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Sgt Sean Mihalcheon, Calgary Highlanders (13 July 2016) 

 
Interviewer/Transcriber:  LCol M.C. Vernon 
Deployment:  Afghanistan 2008 

 
Note:  Quotations are not 100% verbatim 
Timecode Content 
 0:50 Why volunteer? Graduated high school in 2006, wanted to go to 

university.  Worked at a shitty job, did a semester at Mount Royal.  Bulk 
of unit was spooling up.  Thought he should pony up and do it while he 
didn’t have any serious commitments. 

1:50 Culture in Junior Ranks? Pretty strong.  Pretty strong bond. Bunch of 
gung-ho guys who wanted to go overseas.  If bulk of unit is going… he 
should too.  A large part was due to LCol Manley when he was trying to 
send a formed company of Highlanders overseas.  Even after it fell 
through, a lot of people still got to go. 

3:00 Peer pressure?  Not really.  People just wanted to do it.  Most want to go 
overseas when they join the army.  Hadn’t had an opportunity like this 
for quite some time.  Not peer pressure, but the unit family wanting to 
go together with their friends. 

3:50 Reaction? Mixed results.  Friends supportive, Mother not so much.  
Might have lied to her a little.  Not exactly thrilled.  I was going to do it, 
regardless of what my family thought.  “I think I told her I would never 
be leaving KAF, which was definitely a lie.”  And offered her chance to 
visit with him during his HLTA. 

5:10 Work up training?  Convoy escort and gate guard combined.  Drivers 
courses.  Searching people and vehicles. Section attack fundamentals.  
Medical training.  Language training. Advanced weapons training.  

6:00 How adequate was training?  Quite adequate.  He felt capable.  “We’d 
done so much, it was so repetitive, we just wanted to get overseas” 

6:30 Regs/Reservists? A mixed bag.  Originally attached to A Coy, 1 PPCLI, 
then transferred to 1 Svc Bn.  Some Patricias liked Reservists, some 
didn’t.  The Svc Bn guys were easier-going.   “We appreciate your help, 
Stupid Mo-Man” 

7:50 Mix?  Half Calgary Highlanders, some LERs, Westies.  Almost everyone 
infantry.  Good cohesion. No operational experience at troop level. Most 
in their early 20s.  Some section commanders and up had experience.  
Platoon officer didn’t. 

9:00 Hopes?  Not really sure.  Wanted to put into practice the things I’d 
trained for, “like being a firefighter and never fighting a fire”.  Open 
mind.  See how it goes.  Just wanted broad spectrum deployment 
experience.  Nothing in particular.  Being in combat.  If it happened, to 
see “if I could cope with it.  Stack up to the level I’d been trained for.”  
Seeing how the different pieces work together, not notionally.   
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11:00 First impressions?  Relief.  “Before I went overseas it felt like a gorilla 
on my back…It wasn’t a big bogeyman I’d built up in my head.”  You 
always perceive the worst, attacks, dying.  Tried not to form the opinion 
everyone’s out to get you, blow you up.  There’s long periods of 
boredom, slices of normality people create for themselves.  It’s not 
army all the time.  People set up gyms, pass the time.  It’s not just 
people blowing up every day. 

13:00 Routine?  Vehicle maintenance and convoys.  Load up vehicles, go out, 
outside the wire not really routine-routine.  There’s so many weird 
things happening at once.  Even routine convoys have interesting 
events, see weird things in Kandahar City.  Being on edge, expecting an 
attack.  

14:15 First day OTW?  Excited.  Wanted to see country, people, culture. 
Regardless of the threat.  Excitement… absorbing , so backwards, even 
if you’ve travelled.  It’s own kind of place.  Random oddities.  History, 
Alexander the Great, a bus with four cars on top and people in the cars 
packed over the top.  A mud alley with human waste, but a sign for a 
gym.  Trying to imagine what would be inside. A car drives by with kids 
in the trunk and a goat in the front. 

16:45 OK working in a war zone.  “Synthesized experience to three things: 
one, blown up and dead. Two, hurt but happy to be alive and will figure 
it out.  Or three, I’ll be OK.” And when you wrap your head around that, 
it becomes easier to go out every day.  Knew in a war zone, but almost 
lured into false sense of security because nothing happened until May-
June when they started getting hit.  Always in back of mind.  But maybe 
it’s not going to happen.  But once they did start getting attacked, he 
took things more seriously.  The weird things he’d see.  Complacency of 
others.  

19:00 Superstitious?  Not really.  Not true.  Always played the same song 
going out, their good luck song, until they got blown up.  “Now we’re 
just going to play it out of habit.”  Not suspicious, religious.  A realist.   
Accepting what is actually happening.  The song?  Get Out of My Way by 
…can’t remember.  Lyrics tied into driving RG31, forcing vehicles off the 
road. A very fitting song. 

20:45 Frustrations?  “Not antsy or frustrated, but people were letting their 
guard down.  Some people might have wanted to get into contact.  I was 
not one of those people.  But won’t go out of my way to be in harm’s 
way to prove a point, see if we can do it.  Felt we were testing our luck. 
Luckily the worst didn’t happen then.”  How did they push their luck?  
Stopping in places that looked like a good place for an ambush for five 
minutes, not bypassing areas, being careless to see if something will 
happen because nothing has happened. 

22:45 The attack.?   The time when his truck was suicide bombed, en route to 
Spin Boldak, in the middle gun truck.  A safer option.  One vehicle broke 
down.  Had to tow it to KAF, then go out again.  Now they know we’re 
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coming.  Drove ¾ of the way to the FOB, mostly paved. But in dirt you 
can’t see anything.  Had two American Kiowa helicopters providing 
cover.  Told to expect SUV approaching.  Lost continuity.  “All of a 
sudden an SUV comes roaring out of the dust at us, we tried to turn 
away from it, and then it exploded into a fireball.  Smoke settled, debris 
falling, windshield cracked.  Cautious about secondaries to get out of 
blast scene, even though there was a low chance.  Called it in.  Some 
locals were injured in a taxi.  Pushed out a cordon, treated them.  EOD 
came to exploit the scene.  Took several hours.  Helped in the cordon.”  
No Canadians injured.  Two Afghans wounded, not critical.  

26:30 Others’ reaction?  Surprisingly calm.  Can’t believe that just happened.  
1-2-3-4, check limbs.  Everybody good?  Immediately, others want info.  
People pretty calm.  Pushed out cordon.  Near a hamlet.  Ushered 
Afghans together to keep an eye on them.  Stood around and waited for 
two hours, spent some time in the shade. 

28:30 Pulling away from vehicle was instinctive.  Felt calm.  “Excited that I 
was alive.  Through repetition, training, didn’t have to think about what 
to do.  Knew what to do.” 

29:30 Later?  He was fine for most of it.  Had a feeling he was going to be OK.  
Going out the next time, next month was good.  Only in the final week 
did he think “Oh, maybe I will make it out of here, for one. We had been 
attacked a couple more times.  Three, only a few more convoys to go.  
Had the most intense gut feeling, literally felt I was going to get killed 
on one of these last few convoys, but put my gear on any ways.  Proved 
that superstition is all hokum. Only in last week or two was I feeling 
apprehensive.” 

31:15 Other memorable days?  Lots more incidents.  Good memories and bad 
memories both ways.  One he looks back on, after Sarposa Prison blew 
up, the CDS visited and needed another callsign to move other generals.  
“They crammed them into this RG like a clown car.  I ended up jumping 
into another vehicle.”  Climbed a mountain at 50 degrees and an obese 
Afghan general, with scrawny ANA guys pushing him up the hill.  Great 
view of the city.  The CDS and others were talking.  There was a 
staircase in the side of the mountain, to something relating to 
Alexander the Great.  A good chance, as a history major. 

33;50 Down time?  Worked out, played Guitar Hero.  Watched movies.  
Smoked shisha.  Food eating contests with Otis Spunkmeyer muffins. 
The guy who won felt horrible for two days.  Kenny vs Spenney-style 
challenges, like cocktail wieners in their boots.  Crafty ways of killing 
time.  Sometimes getting up to no good. 

35:15 HLTA? Had to follow through and holiday with Mother—Thailand.  For 
the first two weeks he got “interplanetary, chasing girls, blackout 
drunk”.  Still fun to see Mom, but at time just wanted to party and 
decompress. 

36:15 Gate duty?  Pretty uneventful, not the memories that stand out.  
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Searching people, sitting in a tower.  “Much rather risk my life and do a 
convoy or patrol than watch my arcs and pat down an Afghan”.  The 
gate guard stuff was not satisfying, but the convoy escort was.  
Opportunity to see country, had the excitement of being attacked, 
seeing how military does its thing.   

38:15 Cyprus?  Shit show.  Went to terminal at KAF, TLS=Taliban Last Stand. 
Guys went to coffee shop… nearly missed flight out.  Heckled some of 
the new guys who’d just got off the plan.  Got on Globemaster, feeling 
stoked.  “Basically three days of being shitty drunk and partying.  A 
whole gong show.  People passed out in bushes.  Throwing lawn 
furniture off their decks.”  Had the mandatory lectures, not very useful.  
“If you need help, talk to somebody.  Don’t bring your handgun to a 
picnic.  Yeah, no shit.”  They weren’t paying attention any way, 
hungover, mix of feeling sick and falling asleep.  Golfed one day.  
Drinking, listening to tunes, taking golf carts off jumps.  Good to solidify 
the tour, blow off steam with guys you went with.  Could talk to guys 
you worked with. 

42:00 Where?  Paphos.  Civilians in the home at the same time. Someone in 
platoon found pages of horror stories on Trip Advisor.  Drunk army 
guys.  Total idiots.  Maybe shouldn’t have been mixed with members of 
the public.  

43:00 Happy to go home.  Come back to Canada.  Not worry about getting 
blown up.  Get a Slurpee.  Go to McDinks.   Two or three months later, 
he missed it.  Understands the back to back tours.  “War is a drug.  
Absolutely.  Always operating at such a high stress level.  A lot more 
exciting than when you come home. Like going from living in colour to 
living in black and white.  How can you compete with that adrenaline?” 

44:30 No real casualties.  “One of our guys blew himself up with a grenade, 
but he was fine, so we just made fun of him.”  One guy he’s working 
with now got blown up in a Bison. 

45:00 Homecoming?  The main hangar at the base, and then home.  Told 
family not to meet him in Edmonton, but then regretted that.  Aunt and 
uncle picked him up, finally.  Last person at gym to leave. Felt like a pity 
case, leaving last.  Took Westjet flight to Calgary.  Immediate family 
there to welcome him.   

46:45 Afterwards?  Lucky he had time to go to university, but got back in 
September and had to wait for winter semester.  Truly beneficial—20 
years old, hanging out, no stressors.  Nice having a few months to 
decompress before going to school. 

47:30 Money?  Tried to save most of it for school.  Bought a 1911 pistol, 
downpayment on a BMW—a mistake.  Pretty thrifty for the most part.  
Helped when he was fully in university.  

48:20 Experience overall?  “It made me grow up quite a bit.  A lot of life 
experience for better/worse.  Made me a better person.  Some habits… 
a bit more paranoid than if I hadn’t gone to Afghanistan…”  Any issues 
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he had when he came back, he worked through them. 
49:30 Issues?  Coming down from being in theatre.  Driving in Kensington, 

concerned about a pothole, expecting it to blow up.  “Three days after 
coming home, went to a movie and kids threw some firecrackers.  Oh 
shit!”  Harder part was dealing with average people.  “Dealing with a lot 
of really ignorant, really stupid people.  ‘Canada shouldn’t be in Iraq’.  
Well, we’re not in Iraq.  Thanks for calling me out.  Or most people… 
who don’t give a shit. No high fives.  Most people just care about 
themselves.  Nobody but you and your friends who went overseas 
really care about it.. If they do… they don’t have as much invested as 
you do.”  Dealing with people who feel the need to tell you you are a 
piece of shit.  Resist urge to punch them in the face.  Need to let it go.  It 
takes some time, to maintain even keel.  To let go and connect with 
friends, family, girlfriend again.  Like living in colour and black and 
white.  “No one’s trying to kill you, that’s really not important.”    

53:15 Miss it?  Yeah.  “Never feel more alive than the times you can get killed”. 
Ton of adrenaline.  You miss that.  Life is simple on a deployment.  
“Don’t have to worry about eight million stressors, how to get food, 
bills, food’s provided, place to live.  Don’t get killed is pretty much the 
only thing you don’t have to worry about.” 

54:15 Return to peacetime army?  Fine.  No difficulty.  Like going back to what 
they did before.  More experience.  Could see better what they were 
trying to achieve with certain notional aspects.  Can use leadership to 
show other soldiers, to keep them alive.  Tricks for weapons drills, “the 
C7 pam was written before I was born”.  There are far better ways of 
doing things.  Little tips and tricks to keep them alive. 

56:00 Peers? Don’t know where some are.  Guys in the army, Sgt Tucker is not 
CWO Tucker. A couple of other guys are still around.  “I found that it 
was kind of a rule of threes:  A third of the people loved it and went and 
joined the Reg Force;  a third realized it wasn’t really for them and got 
out;  and a third kind of stuck around.  But now that number is kind of 
depleted as time has gone on and people get caught up in… whatever.  
As their civilian lives have progressed they’re not able to make that 
commitment and have to step down and get out.  But there are still a 
few guys around.” 

57:20 Another deployment?  Would love to, but hard to get onto now, due to 
other commitments.  Not as prepared to sidetrack his real life.  Just got 
into law school, committed to that.  Maybe starting a family?  More 
things to consider than when he was 19 going on tour. 

58:20 One lesson?  Long pause.  Nothing I can think of, we haven’t talked 
about.  Advice for young soldiers?  “I don’t tell them what to do either 
way.  Will give them advice to make an informed decision.  I do have 
friends who were seriously injured or killed.  Be prepared for that.  But 
if you’re serious about this job, I absolutely get why you want to get 
overseas.  I’m always a little cautious about ‘hey, go on tour’.  You need 
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to be prepared for the long term consequences. Lose a leg?  PTSD?  
These are things that can happen.  You have to be fully aware.  If you 
still want to do a tour.  Go ahead, do a tour.” 

  
 Additional visuals: 

--Trip Advisor reports complaining about drunken soldiers at hotels in 
Paphos 

  
 
 


