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AIM

The aim of this paper is to examine whether, after nearly fifty years, those who served in Aden between July 1960 and April 1964 should be awarded retrospective medallic recognition.  The background in brief is that Aden became a British Colony in 1937 and Britain supported the tribes against the Italians in World War Two. In 1950 a movement against the British began, first of all with a general strike, backed by Soviet/Chinese military and economic support.  Hostile actions over the ensuing period until independence took place in two broad areas: “up country” on the wild and rugged borders of Yemen, where the Front for the Liberation of South Yemen (FLOSY) launched a campaign of sniping, ambushes and land mines; and in Aden itself, mostly governed as a separate Protectorate, where the Marxist National Liberation Front (NLF) initiated hand grenade attacks, assassinations and riots. 

On the 18th January 1963 the Colony was reconstituted as the State of Aden within the new Federation of South Arabia. This Federation in turn became the Peoples’ Republic of South Yemen on 30th November 1967, marking the end of British rule. 

MEDALLIC RECOGNITION

In the period from 1st January 1957 to 27th November 1967, when the British finally left, Middle East Command submitted three applications for the award of a medal and clasp, all of which were supported by the MoD and the H. D. Committee: 

1. 1st January 1957 to 30th June 1960: GSM with “ARABIAN PENINSULAR” clasp for 30 days service in or off the Aden Colony or Protectorate, Muscat and Oman and the other neighbouring Gulf States, for service in operations in resistance to border raids and against bands of dissidents.

2. 25th April 1964 to 31st July 1964: GSM with “RADFAN” clasp, for a continuous period of service of 14 days in the Federation of South Arabia. Awarded to members of 815 Naval Air Squadron, sailors on HMS Centaur, and soldiers that fought the campaign mounted by British personnel, with Federation troops, against the Egyptian /Yemeni tribesmen in Radfan, a wild and mountainous region along the Yemeni border with Egypt.
3. 1st August 1964 to 30th November 1967: GSM with “SOUTH ARABIA” clasp, for continuous service of 30 days in a unit serving in the Federation of South Arabia.
GAP PERIOD JULY 1960 – APRIL 1964

In the gap period where no medal was issued, a case was twice put forward by the High Commission for Aden and the Protectorate of South Arabia, via the Colonial Office, to the Secretary of the H. D. Committee, for medallic recognition of particular operations against rebellious tribes. The Committee looked at these recommendations in different papers between 1961 and 1964 but did not agree to them. There does not appear to have been much discussion of this, but the reason for the lack of H.D. Committee support was essentially lack of MoD backing, made clear in the following comments in the papers of the time: 

Military Secretary

“The Commander in Chief, Middle East Command has made no recommendation that the activities in the Eastern Aden Protectorate justify the award of the General Service Medal and it will, no doubt, be agreed that in order to maintain the value of our awards, we should rely on the considered judgement of the Service Commanders in the area.”

Air Secretary

“We have had no recommendation from the Commander in Chief, Middle East Command and must accept that the extension of a General Service Medal is not considered to be justified.” 

It is clear in other words that the Commander in Chief, Middle East Command in Aden, who knew the situation on the ground, decided that the level of risk and rigour in the two periods suggested by the Colonial Office for medallic recognition did not justify the issue of the General Service Medal or a clasp, and that this opinion was supported by the MoD at the time. One of the reasons for this lack of support may have been that the fighting in the specific operations concerned was done largely by local forces, with the British forces in support.
CLAIM OF THE ADEN VETERANS ASSOCIATION

Regardless of the view of those in authority at the time, the Aden Veterans Association believes that the situation on the ground did warrant the award of a medal for other periods. They provided details of a number of their members who had served in Aden during this period, and these were contacted for their experiences.

For those serving “up country”, the experiences appear to have been very similar to conditions on the North West Frontier of India. Sniping was a perpetual problem, land mines were placed on roads and there was always a fear of ambush. There were also occasional individual engagements of more significance, which led to the Colonial Office recommendations for medallic recommendation. There were in fact no fatalities due to enemy action between 1960 and April 1964, but the veterans consider that the fact that there were no service deaths due to hostile action during this period should be considered fortuitous rather than a reflection of the real degree of risk and rigour that was experienced. 

The situation changed radically in mid-1964. Between May 1964 and November 1967, British servicemen, their wives and children were subjected to a much greater level of hostility. In this period 99 individuals were killed in action and 22 died of their wounds. In August 1964, 24 Infantry Brigade arrived to deal with this upsurge in hostile activity and large-scale military operations were initiated and continued for the next three years. They were epitomised in a high profile way on the 3rd July 1967, when nine soldiers were killed in the Crater area and Lt Colonel Mitchell took strong retaliatory action.  At this time RAF Khormaksar were operating nine squadrons including transport units with helicopters and Hawker Hunter fighter-bomber aircraft using 60-pounder high explosive rockets and 20mm canon.

It was to recognise this greater level of violence and the significantly increased degree of risk and rigour that the SOUTH ARABIA Clasp was authorised from 1st August 1964. 
CONCLUSION

The fact that in a ten-year period Middle East Command three times recommended medallic recognition demonstrates their willingness to recognise that the level of violence on the ground at times warranted the issue of the General Service Medal. It is clear that, at the time of the requests by the Colonial Office to the Secretary of the H.D. Committee for medallic recognition for the period July 1960 to April 1964, they simply did not consider that the level of fighting by British forces justified medallic recognition, and that this view was supported by the MoD. 

This review has tried to make an independent examination of the risk and rigour principle as it applied to the period July 1960 to April 1964. This has been done with the positive cooperation of Major General E. Barton CB, Patron of the Aden Veterans Association, and Mrs Judith Holland, the Chair of the Association, who have been kept fully informed at every stage and who have continually been encouraged to provide evidence of hostile activity and danger. As a result of their cooperation a significant number of Aden veterans have been contacted and discussions have taken place concerning their experiences in Aden during the “Gap Period.” It is clear that hostile acts, including riots, did occur, but no significant new facts have emerged, for example about large scale operations, incidents or casualties, which would show either that the actual situation on the ground was so difficult and dangerous that a medal should clearly have been awarded; or that the issue was never properly considered at the time.

Sir John Holmes in his Review has stated that changes in past medallic recognition should be considered only in “exceptional circumstances”, such as:

a. Evidence that the issue was never properly considered at the time.

b. Significant new information becoming available that had not been considered previously

a. Facts relied upon during the original decision making process being shown to be unsound

b. The original decision appearing to be manifestly inconsistent with those for other similar campaigns.

c. The decision appearing to have been taken for reasons which have nothing to do with risk and rigour.

This review has found no evidence that any of these conditions of “exceptional circumstances” is applicable to the period between July 1960 and April 1964.
RECOMMENDATION

While the time periods and locations chosen for medallic recognition during this complex and fast-moving conflict could always be regarded as involving an element of subjective judgment, there is little evidence to suggest a significant injustice was done, or that the decisions taken at the time were manifestly wrong or inconsistent with those taken either in the Aden area or elsewhere. The claim for the issue of a General Service Medal for the period July 1960 to April 1964 is not therefore supported.
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