
  

       It all started in the Officers' Mess at RCAF Station Winnipeg during 
a very fateful Friday night (thank God its' Friday (TGIF) beer call. 
  

2.   My name is Flying Officer George E. Mayer and I was enjoying my 
first posting as a staff pilot at Air Navigation School (ANS). I had just 
graduated from pilot training and the conversion to the multi engined 
Beechcraft 18. 
  

    One of the older pilots at the bar (26 years old) stood out from the 
rest as he was wearing a sand-coloured ribbon.  He was obviously too 
young to be a WWII Veteran and not old enough to have been awarded 
the Canadian Forces Decoration (CD) for twelve years service.  I 
boosted my courage with a second beer then introduced myself and 
asked him how he had acquired this prominent sand coloured medal at 
such a young age. 
  

   Reg smiled and said, "buy me a beer and I will tell you all about it".  
He began by saying that the ribbon (and medal) was/were awarded for 
serving a one-year tour as a volunteer pilot on loan to the UN in El 
Arish, Egypt. The process started by writing a memo to your career 
manager volunteering for UN service. 

  

    As an aside, the competition for good flying positions after a three-
year tour at ANS was fierce not to say the least! ANS had many young 
pilots vying for the best flying jobs and I knew that I would probably be 



posted within the coming year and could end up at RCAF Station 
nowhere unless I took control! 
  

   Here was the chance to guide my destiny and do something exciting 
and rewarding. I thanked Reg profusely and began mentally drafting 
my memo to Headquarters walking back to the barracks.  Only 
volunteers were accepted to fly with UN. It was with some trepidation 
that I made the decision to volunteer for service with UN in the Middle 
East. 
  

3.&4.   The benefit from getting this posting was obtaining type ratings 
on the de Havilland Otter and Caribou aircraft. By now, I was well into 
my three-year tour at ANS.  I had also recently attended the C47 
(Dakota) course in Trenton, Ont. and had no idea how valuable this 
course would become. 

  

   After waiting a couple of months, I began to wonder which shredder 
my career manager put my application in and suddenly it happened!  
My flight commander called me into his office and said with a smile, so 
you want to leave Winnipeg and -40C and go to Egypt and endure 
+40C?  Well good luck George - here are your orders! 
  

   What followed was a flurry of activity which included immunization 

shots, new passport, selling my car, convincing my parents that I really 

wanted to go, and familiarizing myself about UN and the country of 

Egypt. There was of course the traditional RCAF "mug" party to bid 

farewell to a departing member which included a humorous roasting. 

  

    It was early April 1963 that I found myself at RCAF Station Trenton, 

Ont. My course on the mighty Caribou would start in a few days 

followed by the Otter course.  I was teamed up with another pilot who 

was doing the same course and was going to Egypt several weeks 

before me. Flight Lieutenant Jack Buchner was his name, and his wife 

Jean was due to have a baby on his departure date!  He asked me if I 

would switch dates with him so he could be present for his child's birth, 

and I agreed without hesitation. This cemented our personal and 

professional relationship and proved to be most beneficial in an unusual 

and unsolicited way. In any case, I sought no favours. 

  

    The Caribou was an amazing aeroplane. This was a 30-passenger 

short take-off and landing (STOL) transport with twin 1450 HP engines 

that could fly at very slow airspeeds, and land and take off again on a 

postage stamp size field (300 M long). 



    

5. I completed the Caribou and Otter course and embarked on a 

12,000-mile journey to my new base in Egypt. On arrival at El Arish 

mid June, I received a very warm welcome (40C) from all of the staff, 

was shown to my quarters and introduced to my room mate Abdul. This 

resident Gecko consumed his weight in house flies every day and we 

would become friends very quickly! 

  

    The next day, the chief pilot and I drove the 16 Kms out to the 

airport where he briefed me on my schedule for the next 30 days.  I 

was curious about the 7-day blank space after my first week there and 

was sorry I asked!!   He briefed me in detail about something called 

"gyppo gut" - a GI upset which finds you erupting out of both ends and 

renders you unfit to fly for about one week!! 

Rumour was that you could 'squirt through the eye of a needle at 6 

feet'!!! 

  

As an aside, on the way to the airport, we stopped at an unusual 

monument built on the site where the Egyptians and the Israelis 

exchanged prisoners after the 1956 war. The Israelis exchanged 2500 

Egyptians in return for 15 Israelis. This was a victory monument built 

by the Egyptians! My numbers may not be exact; however, the ratio is. 

  

6. With the gyppo gut behind me (pun) and resplendent in my 

tropical shorts and shirt, desert boots, UN blue beret and dickie 

scarf, I began a grueling route check to all the outposts and 

destinations served by our fleet of marvellous de Havilland 

Caribous and Otters. The nature of our flights was mainly to 

provide logistical support to the ground troops, transport ground 

troops to destinations like Cairo, Beirut, and Cyprus for up to four 

days rest and recreation (R & R), and to patrol the 

Egyptian/Israeli border to observe and report any incursions. 

  

    The challenge to successfully complete these tasks was compounded 

by poor weather info, non existing radio navigation aids, (GPS was not 

available), maps for the Sinai dessert had huge areas designated "relief 

data incomplete", and no information available about the surface 

condition of the remote desert landing strips except the wind direction. 

This was obtained by observing the small flag on top of the jeep 

antenna if the ground troops had arrived prior to your landing time.  I 

will never admit that any flight I made was boring, but some were 



made more exciting than others if you chose to take advantage of the 

moment. 

  

7. One such occasion occurred when I was patrolling the 

Egypt/Israeli border in the Otter. I observed a convoy of UN 

vehicles travelling along the border and decided to do a very low, 

high-speed pass over them. During my pass directly over the 

convoy, I heard a metallic sound like "PLINK"!  After checking all 

the instruments and finding no problems, I remained low (20 

feet) and sped off to home base.  To make a long story short, I 

had amputated the top six feet off the communication jeeps 

antenna with my propeller, had forced the UN crews to get under 

their jeeps for cover, and get their nice white UN uniforms 

covered with Jeep grease, including the guest Israeli General 

(OOPS!) 

8. My reward for this came the following Friday beer call when I was 

awarded the "Distinguished F---ing Around Cross" and given the 

jeep antenna as a souvenir. 

  

   Another rare incident happened on a Caribou flight to Beirut with a 

full load of Arab passengers. At cruising altitude over the 

Mediterranean, I suddenly became aware of some terribly acrid horribly 

smelling smoke. I sent the flight engineer back to the passenger 

compartment to investigate. He returned holding an expired fire 

extinguisher, smelling as bad as the no longer existing smoke and 

informed me that a few Arab passengers decided to have tea and light 

a fire with dried camel dung on the wooden floor and they were not 

happy when it was extinguished. 

  

    One has to wonder which manager in UN HQ was smoking pot or 

chewing Quat (a local drug) when the cargo destined for Gaza was a 

half aeroplane full of rabbit cages and the other half was many boxes 

full of.... are you ready for this?  rubber hip waders!  When I arrived at 

the aeroplane, the fuselage was so packed floor to roof that I could 

neither gain entrance to the cockpit by either the huge rear cargo door 

or the side crew door.  The cargo was eventually delivered, and I 

personally have never heard of anyone in Gaza getting their feet wet 

chasing rabbits in the Sinai dessert. 

  

    The flights from Gaza to Beirut were generally quiet having to fly 30 

miles off the Israeli coast until you arrived at the Lebanon border. 

Without radio navigation aids and persistent low cloud ceilings, it was 



challenging.  On one such flight with a recent arrival co-pilot, I asked 

him why he kept looking out his window and was visibly nervous.  He 

said take a look and I did!  There was an Israeli Mystere fighter on our 

wing giving us the signal to head towards Tel Aviv. This was not on 

considering I had a full load of Arab passengers.  I asked the co-pilot to 

watch the Mystere and tell me what he did.  I reached over to the 

throttle quadrant and surreptitiously but slowly pulled back the 

throttles. Within a few seconds there was a very loud bang like the 

after burner of a fighter igniting. The co-pilot reported that the fighter 

disappeared straight up not to be seen again!  The Mystere could not 

match the slow speed of my Caribou, had obviously entered the stall, 

and powered his way out probably changing his shorts after landing. 

  

9. El Arish airport is located about 16 Kms inland from the 

Mediterranean Sea.  The surrounding desert sand is saturated with sea 

salt which is very corrosive on aluminum aircraft. Our fleet of Caribou 

was grounded suddenly when corrosion was found on all the wing flap 

hinges.  The solution was to borrow 511, a C47 Dakota from the 

Canadian communication flight in Marville, France.  This one old 

aviation legend then replaced the five Caribou for five weeks and never 

missed a scheduled trip. As I was the only pilot legally current on this 

type, I got to do currency check rides on all the other Dakota pilots and 

return the aircraft to Marville, France.  

  

 11.&12.   On a more humorous note, unlike in Canada, Friday nights 

(TGIF) at El Arish required one to be dressed in full Arab kit to gain 

access to the Officers ‘mess.  This TGIF night I dressed in my Yemeni 

Arab clothes, slipped on my flipflops, wrapped my Jordanian head dress 

on securely and headed for the mess.  It must be noted that after 

almost a year in dessert weather, my skin was as dark as any local, and 

I was blessed with a generous Arab type nose.  I did resemble a local 

especially in the evening light and more so to my pilot colleague 

guarding the mess entrance who was well over the .08%! He denied 

me access mistaking me for one of the base labourers.  I removed my 

head dress, uttered a few expletive deletives in Arabic and with a laugh 

and a handshake gained entrance to the raging party.  

  

13. NOTE    My one-year tour at El Arish was interrupted by a six-

month tour in Yemen.  Very few knew that there was a 134 ATU Sana, 

Yemen Peace Keeping Mission (UNYOM) running concurrently with El 

Arish. Tragically, there was a 65% medical repatriation rate which 

required several trained, acclimatized pilots to be posted immediately 



to fill a shortage.  My first flight to Yemen turned out to be a six-month 

posting. Check the UN website www.115atu.ca/gaz-ela.htmArish,UN , 

click on Yemen and read my story of life there and enjoy the many 

coloured photos of the mission. 

 

14. Flying and ground life in foreign countries is not all fun and games 

as this story may, so far, have led you to believe. Our Commanding 

Officer, Wing Commander Earle Harper, was killed in a tragic night road 

accident not far from El Arish on the way to Gaza. The Egyptians would 

block the road at night with three eight-foot lengths of railway track 

welded together to form a sort of multi-triangle shape very hard to see 

at night.  He ran into it, was killed and the Supply Officer passenger 

was badly injured. 

  

   There were a number of close calls on the flying side but there were 

no accidents or aircrew lost during my year in the Middle East. 

However, in 1966, my friend and colleague Flying Officer Paul Picard 

and twelve ground troops were killed when their Otter crashed after 

take off at an outpost in the Sinai. We were friends and flew together in 

Winnipeg and he decided to volunteer for the Middle East after we 

spoke just before I left ANS. 

  

   I feel justified to include the following para about life in Yemen as it 

will help the reader understand why both missions were critical to each 

other. 
  

 15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22    Flying and living in Yemen was even more 

challenging. There were thunderstorms occasionally exceeding 65,000 

feet. Leaving Sana where our head quarters was located required 

taking off from the airfield at 7400 feet above sea level, climbing to at 

least 13,000 feet to clear the surrounding mountains and even higher in 

poor visibility. Three of our four outposts were scattered around the 

desert, and one was on the shore of the Red Sea. 

 

In the outposts, I was very upset having to pay the RCAF 

C$95.00 a month for room and board when we were living in American 

tents and eating American field rations supplied free at the outposts. 

The rule was that single officers were obliged to pay the RCAF for room 

and board no matter where they were posted. 

 

23. Living conditions in Yemen were atrocious which caused the 65% 

medical repatriation rate. In summary, page 33, para 63, report on the 



Yemen mission by LCdr Bryan, D Hist contains the following statement 

by a military doctor “No human being should ever be subjected to the 

living conditions experienced by the personnel at 134 ATU Yemen 

mission". 

  

24. Living and working conditions at El Arish, Egypt were trying not to 

say the least and there was no end of complaints from the military 

residents. However, when personnel from Yemen were sent there 

occasionally for three or four days of rest and relaxation!!!!, they 

thought they were in paradise! 

 

Unlike Yemen, in El Arish they enjoyed a clean room, palitable cooked 

food, potable water, hot showers, movies, a doctor on base, a small 

store with attractive items, and a well stocked bar and a nice beach. 

There were, however, very few complaints from the El Arish personnel 

when there were Yemen folks in residence. 

  

25. The most important person in El Arish was a wonderful man from 

Greece named Mr. Nick, the bar tender.  He was a father, resident 

phycologist, man of great wisdom and was always willing to help those 

feeling down and out. This amazing man knew where every bottle and 

product were behind the bar and he was blind. He knew everybody by 

the sound of their footsteps and when you approached the bar, he 

would have your favourite drink waiting for you on arrival. One 

question you never asked Mr. Nick more than three times was "what's 

for dinner Mr. Nick?" because you would get the same answer every 

time -eggs and chips! 

  

My last three months at El Arish was easy duty thanks to my friend 

Jack Buchner. He became the chief pilot there while I was in Yemen, 

and he scheduled me for more than my fair share to the exotic 

destinations like Cairo, Beirut, and Cyprus.  

  

   My next posting was to Trenton Ont. to 102 KU Search and Rescue in 

mid June 1964.  I was one very happy camper going to the Mecca of 

Transport Command to continue flying the Caribou and the C47 Dakota. 

The furthest thing from my mind were the hardships endured in Egypt, 

Saudi Arabia, and Yemen. 

 

26. I had it made until two weeks later when the Chief Pilot called me 

into his office and said rather sheepishly " George, we need a Caribou 

pilot familiar with the Middle East to ferry an aircraft from Trenton to El 



Arish, Egypt" The other pilot, Flight Lieutenant Scott is posted there 

and it would be very much appreciated if you would volunteer to go. 

Fate does work in very strange ways! 

  

    I agreed to go and then watched the technicians prepare the 

aeroplane for the Transatlantic/Mediterranean marathon flight. A hole 

had to be cut in the left side of the fuselage behind the pilot for the 

navigator's drift meter, three 200 Gal. bladder fuel tanks had to be 

installed on the fuselage floor for the necessary 20+hour endurance. A 

galvanized go bucket was hidden near the rear cargo door for obvious 

reasons!  Our route was Trenton to Goose Bay, Iceland, 

Zweibruken, Pisa, Athens, El Arish logging 38 hours total. 

 

27,28,29.    During our descent into El Arish from 9000 feet over the 

Mediterranean, it got hotter and hotter and hotter, and Scott had 

removed just about all of his uniform and was down to his Jockey 

shorts! I reminded him this was no way to greet his new Commanding 

Officer, and, by the way, it is going to get hotter.  After landing, we 

opened the rear cargo door and the blast of hot air was like a blow 

torch, certainly not foreign to me!!  I waited a week for clearance to 

return the C47 to Marville, and the following week boarded the mighty 

Yukon for Trenton. Little did I know what fate had in store for me four 

months later - yes, another move. 

  

      The news came over the Trenton jungle telegraph that a C130 

Hercules had crashed on the Trenton airport during a night training 

flight and the crew were all killed. It was the following day when I flew 

into Trenton over the crash site on the scheduled passenger flight from 

Ottawa. After flight planning back to Ottawa, I made inquiries about 

who was on board that flight. The news that my friend Jack Buchner 

was the captain hit me like a cannon shell. I briefed the co-pilot that he 

would fly the return trip and I would act as co-pilot as I was in no 

shape to fly as pilot in command. I knew Jack's wife Jean, his kids and I 

mourn his passing to this day. 

 

 30.     In summary, I dedicate this story to Flight Lieutenant Jack 

Buchner, Wing Commander Earle Harper, Flying Officer Paul Picard, and 

the Crew of Buffalo 461 shot down Aug.9,1974 by a Serian missile near 

but not beyond the Serian border with a loss of 9 Canadian 

Peacekeepers. 

  

 



I remain in the Service of Peace 

RCAF Flight Lieutenant (Ret'd) 

George E. Mayer CD and Bar 

UNEF   UNYOM 
 

 

  

  

  

  

  


