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Timecode Content 

0:20 State of the war in 2007?   The summer of 2006 sticks in his memory, 
some pretty bad casualties around the time of the White Schoolhouse, 
Op MEDUSA, a lot of news stories.  “I knew I wanted to go to 
Afghanistan.  Wanted a deployment. In the Primary Reserve since 1994, 
but a lot of that time in school so it wasn’t advantageous. Then landed a 
job and wanted stability there.  After 2006, I thought it was a good time.  
So I threw my name in as a late augmentee for the 2 RCR battle group, 
hoping for the Operational Mentor Liaison Team, but those positions 
were snapped up.”  There was another opportunity to bolster the 
Afghan National Training Centre.  Got a year’s leave from the Calgary 
Police.  “Very supportive.”  The Chief Jack Beaton weighed it quite 
heavily.  “He wrote on my leave request ‘we expect you back.  Against 
my better judgment’…”  He arrived late for the workup training in 
Gagetown in the fall of 2006. 

3:40 It all happened very fast. His wife Devon was in Vancouver working.  
“Her and I had talked about it… but everything happened very quickly.  
They wanted me immediately.  So it happened in two weeks.  From 
thinking about it to getting on the plane.”  Told his parents, had plenty 
to do to get ready for the first of October. “It didn’t go well with my 
parents.  They were pretty concerned. Don’t think they’d ever thought 
about the role of a Reserve soldier and the training I’d been doing for 
12 years.  They were comfortable with weekends and summer courses, 
but Afghanistan… with Canadians in Kandahar… it got real for 
everybody in Canada.  My parents included.” 

6:25 Devon?  She was really supportive.  “It gelled us together more as a 
couple.  While I was over there, she got much more involved with the 
Military Family Resource Centre, she got more vocal about ‘Support our 
Troops’ campaigns, Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan too…”  
She was the local chair for five years.  That meshed with what he was 
doing in Afghanistan.  She became a strong advocate for raising 
awareness. 

8:10 Work up training?  The ANTC group was 16 people, forgotten about 
because nobody knew what it was all about, along with the 100 or so 
Canadians still up in Kabul, Camp Suter.  They didn’t go to Wainwright 
to do Road to High Readiness.  Did their own training in Gagetown, 
focusing on convoy drills, personal weapons training, small unit tactics.  
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Only about 8 of them would leave the camp to work with Afghans 
eventually.  Learned language, some culture. 

10:15 How adequate?  It was out of a box, canned.  Should have done more 
cultural training.  He did a lot of self-study about the Soviet era, Taliban.  
“The canned training the army gave us was … all right.  But not much 
context.  Little knowledge transfer.  Just didn’t stick with us.  It 
probably hurt us once we got to Afghanistan.  We could have been 
much more effective if we’d really tried to embrace their culture and 
understand what they’d been through.” 

11:35 There was an Afghan instructor who taught basic phrases, numbers.  A 
little bit of cultural awareness.  “It should have been an hour every day 
for three months, instead of three days concentrated, fire and forget 
and move on to something else.”  It should have been embedded in the 
training plan every single day, like PT. 

12:50 They could have spent more time dealing with cultural context of how 
to train and mentor a foreign army.  “We just assumed they’d be 
grateful and follow every instruction.  It was completely NOT the case.  
Some had fought as mujahedin.  They’d been around the block already.”  
More attention was needed for how to build trust and relationships. 
“We went in naively thinking we were going to show them how it’s 
done and they didn’t really have much interest in that.” 

14:20 First impressions?  The transition from Gagetown in early February, -
30, landing in Dubai, drawing body armour and weapons, in the Herc 
for the final leg to Kandahar.  “It seemed like a shit show. No one knew 
we were arriving.  Had to arrange flights to Kabul.  Didn’t get the 
impression there was a reception party arranged.”  Landed late in 
Kabul, 10 or 11 at night.  Outgoing roto were there to pick them up for a 
surreal experience, driving out to the camp on the road to Jallalabad.  
“Until you’re in that environment for a while and settled into the 
normality, everything feels like a threat.  Super hyper-vigilance for the 
first few days until you know this is the new normal and can relax.  I’ll 
remember that ride from Kabul to the camp, it was intense.  Even 
though now I know it was completely benign.” 

17:45 New normal?  He spent the duration of his tour at Camp Alamo, a camp 
within a camp.  A postcard-sized camp constructed of Hesco bastions 
with some towers: 100 Americans, 50 Brits and 16 Canadians.  Several 
Swedes, Rumanians.   They lived in plywood huts with bunk beds.  
Everyone had their own cubicle with a wall around their bunk.  Quite 
comfortable after settling in.  “Probably spoiled.  Could pay for internet 
service to be wired in.”  They were called bee huts.  ANA barracks were 
around them in the larger camp surrounding Alamo, which backed onto 
the training area. 

20:20 Job?  They were there to train new recruits before they were posted to 
the operational battalions/kandaks.  All infantry-focused, their final 
two-weeks of collective training.  He was teamed up with an infantry 
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and engineer sergeant, to mentor a 150-man ANA company.  Usually 
saw about 100, since other soldiers were tasked with various general 
duties.  They never knew who was there by name.  Americans had put 
them through basic training already.   So the two weeks consisted of 
field training: patrolling, vehicle checkpoints, platoon-level infantry 
tactics.  Didn’t teach them defensive operations, focused on transitional 
operations.  Manning outposts.  Some night training, “but they don’t like 
going out at night.  Something the previous rotos had struggled to do.  
Night patrols and ambushes.” 
 

23:30 They called it a field training exercise, but it was a series of day-long 
training events (some at night).  Each company had an ANA captain.  
His name was Muskin (sp?), an older guy who had been mujahedin or 
military most of his life.  The one thing he remembers about him, once 
they’d established a rapport, was his hopes and impressions around 
raising his large family. “He had the same hopes and dreams as every 
Canadian dad.  Wanted his daughter to go to school. No sexism.  He 
knew the value of education, wanted her to have a career.  That, in my 
mind, solidified what we had in common.  Basic human hopes and 
desires.”  The other instructors were all NCOs.   

26:25 One of them spoke excellent English, who made sure training was well 
done.  Others were “high on hashish, heroin, the other end of the 
spectrum.  It just depended on the day, the person.” 

27:15 Each team had its own interpreter—so basically four people in total.  
They’d leave Alamo every day to ensure instructors were adhering to 
the training plan.  Few questions from the instructors.  The job was 
more about motivating them to deliver the training.  “They had no will, 
sometimes.” 
 

28:50 The kandaks themselves?  “Pretty poor level of training. Uneducated, 
poor, there to get a meal and their meagre pay cheque.  Whenever there 
was a payday, guaranteed half the kandak would disappear.  No 
banking system.  Hopefully the NCOs didn’t skim any.  Soldiers went 
home to give the cash to their families.  They’d return several days 
later.”  Some were keen and motivated, but “there was this prevailing 
attitude, inshallah, it’s God’s will.  If I’m going to die, I’m going to die.  
Western mindset is different:  train hard, train how you’ll fight…”  But 
Afghan mindset was very different.  Why train hard and sweat and 
make myself uncomfortable if I have no idea what’s around the corner 
tomorrow. They’d routinely get the comment that Afghans would “do it 
right” on the day when it actually happens.  This was hard for 
Canadians to accept and deal with.   “They were going to get into some 
pretty hairy stuff and possibly working with Canadians.  We didn’t 
want sub-standard recruites going down to those kandaks.  So we had a 
motivation to make sure they knew how to do a fighting patrol, do an 
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attack.  That was a hard pill for us to swallow.  The complacent attitude 
they had to training.  ‘When it matters we’ll do it right.’   Well you 
haven’t demonstrated your ability to do it right to date, so I don’t know 
how you’re going to miraculously figure it out when it does matter, 
when bullets start flying.” 

33:40 How did you amend your approach?  It took a while.  That’s how the 
pretraining failed them.  “We didn’t go in set up for success.  Needed 
more emphasis on building trust, rapport.  Common interests.  Would 
have had more rapport.  They weren’t like Canadians soldiers, lapping 
it up like sponges.  To save their lives.”  It wasn’t until halfway through 
the tour that they made the adjustment.  Timings were hard times for 
Afghans, like quitting at 3:30.  It worked out to about four hours of 
training a day.  Pushing it further was never productive, negotiable.  So 
they focused on making the four hours more quality.  They should have 
spent more time with the Afghans who were living in shitty conditions, 
eating shitty food.  Canadians, by contrast, would show up showered 
and fresh daily.  “Those things didn’t endear us to them. Some shared 
adversity and hardship would have helped us overcome the cultural 
barriers, resistance.  They knew we were there for six months.  Just had 
to wait us out until a new roto showed up and they could manipulate 
them.” 

37:50 How much good did you do?  “That’s a good question.  Did we do good?  
Move the ball down the field?  We had objectives.  Knew the level of 
training of the various kandaks.  We did impose night training.  The 
instructor quality didn’t really change.  But we did PD sessions where 
we taught them how to teach.  It did feel like a soldier factory.  Whether 
troops attended the training, everybody graduated, got sent down 
range.”  He doesn’t think they made a huge impact by Western 
standards.  No quality assurance in place.  “We did the job the best that 
we could with the constraints that we had.  You always want to think 
you’ve done good, that you’ve made a difference, but…” 

40:20 Why don’t we have same food, equipment, to foster those bonds? There 
never was an explanation, other than that their food is not safe, their 
living standards aren’t acceptable for Canadian soldiers.  “Our biggest 
threat was that we never knew who we were training.  There were 
incidents later where American mentors were killed by Taliban 
infiltrating training groups.  A thousand soldiers, and they’ve all got 
their AKs.  Easy to smuggle in live ammunition and open up on coalition 
forces doing the training.”  He wonders why they didn’t invite the 
Afghan instructors into their camp, but expects there’d be noses out of 
joint as a result. 

42:40 An element of racism?  Yes.  Never thought of it as racism.  Privelge, 
maybe? “We were there to save them.  Not sure they needed saving.  
They’d seen more combat than any of us Westerners, so telling them 
how to do an ambush… there’s some irony there.”  The division 
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between the Westerners and Afghans was real.  He went over with a 
sense of purpose, but not necessarily to “save” them.   On earlier 
rotations, Canadians actually did the instructing or demonstrated how 
it should be done by the Afghans.  But once the Afghans took over 
instructing, it was hard to get them to think about how to do it better. 
They weren’t willing to be part of that. 

45:25 Daily concerns about safety?  “We were always alert.  Didn’t know if a 
recruit would all of a sudden jump out at you.  I never felt fully 
threatened.  But one Afghan instructor said to me and my partner Ryan 
‘We’re going to tell the Taliban about you’.  A veiled or hollow threat?  
We’d had a bit of a run-in, trying to hold them accountable.  The 
pushback was, ‘We’re going to tell the Taliban you’re out here.  See 
what you do when you need us.’  We always rolled out of our camp with 
live ammunition, grenades, M72 in our vehicles.”  They also had their 
own communications equipment to maintain contact with other 
mentors in the training area, checking in with each other. 

48:00 Standout day?  Most days were good days, “despite everything I’ve said.  
Looking back, it was a positive experience.  Some frustrating days, but 
never had a bad day.”  Probably walked 10 kilometres a day, fully 
geared-up.  It was physically challenging.  Nobody he knew got injured.  
Everyone came home.  It was an interesting cultural experience.  The 
interpreter helped a great deal in understanding what was going on.  
They were better educated than most soldiers.  “That was a lot of fun.”  
He personally got a lot out of the tour, even though they didn’t 
accomplish what they set out to accomplish. Eight or nine kandaks of a 
thousand men each rolled through the training they oversaw.  “We 
pumped through a lot of soldiers through that training centre, and that 
was the big mission: to build the ANA.”  Lots of attention on the 
tracking of basic numbers.   

52;00 The Americans had focused more on classroom and shooting 
experiences.  The two week exercise was their main exposure to 
operational, collective training. 

52:45 They had two weeks to train up to company level (not kandak).  “It was 
‘hit the wavetops’ of all the things we teach Canadian soldiers.  We 
smashed that through in two weeks.”  He didn’t see any kandak-level 
training.  The Brits ran junior NCO training in addition to what the 
Canadians and Americans did. 

54:30 Any coalition feedback on the kandaks’ performance?  They actually 
went out on a battlefield circulation to Kandahar to get feedback at 
places like FOB Masum Ghar.  Met with the kandak commanders there.  
How were the troops?  What could we improve on?  They met with 
OMLT there too.  Didn’t go on any patrols with them to see how they 
were performing.   

56:00 What did they say?  The ANA never wanted to say there were areas to 
improve.  Said everyone was good.  But Canadians were constantly 
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doing continuity training with the ANA to bring them up to speed, so it 
confirmed that they’d only hit the wavetops, half the soldiers attended 
the training, and troops hung out in wadis and hid from the training.  
They covered off the necessary battle task standards, but the quality of 
the instruction was lacking and OMLT had to basically retrain them 
again at the operational level.  They were essentially planting seeds in 
the training.  But even operational kandaks were weak, talking with 
OMLT. 

58:25 Coalition partners?  “We really hit it off with the Brits, the 
Commonwealth heritage.”  There was a Gurkha team who made curry 
every Thursday night.  They helped each other with training.  On a 
personal basis, they hung out, hiked to the top of the ghar on Friday 
mornings.  He met up with one Gurkha officer later in London during 
the 2015 battlefield tour.  Whenever they had an opportunity to get 
together, they did.  Played poker.  Had a good competition running up 
the ghar in full gear, “racing” the Gurkha officer.  Run up and down, 
timed.  The Americans were good, but they had so many rules about 
what they could and couldn’t do.  They weren’t allowed to play poker.  
Had to sneak in to do it.  They didn’t actually gamble for money.  
Canadians could bounce over to an adjacent French/German camp (not 
Phoenix)… they could visit French PX/Canex equivalent that sold 
alcohol. So they could have a drink, but Americans were completely dry 
for the whole tour. 

1:02:50 What about the TAV he did in 2010?  Comparisons?  He went over as a 
major to do exercise control for the Afghan staff college, essentially the 
Army Operations Course’s final exercise, which was run by Canadians.  
(The equivalent of our Ex FINAL DRIVE).  The big differences he 
noticed, three years later:  An improvement in the roads, buildings, 
infrastructure in Kabul.  New multi-story buildings. Better paving. 
Fewer potholes. The college was in downtown Kabul.  He saw captains, 
not private recruits, this time.   

1:05:30 These officers had operational experience.  They put them through a 
command post exercise.  Capt Muskin was then a major, posted to the 
college as an instructor.  “It was kind of like a homecoming.  We got 
along, shared some interesting stories.  He was probably in his 50s.  I 
was 35.  A generational gap, and perhaps a little bit of friction because 
I’d pushed him to get a grip on his NCOs.”  They caught up on family 
matters.  A unique opportunity.  “I really valued that. I did not expect 
that.  It was probably the biggest reassurance.  The humans I’d worked 
with, this person was still alive. Doing his part to serve his country.  You 
go there, do your thing, do your mission, but you leave.  Go back home.  
Eventually it becomes a distant memory. To go back and see that he 
was still alive, still fighting, still ticking, it was nice.” 

1:09:00 How optimistic were people about the Big Picture then?  It really 
depends.  In 2007, there was more optimism.  In 2010, the war’s nine 
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years in.  The hope and lustre is off.  The reality has settled in that it’s 
going to take a long time.  “By 2010 there’s the realization it’s going to 
take a long time.  Less optimistic by then, more pragmatic.”  But the 
army had greatly improved by then, from coalition-led to coalition-
supported operations.  He can’t speak to how this staff college course 
had improved over this time period.  “The capability of the ANA had 
greatly improved.”  The Taliban aren’t going away.   

1:12:35 The other perspective he gets is from his wife.  He hears their reports 
and statistics around improved healthcare and education, “and none of 
those things would have been possible in 2001… It’s been a long slog, 
longer than both world wars combined.  There have been notable 
improvements in that time.  No girls were going to school in 2001.  
Now, over a million kids are back in school. Half are girls. Healthcare 
has improved.  Undeniable improvements and I take pride in knowing I 
contributed, the Calgary Highlanders contributed by sending more 
troops than any other reserve unit, and the Canadians Forces.   We 
spent a lot of blood and treasure to do good work.  Despite the failings 
or frustrations or lack of improvement on our calendar, I know 
Afghanistan is a better place.  It’s better off because Canadians went 
there.” 

1:15:15 Returning home?  If he could do it again, he’d want to go with Calgary 
Highlanders, guys he knew.  But this was the right time for him and his 
career and wife.  His unit encouraged him, LCol Tom Manley told him 
that if he didn’t do an operational tour he wasn’t set up for promotion.  
“It wasn’t great being a solo augmentee to 2 RCR, the only Calgary 
Highlander deployed at that time… but didn’t get the attention the big 
contingents got before/later.”  But he met great people.  Many 
interesting stories.  Still keeps in touch with many he served with.  “I 
got to meet some quality people, some quality Canadian soldiers.” 

1:18:45 Transition?  “I remember coming back and feeling frustrated with 
Canadians.  Complete lack of awareness about what Canadian soldiers 
were doing.  Remember standing on Stephen Avenue, watching people 
walking by like robots.  Oblivious to everything around them.  My first 
weeks back.  A bit of a pity party.  Do you have any idea where I’ve been 
or what I’ve done?  You get over that.”   

1:20:00 His reception?  It was good.  A lot of people from the police and Calgary 
Highlanders met him at the airport.  Great homecoming.  Wife 
organized a party in the mess, which he hardly remembers due to sleep 
deprivation.  He made quite a few presentations at work, for Canadian 
Women for Women in Afghanistan.   

1:21:10 Effects on him?  “It’s definitely not required to deploy as a reservist, but 
I think everyone who can, should.  It’s finishing school after all the time 
you put in.  Going into operations is what it’s all about—domestically or 
overseas.”  It gave [Interview is interrupted here by someone else’s 
arrival.] 
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