
Operation Blue Bat




“GET OUT!” Those two words almost filled the entire front page of the Italian newspaper that morning in July 1958.  In small print at the bottom was the line, “Khrushchev tells Ike.” It got my attention, but I had no idea what it was about.  The rest of the paper was in Italian, and there was no one around with other than a rudimentary command of English with whom to converse, so I was left in a quizzical state.

Bonnie and I were in the Hotel Patria in downtown Naples, Italy.  We had spent the previous seventeen days and nights on an idyllic Mediterranean cruise aboard the MSTS Alexander Patch and a week in Naples, interspersed by five days in Rome, and a day cruise out to the Isle of Capri.  I was down in the lobby of the Patria waiting for transportation out to the Naval Air Station when I saw the headline.  Before I had time to investigate, my ride arrived and I put the paper aside.

My mission that morning was seeking transportation to Athens, Greece, for a few days before returning home to Morocco.  When I got out to the Naval Air Station and walked into the terminal, a Chief Petty Officer was on duty. In typical CPO fashion, he was relaxing with a cup of coffee, leaning back in his chair, his feet on the desk, reading a newspaper.  I introduced myself and asked about flights to Athens.  The Chief’s eyebrows went up and he said, “Joyner? . . . from VQ-2?  I just read something on you,” and he turned, plucking a message board off its hook, and thumbed through its attached messages.  Finding what he was looking for, he said, “Yea, ‘Joyner.’  Here it is.  I’ll get a flight for you - but not to Athens.  Do you know what’s going on in the world?  The Marines have invaded Beirut and your squadron is looking for you and wants you home.  Whoever finds you is supposed to send you back.  I guess that’s me.  Where is your wife?”  I told him she was downtown in the hotel and he said, “Well, go out to the end of this sidewalk, and a bus will pick you up and take you to your hotel.  Get your bags packed, and by the time you get checked out, I will have transportation waiting to bring you back here.”  

I said, “O.K., Chief, I understand.”  By the time I got back out to the street, a bus came along, picked me up, and dropped me in front of the Patria.  I went up and told Bonnie to “get packed, we’re going home.  Something has happened out in Beirut.”  We hurriedly packed and went down and checked out of the hotel.  When we went out the front door, a Navy sedan was sitting at the curb, and the driver was standing on the sidewalk in front of it.  He said, “Joyner?”  When I acknowledged, he said, “Hop in,” and took our bags around back to the trunk.  After a speedy half hour ride back out to Cappodichino, I reported back to the Chief, and he said, “Your plane is waiting, get aboard.” and as I went out the door, he added, “ Joyner . . . good luck.”  An R5D (C-54) was sitting on the tarmac with #‘s 3 & 4 engines running (The two on the starboard wing.)  The Flight Orderly was standing in the open doorway on the port side, at the top of the boarding steps. 
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We went up the steps, and he said, “Joyner?”  I replied, “Yes,” and he said, “Welcome aboard.  Have a seat - - anywhere.”  We went aboard and I saw what he had meant by “anywhere.”  There was no one else on the plane.  Except for Bonnie and me, the plane was empty.  
The Orderly reported to the cockpit we were aboard, and as the pilots started #’s 1 & 2 engines, the ground crew rolled away the boarding ladder, and the orderly closed the door.  The pre-taxi checklist was soon dispatched with, and we were very soon airborne and on our way home to Port Lyautey, and to whatever was happening in Beirut, Lebanon.  

So the Navy flew a four-engine transport from Naples, Italy to Port Lyautey, Morocco that day - a distance of some 1600 miles or so - to get AT2 Joyner back home to Electronic Countermeasures Squadron Two (VQ-2).  That was Friday, July 18, 1958.  Sunday morning I was on a P4M crew on our way to Incirlik Air Force base in Adana, Turkey, at the eastern end of the Mediterranean.  Within the week we were in the Grand Hotel in downtown Beirut.

As it had happened, Lebanon was in one of their continuing, never-ending political/religious crisis between Arabs and Christians.  Syria had recently just barely averted falling to communism, and had joined with Egypt forming the United Arab Republic.  The Arabs of Lebanon wanted to follow suit whereas the Christians did not, and civil unrest was threatening to topple the government.  The pro-western President, Camille Chamoun, a Christian, asked U.S. President Eisenhower for assistance and Ike sent in the Marines, who made a somewhat comical amphibious assault on the beach.  Children playing in the surf had helped them pull their rafts ashore.  The Marines had dug in with foxholes and hunkered down in full battle gear, right among the bikinied sunbathers. The Army followed a couple of days later, flown in by the Air Force.  It was a quick, unopposed infusion of military might, which was dubbed, “Operation Blue Bat.“  We (VQ-2) were sent in to try to determine if the Russians were involved or interfering.  The Marines were dug in on the beaches; the Army was encamped at the airport, patrolling the streets; and my flight crew was downtown in, what had been to that point in my life, the most luxurious hotel I had ever seen.  We were on the fourth floor with a wrap-around corner suite in a sort of pie shaped building akin to the “Flat-Iron Building“ in New York.
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         The Grand Hotel, Beirut
Our suite had a living room and four bedrooms.  Each bedroom had two beds and its own bathroom, and even the bathrooms were equipped with phones. Our balcony wrapped around the end of the building, giving us a panoramic view.  On the sidewalk below was a sandbagged gun-emplacement, manned by the Lebanese Army, and across the intersection was another.  There were ten of us enlisted on the assignment, so we had ample - - actually terrific - - accommodations.  Two of us would stay at the airport guarding our plane at all times, although the Army had a gun emplacement under each wing tip.  I doubt they, with their 50 cal. machine guns, would have needed very much assistance from the two of us with our 38 cal. revolvers and five rounds of ammunition each.  But it was our airplane, and we guarded her.

Beirut was an absolutely gorgeous city with wide boulevards and spacious, airy intersections.  Unlike the coastal European cities of the day, the streets were not clogged with small, noisy, smoking cars.  Vintage American automobiles were the norm in Beirut.  Packards, Cadillacs, Buicks, Studebakers, etc were in abundance, and auto-parts stores were everywhere.  Beirut was a beautiful, delightful, modern place.  Air traffic seemed to be normal.  As a matter of fact, on the surface everything seemed to be normal - during the day. One day while I was at the airport, the Sultan of Kuwait arrived for a visit, with his entourage and with all the pomp you might expect.  The whole situation had an air of comic tragedy about it.  Changing from flight gear to coat and tie and going out to dinner in a swanky restaurant was quite surreal.  How strange, girls in bikinis sunbathing alongside Marines in foxholes?  Or, to see kids marching alongside soldiers, patrolling the streets?  Yes, it was strange.  But I was just 21 years old and my whole life in those days was a whirl-wind of newness, excitement, and adventure, so I took it all in stride.  Maybe that was part of the plan.  An older, more mature person, with more experience and a sense of morality might not have been able to cope as well.

There was no trouble that I saw, really happening on the surface, but tensions were high.  As previously stated, life actually appeared to be going on as normal during the day, although the city was under a strict 7:30 P.M. curfew.  On the few nights we did not fly, we would sit on our balcony after dinner with a drink and watch the “war.”  Whenever a car came down the street, shots with tracers would be fired, and the troops would stop the car.  The occupants would be dragged out and pushed around accompanied by lots of yelling.  I never saw anyone actually hurt, just roughed up a bit.  Amid the yelling and pushing one night, soldiers on the street right below us turned a small car up on its side.  I think it was just a show of “who’s in charge,” because they eventually turned the vehicle back on its wheels and let it sputter away.  The nightclubs were certainly interesting.  By five o’clock in the afternoon they were going full swing like it was midnight. The bands were playing, people were dancing, and floorshows were being staged.  By seven, they were starting to empty out like it was two in the morning.  People took that curfew very seriously, and well they should have.

As usual, we worked in civilian clothes, and I would wander around Beirut alone during the day, taking pictures and playing tourist.  Nobody bothered me, questioned my presence, nor hardly acknowledged my existence, except for the Air Force Police.  A couple of overzealous AP’s picked me up for being “out of uniform” one evening and went crazy trying to interrogate me in an effort to find out “what I was up to.”  Their efforts were blocked by my written orders, which said nothing really, except “Go where you have been told, and do what you have been briefed,” directed me to be in civilian clothes, and were stamped across in big, red letters, “TOP SECRET.”  After a little while, I had had enough fun with them and advised them they should back off and forget they had ever seen me.  They were frustrated, but wisely did just that, and I went on my way. For the most part, however, I was ignored - like I was invisible.  I was an American and no one was going to bother me.  That was really the way I felt about it, and that is pretty much the way it was in those days.  We flew at night - - most nights, all night - - and listened to radio transmissions on the known frequencies favored by the Russians.  If Moscow was involved, they were very quiet about it, and the United States’ show of force - about 14,000 men on the ground and lots of flyovers - quickly quelled any rebellious ambitions. The crisis was soon averted, and by the end of October, we were all gone.  Khrushchev was presumably placated, and Ike was back on the golf course. 

“Home is the hunter, home from the hill . . .”

United States forces suffered very few casualties during “Operation Blue Bat”  - - and they were all self-inflicted.
J. Adron Joyner, CWO-4, USN (Ret)

