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			Foreword by Colonel John
Blashford-Snell CBE

			In 1963 the Commandant of RMA Sandhurst, Major General John Mogg, an enthusiastic outdoors man, was keen to get officer cadets on challenging and worthwhile projects during their summer vacation.

			Thus, Adventure Training began to play an important part in the Sandhurst training. I was lucky to become the Adventure Training Officer and had to devise expeditions and despatch eager young men on these, all over the world. The aim was to develop self-reliance, enterprise, initiative, and leadership qualities in the cadets.

			Amongst the many who volunteered was Nick Williams and four colleagues, to whom we loaned a 15 cwt Ford van and gave them a grant of £100! Thus, the team, all under twenty, set off, to study the remote Castles of the Assassins in Iran.

			Fortunately, at that time, the relationship between Britain and Iran was friendly. This then is the story of the expedition. Apart from an unfortunate road accident on the way home, it was an enormous success and a fine example of what five young men can achieve when left on their own to tackle a challenge.

			Colonel John Blashford-Snell CBE.

		

		
			Introduction

			This a true story of youthful exuberance achieving remarkable things. Consider for a moment, five young 19-year-old Royal Military Academy Sandhurst (RMAS) Officer Cadets embarking on a 4,000-mile road journey across Europe and Asia Minor having only recently passed their driving tests. Exuberance and inexperience make a potent mix!

			We were on one of the two expeditions heading for Iran. The aim of ours was to reach and explore the ninth-century Alamut Fortress high in the ‘Valley of the Assassins’ nestling in Iran’s rugged Elburz Mountains. This amusing tale is one of fortitude, ineptness and stoicism in the face of many challenges; self-inflicted or otherwise. It is also a call for us all to give our younger generations the opportunity and encouragement to engage in adventurous activities.

		

		
			Map 1 Our Route from Calais to Alamut, Iran
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			Maps 2 & 3
 Across Europe and Asia Minor
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			Europe, 30th July to 7th August 1965.
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			Asia Minor, 7th to 14th August 1965.

		

		
			Where it All Began
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			The Royal Military Academy Sandhurst Camberley Surrey UK, 1965.

		

		
			Chapter One
Background, Preparations
And Departure

			Some 7,000 feet above sea level in the remote Elburz Mountains of northern Iran lie the ruins of the infamous ninth century Alamut Fortress. The name ‘Alamut’ translates to ‘The Eagles Nest’, a name also given, many centuries later, to the equally notorious Nazi Mountain lair.

			A millennium ago, the fortress was for many years the centre for the Nizari Ismaili sect under the fierce leadership of Hassan-i Sabbah whose, drug influenced followers (the Assassins) would, according to legend, descend from the valley to rape and pillage the communities below on the promise of certain places in Heaven. Until the mid-20th century, little had been done to investigate this historic site.

			It is hard to believe that nearly 60 years later, after our visit, the site is an increasingly popular destination for trekkers and even has opening hours!

			This then is the story of an expedition, sponsored by the UK Ministry of Defence (MOD) and the British Museum, undertaken in 1965 by five 19-year-old officer cadets from the RMAS. It relates their sometimes dramatic and often hilarious journey to explore these ruins. Consider for a moment, this team of newly qualified and exuberant drivers careering 4,000-miles across Europe and Asia Minor in a Thames van (now the Transit range) kindly provided by the Ford Motor Company. (Roll-over Jerome K Jerome; no dog involved in this tale!)

			Also, please remember that in 1965 relationships between Britain and Iran were very different from those which they are today. There was close cooperation between the British and Iranian armed forces; a factor that was of great assistance to the expedition once in Iran itself. Equally in those days, not many people would undertake such a daunting journey, involving as it did, driving on the extremes of fast autobahns and treacherous steep mountain tracks. Indeed, the final leg of our journey to the Fortress was achieved by mule and then on foot!

			You may well be asking why we were embarking on this venture. The Academy at that time encouraged officer cadets to plan their long summer vacation activities with the aim of ‘character building’. 

			What, we thought, could be more character building than a road trip to sunny Southern Europe and a gentle climb up an Iranian mountain? 

			Well, the project certainly achieved this aim in spades! The whole undertaking took just over four weeks from chaotic start to dramatic finish. However, its ramifications live on even today.

			I am therefore pleased to present this tale in three main episodes, each covering a section of the trip: Europe, Asia Minor and the visit to the Alamut Fortress in Iran.

			Firstly, I would like to introduce our indomitable crew, with whom I hope you will become familiar as the story unfolds. To save their blushes, I will only use their abbreviated first names throughout. The team comprised: Dave, an upright quiet Scot, the expedition’s logger and historian; Nick, a techno-geek southerner, the team leader, treasurer and assistant photographer; Nige, a tall very laid-back fervent Manchester City FC supporter, the Quartermaster, mechanic and lead climber; Pete, an ebullient Scot, second-in-command, mechanic and Archaeologist; and finally Rog a gangly rugby mad Welshman, head medic and photographer. It goes without saying; none of the team was in any way qualified for their assigned roles. Everybody was, of course, a driver, navigator, cook and bottle washer.

			Planning for the challenge began in January 1965, ably assisted by John Blashford-Snell, (then Major, now Colonel retired CBE, world-renowned expedition leader and author of this book’s Foreword), whose invaluable advice spurred us on to a mammoth nation-wide begging campaign. We were so successful that we received over 40 donations from companies: some in money but mostly in kind.

			We were eventually to leave for Iran overloaded with goods from all our generous suppliers. These included tinned food, powdered milk, Zippo lighters, climbing boots, beer, cigarettes, Brillo pads, Oxo cubes, Spam, toilet paper, soap, toothpaste, sardines, biscuits, flour, walkie-talkies radios and so on; the list seemed endless. (See Chapter 5 for a full list.) It is hard to believe such generosity would be shown today, some 60 years later, towards a similar venture. The most crucial loan was that of a Ford Thames van. This vehicle, fondly named ‘Blanche’, performed miracles on the arduous trip and without her we could not have returned to tell the tale.

			A Chaotic Departure
(30th July 1965)

			The morning of departure was a rainy Friday in July. After a photoshoot for the local paper, our grossly overloaded van left Camberley, Surrey. Our immediate aims were firstly to locate two missing passports and then to catch the afternoon ferry to France. It very soon became clear that none of us had ever driven Blanche fully laden with stores and five passengers. Her erratic handling caused concern amongst us all, as well as alarming passing motorists. Getting to Dover for the ferry was not going to be straightforward or stress-free.

			Earlier, there had been a misunderstanding over our second cholera jabs, and we had to leave without them, delaying our start. Foolishly, we had entrusted some of our visa applications to be jointly processed along with those of another equally disorganised Iran-bound expedition. Pete’s and Rog’s missing passports were either with the Iranian or Yugoslavian Embassies or perhaps, even worse, with the other expedition. After an exhausting rush around London by van and foot, both Embassies denied having them. We therefore set off for Dover hoping to catch the other expedition which was scheduled to travel on the same ferry. Our confidence in the infallible planning and execution was already dissipating.

			Predictably, with our luck, we missed the ferry by half an hour and found ourselves stranded on the quayside with little sign of our missing passports or the other expedition members. Much to our relief, they too had missed the ferry and arrived 30 minutes later, bringing with them our vital missing passports.

			We all eventually crossed on the evening ferry to Calais. Not an auspicious start and a blow to our belief in our meticulous preparations. Little did we know that this was just a minor blip compared with the challenging events that were certainly ahead!

			We arrived in France in the pouring rain and travelled to Gravelines where we made our rendezvous with the other expedition. That evening we reviewed the events of the day over some donated beers. We concluded that, despite the stress, we had achieved today’s aims. We slept in a concrete hut inside the camp site. It was still raining.

			[image: ]

			1.1 Artist Impression 12th Century Alamut. 
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			1.2 The Expedition’s outward route.
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			1.3 ‘Blanche’ tackles the Elburz Mountains.
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			1.4 The team L-R Dave (1964) Rog & Nick (1968) Nige (1964) Pete (1966).
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			1.5 The two Iran-bound expeditions pose for the press (July 1965).

			Next Chapter: lost on the autobahn, stuttering up the Alps with a few scrapes, friendships made in Yugoslavia, delays entering Greece and a friendly policeman in Istanbul.

		

		
			I hope the next three chapters will convey to you the highs and lows, the excitement and tedium and, of course, the drama and comedy of our epic journey. It should remind us, all that the Laozi (6th century BCE) the Chinese philosopher once said

		

		
			Chapter Two
A Dash across Europe
Towards the Levant

			Having successfully defied all obstacles to reach France the previous day, it was now time for Blanche, our trusty van, to burn some rubber on the motorways of Europe, an environment none of our inexperienced but enthusiastic drivers had ever faced.

			It was the morning of Saturday July 31st in Gravelines Northern France, and it was still raining. We awoke somewhat hung over from our extensive planning session the previous evening and stiff from the exquisite comfort of our army camp beds and sleeping bags.

			Our plan was to reach Cologne via Belgium by early evening using as much motorway as possible. Our whole route for the expedition had been meticulously planned and recorded for us by the AA. Surprisingly, over the whole 4,000 mile journey, it was perfectly accurate and never failed us. It also prevented serious arguments and perhaps even blows amongst the team over the best route from any one place to another.

			“A journey of a thousand li begins beneath one’s feet.”

			千里之行，始于足下

			Qiān lǐ zhī xíng, shǐ yú zú xià

			(Pinyin (modern transliteration):

			But now adays we simply say:

			“Every journey begins with the first step.”

			Omne iter a primo gradu incipit.

		

		
			Germany, Here We Come

			The sun appeared and we set off at 8 a.m., arriving in Cologne just before 5 p.m., having covered just over 300 miles, not quite the high speed run we had anticipated. Blanche and Dave had had some issues with hill starts on the steep highways out of Liege and for some time we were burning more clutch pad than tyre rubber. Finding the camp site and, for a second night, meeting up with the other expedition was a pure fluke. What planning, what luck! Nick, testosterone rich, decided to try and re-establish an earlier relationship made at the recent summer training camp in the Eifel, with a resident Cologne Fräulein. Predictably, he failed, and we all retired to bed.

			Next day, Sunday, 1st August, we rose early for the long leg to Hallein south of Salzburg in Austria. Our route would take us via Frankfurt and Munich. We had a disagreement with the other expedition crew who did not like our AA recommended route.

			I should explain that the other expedition team was heading for Esfahan in southern Iran to search for blind fish. The plan being that we would all travel in convoy as far as Tehran. We gave them one of our radios and they went their own way. We neither heard nor had sight of them again. I am not sure if they ever got to see the fish, but the fish certainly never saw them!
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