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Timecode Content 

0:30 Earliest deployments?  Crucial to his development. “I joined to serve, 
understanding that’s a cliché.  I joined to be the best soldier I could be.” 
One year after completing trades training, he went to Cyprus with a 
mixed British-Canadian unit.  Did more trades training and in 1977 was 
offered a tour in Germany with the artillery.  He went on short notice 
for five years.  A busy time.  He figures he was away from home for 4/5 
years at that time.  Returned to Calgary and went to the Golan Heights 
in 1985.  He’s Jewish, so some people were aghast.  “I’m not going to tell 
them if you don’t.”  He worked in Damascus as part of this deployment.  
He left the Regular Force in 1989, medically released (but got better), 
then joined the Reserves in 1993.  As a Signals sergeant he went to 
Cambodia (or was preparing to go when it wrapped up.) 
 

4;15 Old vs New army comparison?  “Opposite ends of the scale. We’re much 
leaner now than we were then.  More focused now.  In Germany, 
everything we did had a real tone to it, including a terrorist threat, so 
senior NCOs and officers carried live ammunition on exercise.  Now, the 
army is task-oriented—Afghanistan, Latvia.  A narrower focus.  
Training to a mission as opposed to an overall standard.” 

5:45 Most satisfying?  “I’ve certainly had more excitement in the Reserves.  
But not more satisfaction one way or the other.  I looked at it through 
different lenses.”  Difference in focus from pure military to 
civilian/reservist.  But if he had to choose, he’d select Regular.  The 
path was clearer albeit with many branches.  On Reserve side, it was 
more “on the bus, off the bus.”  Some things happened with great speed, 
others at a snail’s pace.  But Regular Force was more satisfying. 

7:45 Reserve deployments—Bosnia, motivation?  He’d tried to go with 1 
PPCLI in 1994, but sustained an injury and didn’t.  In summer 2000 he 
was teaching a recruit course in Wainwright.  Was asked if he’d go to 
Bosnia to run ranges at Glomoc, due to his firearms expertise (He was 
working with Calgary Police at the time and got a leave of absence.)  “It 
was the idea of getting back into harness, like the fire horse hearing the 
bell. The prospect of doing something in a no-duff situation was very 
appealing.”  His job changed as soon as he hit the ground, from Glomoc 
to a signals group in Sarajevo instead. 

9:45 Expectations?  He’d heard stories and watched news, so he knew what 
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to expect in terms of desolation due to war.  He was expecting a fairly 
straightforward job running the ranges at Glomoc, but not adventure or 
challenge.  This changed when he went to Sarajevo and then to Tuzla.  
They were having problems with communications systems—but it 
turned out to be the people not the machines.  He built up the 
detachment there.  He was the only Canadian in this multinational 
group by the time he left.  When he reported in he had to explain that 
he was a warrant officer (NOT an officer).  The commander put him 
into officers’ quarters and told him General Order #1 (ie, no alcohol) 
did not apply to him. (“Just don’t rub my soldiers noses in it.”) 

12:50 He had to fly to Sarajevo once a week for meetings.  Twenty minute 
flight or three hour drive.  The Black Hawk was iffy the first time, like 
they were doing him a favour.  On the way back he bought beer and 
wine at European PXs.  He’d apparently bought “too much”, however, 
and had to “leave” some behind on the helicopter.  After that, the air 
force were much more accommodating to his requests:  “Sure, chief, 
we’ll pick you up wherever!”  It stayed that way for the next five 
months.  He’d “forget” cases of beer about once a month, $20 a month.  
“I think I can afford that.” 

14:15 “As the only Canadian, I was treated royally.”  At Zagreb, when he 
cleared in, he drew his pistol, 20 rounds and body armour.  Couldn’t 
test fire his pistol then.  The Americans gave him more.  Back at Zagreb, 
he tried to return 2,000 rounds of “foreign” ammunition to the 
Canadians.  This highlights the difference between the two forces and 
their attitudes towards the situation in Bosnia at the time.  Some 
Americans were killed in minestrikes, “I guess that’s why they took 
things more seriously than we did at the time.”  For the Canadians, 
things normalize until something happens, “then we ramp up again.” 

16:50 Which approach does he prefer?  “I can slide between them, but I’m 
more comfortable with the Canadian way.  We’re much less formal, 
with seniors speaking to juniors using first or nicknames.  With 
Americans, that seldom happens.  Always by rank/position, reinforcing 
the job.  We look at it and say, ‘we’re alert.  We get that.  Let’s not blunt 
the edge.” 

17:55 Had it become like Cyprus then?  “Very much.  Two beer per man per 
day perhaps, except in Sarajevo.  That was the rule, but there were four 
or five open messes on base.  Nobody bothered with ration cards.  No 
one asked to see it.”  Very much a Cyprus thing.  “Yeah, I’ve got a rifle. I 
think it’s taken apart in my barrack box.  I’d have to look.” 

19:10 What’s the place of alcohol on operations?  “I certainly don’t think we 
should be dry, based on my experience in Germany.  A different time.  
Literally, I had an officer (nameless).  He asked if I was going to bring 
the wine or the food for the road trip.  He brought 3-4 bottles of wine. 
Poured some in my Melmac cup, then drove down the autobahn.  
Obviously not appropriate.  But we, in my group, never let alcohol 
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interfere with the job.  If there’s time, OK, but we policed ourselves.”  
He remembers an American aghast to see a signaller in the CP drinking 
a Heineken.  A nearby Canadian officer was non-plussed, pouring 
himself a rum.  “We didn’t abuse it. Would like to think soldiers today 
are at least as mature.  But you’ll get the odd person who can’t control 
himself.  That’s what his fire team partner is for.”  There was limited 
alcohol available in Afghanistan, but people followed the rules.  “It’s 
nice to have beer as a social lubricant.  An alternative to coffee.” 

22:40 He didn’t resent the no-alcohol policy in Afghanistan.  But he does have 
a large whisky collection.  Finds himself throwing out beer once or 
twice a year.  Has it on hand to serve friends. 

23:25 How satisfying was Bosnia?  It was great.  He got a range of 
unanticipated tasks and challenges.  “Every day I’d get up and say 
what’s going to happen today?”  Due to his unique status, he’d be 
offered all kinds of opportunities, like the chance to go on patrols in 
Humvees.  “I don’t fit in a Humvee at all.”  So they put him up top 
behind the .50 calibre machine gun.  His own Canadian boss didn’t 
know all the details.  The systems in Tuzla were new to him, so he 
relied on young American signallers and their expertise.  He asked to 
extend, but was sent home. 

25:50 Transition to home?  He got home at night, then discovered he couldn’t 
walk on anything but concrete. Not grass.  In theatre, he’d been 
accustomed to mine warnings, signage.  “When I got home, the most 
jarring thing was not having these signs.  It wasn’t not being armed.  It 
was the better part of six months before I could walk on anything other 
than hard surface.  And that was forced.  I was chasing a guy and he cut 
across a field.  I guess I’ve broken that barrier.”  He’s fortunate in being 
a signaller and married to his wife because they’ve agreed to speak to 
each other every single day, exclusive of emails.  “Sometimes it’s only 
for 10 seconds.  We’ve got our own little codes.  If I don’t say something 
at the end of the conversation, she’ll perk up.”  This made the 
homecoming easier, the reintegration.  He went to the Highlanders on 
his return from Bosnia. 

29:20 Why is it important to talk so frequently?  “To maintain our link.  She’s 
my second wife.  Absolutely my be-all, end-all.  I believe I fulfil that post 
in her life.” It came about when she was travelling to California.  
“Wherever I go, I’ll call you.”  This began in the days before cellphones.  
But signallers can make this happen. 

30:35 His reaction to others’ deployments to Afghanistan?  “I was frankly a 
little bit envious.  I also thought, ‘Good for you.  You’re doing what you 
joined to do’.”  As a reservist, you have to volunteer, so it made him 
proud of these young people.  He wanted to go too.  “I was delighted 
that I got to serve with Highlanders… bumped into them over there… 
some were with Patricias or other units, the Canadian Rangers….”  It 
was personally motivating to see the long, strenuous workups.  They 
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were sacrificing friends and time to do something important and 
exciting.  “I found that warming.” 

33:20 Family reaction?  His wife was all for it.  “This is what you’re good at.  
Go. Do it.  It puts a smile on your face.  This is what I’ve trained my 
entire adult life for.” His daughters weren’t thrilled, but understood.  
His son said, “OK, see you there.” He was with 3 PPCLI then.  His 
proudest day was October 14, 2011, when he met his son’s flight 
coming in.  Father’s last tour; son’s first.  Son is even bigger, about three 
inches taller, with non-regulation moustaches.  His son was a brand-
new corporal at the time.  As a whole, family supported his tour 
decision. 

35:15 As a father, any concerns for his son?  “No more than I had concerns for 
any other soldier.  Maybe even less.”  He explains he knew many of his 
son’s fellow soldiers.  His son once brought about 40 fellow Patricias 
over for supper one night.  “I know how soldiers look after each other, 
so I knew he would be as safe as could be, given the circumstances.”  He 
hugged his son when they met, then exchanged some loaded 
magazines, grenades,  and a cellphone preloaded with minutes and 
contact info for people like his son’s wife.  This was in Kabul at the start 
of Op ATTENTION.  “It’s all about soldiers looking after soldiers.” 

38:30 Interviewer:  “Nothing says ‘love’ like giving your kid a grenade…” 
[laughs] 

38:40 On one grenade he wrote “Oz’s frag” 
39;00 His expectations for Afghanistan?  Similar to Bosnia, his job changed 

from working in Kandahar as 2IC of a school there, to Kabul where he 
was the senior enlisted adviser to the Afghan National Police, and a 
mentor to the police.  Sergeant-major was a new concept for the ANP.  
Senior officers were Russian-trained, who didn’t have much regard for 
this newly-created position.  The SM he mentored grew up on a hemp 
farm.  They toured the country together, mostly driving in soft-skin 
vehicles.  Oz tried to instill what he’d learned about leadership.  One 
day, they visited the wounded at the police hospital.  “I was appalled at 
the horrific wounds, very similar to World War One… “  The head of the 
hospital took them from patient to patient, explaining their situations.  
Then the SM weighed in, asking after their welfare, which made Oz 
proud of him.  “It enabled me to exercise everything that I had learned 
in military.  THIS [his moustache] the Afghans LOVED.  Weren’t allowed 
to have beards.”  Unquestionably, it was the best tour he’d been on.   
Best group of people he’d worked with.  [The curtains begin to move 
behind him because his large dog has been sleeping at his feet during 
the interview and is now roused.  There is more movement to come.] 

43:20 He had a great mix of co-workers, including police officers from 
Calgary.  He’s still in touch with them, Afghans included. 

44:00 Memorable days? His first trip to Kandahar they travelled in a convoy 
to an American camp.  The Canadian tac vest doesn’t fit him in body 
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armour, so he wore his own.  He’d neglected to button one pocket 
containing a grenade.  He bent to tie a boot and the grenade dropped on 
the floor, rolling away.  “All the Americans had just gone dead-white.  
The safety clip is on, so is the spoon.”  He also left his ID in the vehicle,  
and only discovered its loss when he returned to the kitchen (DFAC) in 
Kabul.  A sergeant major brought it back to him personally, so Oz gave 
him a Highlander coin.   

46:10 Plenty of memories.  Getting shot at.  Always had civilian vehicles. Only 
time he got shot at in Kabul was within 500m of Camp Eggers, where he 
was based.  He had more Afghan police point weapons at him than 
anybody else.  They had an instance where an Afghan driver killed both 
his passengers.  The death of MCpl Grieff was a bad day, the last 
Canadian killed.  “I was loath to try and contact my son. All we knew 
was that a Canadian had been killed. I didn’t want to phone him, he 
didn’t want to phone me.  Russ Meades [former RSM Calgary 
Highlanders] phoned me to check.”   His son Ryan was born during Oz’s 
first tour in Cyprus.  So there’s a circularity to this story. (They were 
originally scheduled to do their decompression together in Cyprus, but 
didn’t think that would be a good idea.) 

48:40 Decompression?  It wasn’t tremendously useful.  Very pleasant, his first 
time there since 1978.  He was with a group of people he’d known for 
years.  People he’s comfortable with.  Ate lunch, walked around, rode 
donkeys, attended classes, slept a lot.  “For me, not much actual 
decompression happened there.  Didn’t realize until I got home how 
angry I was.”  He’d had some information sent to him from the 
command element that stuck in his craw. But decompression was a 
good idea. 

50:50 What stuck in your craw?  They were told the NATO training mission 
was to go and train the army and police.  But the reality was that 
personnel stayed in their camps unless they absolutely had to leave.  
And there was to be a 25% cut to the army budget. He got this info on 
the day he headed off on leave.  The info came from two Canadian 
commanders.  Real limitations on operations, the need to 
explain/justify travel.  

52:50 February 2012, his RCMP sergeant didn’t show up for work. He was 
obviously very ill.  “We think he’s having a stroke.  He has to go to 
Bagram right now.”  Medevac was arranged, but problematic. They 
loaded him into several vehicles, but a Canadian Navy captain 
intervened and tried to stop Oz from taking his colleague to the airport.  
The captain was livid when Oz did what he’d intended.  “Sir, if you want 
to tell a Patricia major-general that one of his sergeants-major 
disobeyed you in order to look after one of his men, go ahead.  And 
those were the last words we spoke on that tour.  But I was angry.  We 
were penned up, but made a better target. I knew the reason, but it was 
all political.” 



MWO (Ret’d) Rick Ostashower, 11 July 2016 
 

55:20 How satisfying?  His final tour was his best tour, especially in terms of 
self-satisfaction.  Clear direction, arcs, but micromanagement of 
previous tours wasn’t there.  He had a real sense of accomplishment 
during the hospital visit.  The head of the Afghan police said to him, “ 
Make my sergeant-major like you.”  This meant the general actually 
acknowledged his own sergeant-major. 

57:40 Compare first/last tours and the army at each time?  Diametrically 
opposed. He was a private in Cyprus in a non-taxing job in Troodos 
Mountains.  No real responsibility to anyone but himself and his 
superiors.  In Afghanistan, he was told his job and given the leeway to 
determine how best to do it.  He had to be familiar with the Big Picture 
in his interactions with senior officers.  “It was kind of chest-puffing in 
that respect.  I started small and ended bigger.” 

1:00:00 Transitional issues?  [Big sigh]  “People not understanding what was 
going on over there, even people who’d been there on previous rotos.”  
They misunderstood or marginalized the mission.  “What got to me was 
the ‘them and us’ attitude that wasn’t prevalent, but was there, 
especially among some of the less mature soldiers.  It really doesn’t 
matter if it’s a fine blade or a coarse blade on the meatgrinder.  It’s all a 
meatgrinder.”  Civilians, most of his friends, knew what he did, so it 
wasn’t an issue. Accepting his anger, and that he’d changed significantly 
from the time he left home, “it was impacting the people in his life, his 
family.  I’m not going to be able to fight this thing myself, so I got help.  
Met this tremendous ‘pumpkin doctor’ who is phenomenal.” 

1:02:45 Describe the help received?  “Priceless.  Secondly, mostly adequate.  
There have been some stumbling blocks.  Literally this morning I spoke 
with Pensions again and they said they’d get around to paying my 
pension—a year late.  I’m not going to die or lose the house, but this is a 
little bit ridiculous.”  “My pumpkin doctor said ‘you would be a great 
candidate for a PTSD dog.  I was diagnosed four months after getting 
back with severe/chronic PTSD.”  He’s always been an animal person.  
Several doctors supported this.  They wanted to give him a small 
spaniel or retriever, but he wanted a big dog.  His wife spent several 
thousand dollars to obtain Macabee, the big dog he has now.  He’s since 
learned about a group on the coast that would have funded the dog and 
the training, so they wouldn’t have had to pay out of their own pocket. 
“I’m not asking anyone to look after me, just don’t put roadblocks in my 
way, because that just makes me angry again.  And we’ve gone full 
circle, defeating the purpose.” 

1:05:40 Final thoughts?  When he returned from Bosnia, the Highlanders 
offered him a position.  He stayed for several years, then went to 
Signals, then some other stuff.  Got out in 2006, but came back in 2008 
(injured)—[Note:  Following his time as a military contractor in Iraq—
part of his story that is not discussed here.]  He wanted to go to 
Afghanistan in uniform, so the Highlanders offered him a position 
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again.  “The Patricias taught me the meaning of ‘regimental family’”—
He relates the story of his grandmother’s death and how the PPCLI gave 
him additional leave. “In that instant, it went from ‘Picklies’ to 
‘Patricias’.   For years, that was the only coin I carried.  The Highlanders 
have carried on that sense of family.  Of all the various units I’ve served 
with , those are the only two that have done that.”  They exemplify what 
the regimental family means.  “If you haven’t experienced it, you can’t 
grasp it.  Like explaining colour to a blind man.” 

 Additional details? 
 


