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Rough Transcript 
Sgt John Ferris, 15 Fd Amb (30 July 2016) 

 
Deployment(s): Afghanistan 2009 
Interviewer/Transcriber:  LCol M.C. Vernon 
 
Note: Quotations are not 100% verbatim 
 
Timecode Content 

0:30 He was in high school in Thunder Bay, in the Reserve as part of a co-op 
program.  He was 18, fit, running, wrestling before joining the Reserve. 
He had nine years in the Reserve before heading to Afghanistan and 
was a “Mo bum” working full-time on Class B contracts, including 
recruiting in Thunder Bay.  Then he moved to Edmonton, helping 
coordinate TCCC courses for troops heading to Afghanistan. 

3:15 Why volunteer?  Pride.  That was a big deal, his opportunity to go 
abroad and do his job. “I’m going to go there and do my job.  Pride.” 

4:00 Reactions?  Very supportive.  At first, his mother was against him 
joining the Reserves.  “I’m not going to wave goodbye to my son on the 
tarmac.”  But she was supportive of Afghanistan, and so was his wife, a 
warrant officer at that time. 
 

5:15 Training?  Was going to be attached to the Provincial Reconstruction 
Team,  which was linked to 2 PPCLI, so he had to go to Shilo initially, 
which made him a little angry. (1 PPCLI was providing battle group 
pers and 3 PPCLI the OMLT).  “2VP were excellent.  Good relationship 
between the unit and the med techs.” 

6:50 Reg/Res?  It is what it is.  He was a sergeant before signing the 
paperwork, but told he’d have to deploy as a master corporal, which he 
accepted. “When expectations are met and exceeded, the trust and 
respect follow.” 

8:00 Training details?  Basic soldier skills (IBTS), comfortable with weapons 
and first aid skills.  Fitness:  lots of marching.  Commander of PRT 
reinforced this. “Make sure you’re ready to do this.  It isn’t going to be 
easy.”  Challenging.  Had to do his crew commander course.  Others 
familiarized themselves with vehicles, .50 calibre HMG for reservists.  
Focused on ensuring they had the proper medical equipment.  Live fire 
ranges up to Level 6 at Suffield.  Cdr Briggs, in charge of the medical 
component, advocated for everyone to have the Tactical Medic course, 
“by far some of the best training I’ve ever had. You need that training.”  
The trainers (CTOMS?) saved lives, advocated good medicine, used high 
fidelity scenarios. 

11:45 How realistic was trauma training?  Can’t go into specifics [because live 
animals were used?] “It was as realistic as they could make it.”  
Concern?  “We used models.  We used pigs.  They were sedated, treated 
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humanely, veterinarians and doctors were there, treated with respect.  
It’s a living, breathing creature, but the experience we got out of it, 
working with these people and the trauma they were able to inflict and 
seeing how the body would respond, and how we would react to this, 
was useful.”  If you could get people to perhaps the best trauma 
hospital in the world, they would live.  There was a 98 percentile 
probability they would survive, if they made it to the Role 3 hospital 
within a specific time limit.  [He says 5-10minutes, which is not long.  Is 
this a mistake?}  “You were prepared after that course.  It was excellent.  
It’s not advertised what we did.  A necessary evil?  It gave everybody 
the confidence and the knowledge to deal with what they’d be facing.” 

16:30 5-10 minutes? Different evacuation time frames for different 
deployments.  This is for initial contact, to submitting 9-liner, to 
helicopter evacuation and to the hospital within about 15-20 minutes.  
“I can’t do that here.  My numbers might be a bit skewed.  This dynamic 
team would come together and save these guys.  For better or worse.  
There’s a lot of rehabilitation.  I can’t provide that here in Edmonton, 
but we were able to do something amazing while we were deployed.  It 
only happened a couple of times in my direct experience.”   

19:10 Role 1/3?  Role 1, Role 2 is equivalent of Unit Medical Station (UMS).  
Could be flexibly manning, a Role 1+ for example.  If cases get worse, 
they would be evacuated from 1 to 2 or 3, where there’s more medical 
expertise.   

21:10 Expectations?  “I felt excited.  I’ll be completely honest.  I felt excited.  
Something new.  Felt prepared for it, but when I got there I was 
completely overwhelmed by the heat, the size of everything.  This is 
where we’re at. This is the show.”  He remembers being excited, scared, 
overwhelmed “all in one”.  Then it turned into a blank slate where he 
reverted back to his training, finding his gear, where he’d work.  Get 
your rifle, mags, bullets.  Individual soldier training.  Find the people 
you’re working with.  Figure out how to get to PRT, sit on kit and wait.  
Three days in Kandahar for briefings.  “I’ll never forget the RCMP 
briefing because they talked about grow ops.  If you find opium, here’s 
what to do.  Is this really happening?” 

24:15 Personal hopes?  “You want experience, maybe some cash, a medal. I’ll 
be honest, I didn’t think I was going to come back.  I’d had discussions 
with some people.  ‘I’m not really sure I’m coming back’,”  He took it day 
by day.  Live in the present, every minute of every hour.  If I come back, 
I’ll make a new plan.  “It was a winter tour.  But there was so much 
hype. You’re going to get shot at.  There will be explosions.  That’s what 
they’re preparing you for.  If you die, who gets your stuff?  I’ll never 
forget that, that was from the lawyer.”  They went through all the 
horror stories of people who’d passed away, when their ex gets all the 
money, but the current wife gets nothing. 

26:30 First time outside the wire?  Got their gear, the quick reaction force 
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rolled in.  They did their relief in place with French soldiers in broken 
English.  Checked the Bison ambulance together. Very fast.  Entire crew 
changed out at the same time.  They were going to be embedded with 
the QRF and counter IED (C-IED).  Got their first call that evening and 
headed out.   
“Got the call maybe that evening like around five or six because we had 
just finished up supper. But we got the call.  Went down.  Hopped in the 
truck.  Out the door we went.  The Vandoos even said, ‘Yeah, we took a 
lot of bombs apart, but it was pretty uneventful.  Like, nothing really 
happened.’   
 
“So, we went out. I remember it:   We came down, it was right by 
Alexander the Great’s castle there, I always forget the road, but we did 
pass by the prison. Went out, took a right.  Came down the road. And all 
of a sudden everybody set up a cordon.  They were going to check out 
the IED, life’s good, and we got shot at.  All of a sudden, actively 
engaged by the enemy.  And I’ll tell you, that was interesting. That was 
completely interesting. I’m like, ‘Well, here we go.’”  
 
 “I’ll still never forget my driver:  he’s out of his hatch, he’s got his 
weapon, because this is what he was there for, ‘The Show,’ and he just 
looks at me and he’s like, ‘Fire at that treeline, let’s go.’  So, [I] hit the 
cupola, turned the C6 [machine gun], started shooting and the goddamn 
gun jammed.  Cleared it.  And he’s like, ‘Just relax, man.  Clear the gun. 
Shoot again.’ Cleared it, got a couple more rounds.  Jammed.  Did it 
again.  Jammed.”   
 
“By this time, the Vandoos figured ‘oh man, we’re getting engaged’ so 
they were pulling around and setting up their cordon and trying to 
figure out who was shooting at us and what happened.  And it was a 
couple of bursts.  And the problem is it’s just so long ago now, you kind 
of remember certain things.  I just remember, I’d argue there were 
rounds landing, just because I saw the dust kind of kick up, by the 
Bison.  And I’ll never forget this [Afghan] police guy… There he was.  
He’s got his RPG, I don’t know what it was but it looked like [it was] 
from the Soviets, this old, old RPG, and he just fires it.  He fires it over 
the trees.  I don’t know what he’s firing at.  And these guys are like, 
‘Yeah! Fire!’  Boom! And it’s just shooting stuff, exploding.”   
 
“A Kiowa [helicopter] came in and started shooting up the treeline.  I 
don’t know what they were even shooting at at that point.  And I was 
just kind of like, ‘Well. Damn gun jammed.  This sucks.’  Took a couple 
more hours for us to finish… It was just like, ‘This is what’s happening.  
This is how it’s going to be.’ That’s what  I figured.  I figure this is going 
to be the tempo the entire time.  So, right on.  Yeah.”   
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“We go back.  My driver’s yelling at me because it’s dark and I’m trying 
to back him in. And he’s yelling at me because he’s thinking the 
Vandoos are probably laughing at us because we looked kind of messed 
up backing things in.  It was the first time.  So we got it all squared away 
and I just remember coming in and the captain, he was 2 VP [Second 
Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry] came up.  And 
he’s just like,  ‘First time you got shot at, eh?’  I’m like, ‘Yup.’  He’s like, 
‘Well.  Got your cherry popped.  Good for you.’  And we just went and 
had something to drink, had something to eat.  And we were kind of 
like,  ‘Wow.  This is how it’s going to be.’ “  
 
“First thing I did was [I] went and cleaned the gun.  It’s full...FULL of 
cleaning swabs.  Gas regulator?  l’ll never forget this, it was just caked. 
So, again: lessons learned. But that was the first time.  That was 
awesome.  And then from there it was a lot of sitting and waiting and 
taking bombs apart. But still, you know, you’re doing something.  
Taking bombs apart.  But there was never anything like that again.”   

32:20 Routine?  15 minutes notice to move for the entire seven months. 
Carried a radio on him. They would get a fragmentary order about 
where to go to deal with IEDs.  Did work with medical staff.  Did 
morning workout and afternoon run.  Watched some movies, but not a 
ton.  He tried to stay active.  Read.  Emails.  They had Tacnet set up. 
Never had an issue sleeping.  Usually weren’t deployed at night because 
the Explosive Ordnace Disposal troops didn’t like operating at night.  It 
could take hours, up to 18 at times, to deal with bombs. 

35:00 He didn’t find it hard being on call, “but I found afterwards I had some 
real problems, dealing with the here and now in the long term.  In the 
short term, you can tolerate it.  That Alpha male, macho, BS just kicks 
in.”  The PPCLI CO was surprised to learn he was on –call the whole 
time.  “You’re a soldier, that’s what you do.  I’m pretty user-friendly.  I 
enjoyed it. I’d do it again.” 

36:35 Two more incidents, very different.  Operating in the Dand District with 
2 PPCLI soldiers for force protection.  ANP indicated bomb location, but 
it seems weird because they’re being watched from a distance and 
about to drive over some disturbed earth.  “This seems concerning.  No, 
don’t worry about it.  There’s nothing there.  Anyway, we checked it 
and there’s a bomb!  You can see the guys in the distance watching.”  
They called in Military Police to possibly detain people.  No messing 
around, they grabbed them.  Found the command wire and possibly 
took out a cell.  “If they would have hit us, that would have been bad.  If 
you get hit in the Bison, you’re done.  Finito.  I would launch in the air 
and might have a better chance of surviving in a ditch instead of in this 
coffin.  That’s messed up.  We were just fortunate to have excellent guys 
we were with who checked it out.” 
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40:05 The second story:  They had a fantastic doctor, Jamie Thibadeau, who’s 
since passed away (nothing to do with tour.)  A young girl, 
scalded/burned was brought to them.  She came in every few days and 
they’d change her dressings.  A lot of guys enjoyed working with her, 
felt they were making a difference. But it took up a lot of time and 
resources, but some people got fed up.  Time to see how local medical 
services deal with this.  Treated her for a month, then directed her to 
local hospital.  Some time passed, then her father came back without 
her.  She had passed away.  Now he was looking for compensation for 
bringing her to and from the Canadians for treatment.   Ferris could 
have been upset, but he saw it through the lens of his cultural training.  
She was a beautiful girl, but the father had others.  He came to a tough 
decision, telling Capt Thibadeau what happened.  Tell him, or deal with 
it himself?  Thibadeau wanted to save people, to do something.  “Do I 
tell him—or here’s some chocolate, here’s some pop.”  He tells 
Thibadeau, who tells Ferris to deal with this.  (By this point, Ferris is a 
sergeant again.)  He gives him chocolates, pop, and some pens.  “Is this 
enough for compensation?”  The father was satisfied, but Ferris dwells 
on this now, now that he’s a father too.  “But that’s the world.  He was 
happy with the food, something to use to celebrate.  Or maybe he 
thought he took us to the cleaners.  But it’s one that bugs me.  And I was 
one of the guys who advocated pushing her out to the local medical 
facility.  Not too happy about it.” 

46:50 Combination of treatment and compensation? “I should have known 
better and had more patience.  Was it a symptom of being on 15 
minutes notice to move, or the Alpha male decision-making?”  She was 
in a good state and at a level where hospital could deal with her wound 
care, but he doesn’t know what kind of follow-up treatment she 
received, if her parents were diligent about taking her for treatment.  
He second guesses what might have happened. “Very few decisions in 
my life that I regret or would like to change. Very few.  And that’s 
probably the only thing.  My motto now:  the right thing is the hardest 
thing.  This is what weighs on my shoulders in a case of complacency.  
And that weighs on my shoulder.”   He speculates on what might have 
happened to her—acid attack, burned by her parents—even if she’d 
lived.  But he wishes they’d gone the extra mile to help her in hindsight.  

49:45 Thibadeau’s reaction later?  The doctor wanted to do “one good thing 
and try to help her” but it was a group decision to send her away for 
local treatment.  Afterwards, they both agreed they could have done 
some “physical harm” to the father, for seeking compensation.  But they 
recognized it’s a cultural thing.  But even in the West people take their 
children for granted or don’t take care of them.  It was a short quiet 
discussion.  “That was terrible.  I’m just glad he’s gone.  Something bad 
could have happened if it lasted any longer.  Maybe I should have just 
swept it underneath.  But that’s not right.  People need to know the 
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truth.  Some people were a little busted up that night.”  They didn’t tell 
the others about the compensation. 

53:00 HLTA?  It was Christmas.  He went back home to Edmonton, then went 
to Cuba with his wife Vanessa.  Got some rum.  Got some cigars.  It was 
awesome.  “I was there for her.  It was just us.  It was nice.”  But he 
recalls Michelle Lang’s death 30 December 2009, and several soldiers, 
and seeing it 48 hours before he had to go back.  It hit him that the 
vacation was over and the reality of what he was going back to set in.  “I 
felt a little guilty for missing that, for not being there to help.”  But other 
medics did an awesome job.  It was a long day.  He returned to hugs and 
high-fives.  Others told him it was refreshing to have him back after 
what had just happened.  “It was game on, time to go back.”  Very 
resilient group of people.  They accessed mental health and talked 
about it.  Some people might have further problems from that incident, 
he speculates.  “It was tragic, it was bad.  But I don’t think I would have 
done anything different if I’d been there… that was the reality check.  
Yeah, we’re going back to a war zone.”   

58:00 End of tour?  Relief.  After 30 December, there was a comprehensive 
plan to retaliate for the IED attack.  But he was leaving and it felt 
incomplete. But he wasn’t there for the incident either.  “I had a sense 
of relief and a little bit of pride.”  New crew came in.  “I was missed.  
Left on my birthday, April 27.  Happy it was all over.  I made it. I’m 
done.  Better person for it.  In great shape.  Got to see the CF 
operate…Had a great team, a specialized team with a specific job to do.  
Some issues.  Every day we went out and took bombs apart.  We did a 
good job.  Happy to work with amazing people.  No regrets. I’m out.” 

1:01:10 Cyprus was interesting.  Can I get a pop?  Seven euros.  A beer three 
times that size was just two euros. And that was Cyprus.  It was 
awesome.  Nothing too crazy.  “If I came off the boat and put Vanessa 
through that the first night, they would have put me in the hospital.  We 
ran out to the ocean.  A reminder of how beautiful the world is.  This is 
why we make these sacrifices. To make the world a better place.  You 
don’t have to be scared.” 

1:03;00 “You can have kids and they won’t get shot or blown up, they can wear 
what they want.  And how beautiful Canada is.  Going through BC, 
beautiful.  Yeah, I would die for this.”  A great feeling of doing 
something awesome.  It made him a better person or citizen. As corny 
as that sounds. 

1:04:10 Civilian life?  It was tough.  He got a Class B contract on his return. 
While in theatre, he was told not to expect to get one.  He went to Shilo 
and taught there.  It felt like the way it would for Regular Force 
soldiers, still serving with peers.  “Hard army, still serving.”  He couldn’t 
get a job.  “Afghanistan veteran; nobody cared.  Crazy, awesome trauma 
experience;  nobody cared.  That’s the way it goes.  A lot of people 
ahead of you.  But thank you for your service.”  He finally got a job in 
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Camrose, thanks to Dr Thibadeau as a reference:  “One of the best 
practitioners T knows, he walks on water.”  He was told he should buy 
T beer or coffee to thank him.  A lot of his peers couldn’t find work 
either.  Slim pickings.   

1:08:00 He had opportunity to join the Reg Force, but didn’t.  It might have 
made sense from a security perspective.  He didn’t have kids at the 
time.  “It’s my fault.  You have to take ownership. You have people who 
complain all the time.  Wahhhh.  At the same time, you have to take 
responsibility.  So… go to full-time military, or do what you’ve got to do.  
But take ownership.”  He had lengthy commutes to Camrose.  “We all 
saw this coming.  It wasn’t a big surprise.  Complain or step up and be a 
soldier—even a reservist—but get a job and soldier on.”  He got a job 
and went to school and now has a job as a paramedic. 

1:11:07 “It’s tough to go back to the mundane Class A life.  OK, guys, IBTS, shoot 
the C7, I don’t care about all the cool stuff you did in Afghanistan.  Can’t 
get trucks to run properly…”  The Reserves are versatile, mobile.  Might 
not always get the numbers needed.  But it can scramble together 
what’s needed. 

1:12:20 It was tough, but the lessons he learned from Afghanistan were “take 
some ownership, you might have problems, you might need some extra 
drinks, and if that’s not enough go and talk to someone.  I’ve had three 
discussions with psychiatrists.  The nice thing to hear is ‘you’re normal’.  
You went to a war zone. You’re going to fluctuate.’  I’m starting to feel 
normal.”   

1:14:00 It’s nice to have a peer group you can go back to.  To hear it’s OK, you’ll 
be OK.  Ask for help.  “It’s not a perfect system.  Yes, there’s a lot of 
stigma, but get the help you need.”  When you consider what they did 
and saw, people will have problems. 

1:15:00 Class B employment vs civilian employers?   Giving up Class B job in 
order to deploy is the “cost of doing business”.  “The delivery was, ‘too 
bad, so sad.  You don’t have a job’. I didn’t even get a ‘sorry’.”  That’s the 
way the system works.  But there was no formal transition assistance 
for resumes etc.  You need to have a plan.  “The military trained me to 
have a Plan A, B, C, D… you have the whole alphabet to go through.”  
Initially, a lot of hurt feeling, an emotional response.  They’re telling us 
it’s over.  So let’s make a plan.  Can do some Class A. “I was initially 
pretty frustrated.  But hey, this is a part-time gig.  No guarantee of 
employment.  People turned around.”  He came out all right.  

1:19:00 Had to leave his job to deploy?  A lot of people went over with the 
information they’d still have their Class B on their return.  “At that time, 
there was no problem with money.  When it rains, it pours.  But when 
there’s a drought… you need to be financially responsible.  There was a 
lot of money thrown at us…Then, the tap is turned off; you’re done.”  
He’s wiser now. He tells Class B job-hoppers to save for a rainy day, to 
be resilient.   
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1:21:30 Effect on him?  It gave him an experience very few people had and 
made him appreciative for what we have, and the opportunities, and 
those opportunities he’s squandered.   A greater appreciation for how 
wars are fought—not necessarily on the ground, but through the media 
etc.   

1:23:15 As a soldier, he gained resiliency.  A better perception of what the CAF 
can be as an organization, functioning at a very professional level and 
what it can accomplish.  “It’s truly mind-boggling.  And to see four times 
as many Americans show up to do what we were doing.  It was a 
humbling experience.  ‘You guys were able to hold this ground with 
that many people?’” 

1:25:00 Was it worth it?  “It ain’t Vimy.  It ain’t trying to establish a national 
identity.  A bit of trial and error.  Were we just seeing what we were 
capable of?  Testing our mettle?  Was it worth it?  [Pause] It was worth 
it for me.  Whether it was worth it for the CF, CFA… that’s for historians 
to discuss, the people we represented.  I can honestly say it was worth 
it for me to have gone and to have done my job.” 

1:27:00 Final thoughts?  Everybody had a different experience.  “I might come 
across as sunshine and lollipops, but that was my experience.  Might 
have got some facts and numbers skewed… I am better for it.  I hope 
our peers, historians who study this, will find there was something 
positive that came out of it, and not look at it as some political move or 
trial to push our people… If we can take that entire experience and 
make it better for future troops, future leaders,  give them the depth of 
understanding of loss, difficult tactical situations, complex cultural 
situation…” 

1:29:30 Ever read “The Dogs are Eating Them Now”?  ‘We lost the war in 
southern Afghanistan and it broke my heart’.  Agree with that?  Very 
much so.  But he hasn’t kept up with the details.  “Doesn’t seem to be in 
a positive direction.  That’s very well said.  The measure of loss, the 
measure of success.  What are we truly measuring?  It’s a bad area.”   

1:31:30 How he looks at it:  He met a guy from Kabul at a Subway, making a 
sandwich.  Happy he got out of there.  He thanked him for what he did 
to assist people like him.  To have a chance in life.  Is that the measure 
of success?  This segues to other, security issues.  But we gave hope to 
people who were completely hopeless. 

 Additional visuals desired: 
 

 


