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Families Re-united by the Red Cross

Frequent mention has been made, in the International Review,
of families being re-united by the ICRC at El Qantara in the Suez
Canal area. Thanks to the ICRC, a great many people from Israeli-
occupied territory have been able to rejoin their families in the Arab
Republic of Egypt, and other people in that Republic to cross over
to the East bank of the canal. Miss Francoise Bory, an ICRC press
attache, witnessed one of these operations some time ago. Her report,
reproduced below, describes its various stages.

As we go to press, war rages again in the region, but we think
readers may nevertheless be interested in the following article, for
family re-uniting has been no small fart of the work of ICRC dele-
gates in the Near East for several years.

*

On that day, the work of ICRC representatives in the occupied
territories of Gaza and Sinai began at 3 a.m. Day had not yet
dawned but cock-grows could already be heard when the vehicles
bearing the Red Cross insignia took off. At the Military Gover-
nor's office in Gaza, the delegates were joined by the Israeli liaison
officer who was to accompany them throughout their mission.

The families had been asked to collect in Medinah Square
at 3.30 a.m. Two large buses, some ambulances and army jeeps were
there, waiting for them. In addition, some 50 people, relatives
or neighbours of those about to depart to the other side of the
Canal, were also present to see them off.

The first stop was the town of El Arish, the gateway to Sinai
and some 100 km away. Night driving in this part of the world,
however, is vastly different from Europe. The constant humps
in the road, the absence of road lighting and road signs make the
journey tiring and hazardous.
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As dawn began to break, the convoy drew into El Arish. The
customs formalities in the courtyard of an army building were
unhurried and calm. As it was cold, the people about to depart
gathered up their innumerable suitcases and packages quickly
in order to get into the now fairly warm buses as soon as possible
after customs clearance.

It was 5 a.m. by the time the convoy was able to begin its
journey across the 200 km of desert between El Arish and the
Suez Canal. Once out of town, it followed a road through a palm
plantation along the seashore, and at sunrise the landscape of
sand, palmtrees and sea was a mass of incredibly soft colours. Then
the desert began, with sand dunes on our left, and on our right the
long blue ribbon of the sea with an occasional sandhill. We saw
quite a few oases and every now and then, a goat-herd, a heavily-
loaded dromedary, or a lone proud Bedouin walking along the road.

The sun was blazing by the time the convoy reached the edge
of the military zone, a very different kind of landscape. Here it
was just flat desert as far as the eye could see. The road was even
more difficult and narrower than previously, and the vehicles
had to zigzag to avoid the numerous potholes, which was excessively
trying for both the suspension and the passengers. On the outskirts
of El Qantara the convoy halted, and Red Cross flags were hoisted
on the front right wing of each vehicle.

This unusual procession of vehicles then proceeded through
the abandoned town until a blue rectangle, the Suez Canal, came
into sight between two houses in ruin. The convoy halted and a
large Red Cross flag was hoisted. Unloading began while waiting
for the arrival of two boats which had sailed out of Ismailia a
few hours previously. A short while later, they came in sight,
moving along the opposite bank. ICRC delegates from Cairo were
on board, eagerly waving to us. On reaching the spot where we
stood, the boats hove to. For several hours, these boats shuttled
back and forth between one bank and the other, at first carrying
only luggage and parcels for prisoners of war in both countries.1

1 Plate.
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By 3 p.m., twelve hours after our departure from Gaza, the
transfer of passengers began.1 The first boat took on 30 passengers,
amidst much confusion and with everybody pushing and shouting.
Carrying an extraordinary variety of goods and chattels, including
the odd transistor radio, women in bedouin dress with veiled faces,
and men—mostly aged ones—settled down as best they could to
cross the canal, 200 m wide at that spot.

On the opposite bank, it was the turn of the passengers coming
over to ours. Once the last passenger load had crossed over, the
Red Cross flags were lowered on each bank. The delegates took
leave of each other before making their return journey. It was
after 4 p.m. by the time the boats sailed away, flags flying. For
the last five years these boats have been the only ones allowed
to sail on the Canal.

Once again the convoy began to move, on its 250-km journey
back to Gaza, which we reached late that night.

1 Plate.
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