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Timecode Content 

0:15 First opportunity to deploy? He returned from Germany and went to 
the Armoured School, followed by the Ice Storm (2000?).  Then he was 
posted to the Strathconas, one of the few who’d never served overseas 
(except for Germany).   It was an uphill slog to get ready for Bosnia in 
2002-03.  No fighting then.  Regular soldiers routinely do four or five 
operational tours.  There was still some apprehension—but more for 
Afghanistan.  “We were more of a nuisance the last few years in Bosnia, 
we were the roadblock every time somebody wanted to get somewhere 
on a Friday night.  Op HARVEST, the gathering of weapons—we 
accumulated a grand total of about 15 rifles… so we didn’t accomplish 
much.  We were the last Article 5 mission.  It was not so warlike after 
that.”  Family are also apprehensive, and it’s harder on them because 
they aren’t living it daily like soldiers because they can’t act out on the 
stressors, based on what he knows about PTSD.   

5:15 Hopes for Bosnia? “A lot people are looking for, regretfully, something 
to put on their uniforms. I was there to fill a role.  Was going to be in the 
armed forces for 20 years.  When I got to the Strathconas I was wearing 
what they call ‘the rack of shame’:  I had the SSM [Germany] and a CD.  
That was it.  Everybody else, including junior corporals and troopers 
had more.  It’s kind of disheartening to be blunt.”  He wanted life 
experience, to serve.  Others join for travel, he joined for service. “I’m 
here for 20 years, do with me what you will.”  The other half of people 
join for the events like Afghanistan, then get out when there’s a 
stalemate.  “Their motives are evident when they get after just a few 
years and have two rotations to Afghanistan.”  Now he’s working 
harder than ever before, balancing civilian and military commitments. 
He’s a civilian employee with Medicine Hat Police.   He notes a lot of 
people complaining about what they can wear on their Legion blazer, 
Veterans Affairs… but in the words of JFK, ‘Don’t ask what your country 
can do for you, but what you can do for your country’.”  That’s why I 
serve. 

9:10 Memorable day in Bosnia?  Not a lot going on.  Mostly a hindrance to 
the general population.  His troop, armoured recce (Coyotes), didn’t 
have defined patrol tasks.  They responded to requests for cordons etc, 
3-4 days at a time.  Around Christmas they adopted a family in a rural 
community, essentially squatters in the remnants of a house.  They 
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gave them beds, care packages of food and toys.  “That’s what everyone 
says on camera, ‘I’m here to help people’. Mmmm. I joined the combat 
arms.  You don’t get too much help from the combat arms.  We’re 
usually known for pulling things apart, driving through crops, pushing 
gun barrels through their windows.”  They had a bachelor in a one-
room house with minimal facilities for plumbing etc.  They helped him 
too, with firewood.  “With people like that, they can’t stop smiling at 
you.”   

12:15 Human connection.  “I actually did what other people say they want to 
do on camera.  A little later, in 2007, I had the complete opposite end of 
the spectrum.” 

12:35 Satisfied with tour?  A sense of accomplishment, a checkmark in the 
box.  He got the old adage, “Been there, done that, got the t-shirt.  Not 
just the guy sitting there, speaking out of his arse, ‘you weren’t there, 
man.  You don’t understand.’”  It’s a matter of doing what you’re told to 
do. “No matter where you are, you’re with a great group of guys.  If you 
don’t go, you let them down.  How low do you feel if they go overseas 
and three of them don’t come back?”  Responsibility to your comrades.  
All part of the same group. 

14:40 Bullshit on camera?  “I don’t think there’s bullshit, but people don’t 
know how to speak. What will people think?  I got irked watching TV 
news as I was getting ready for Afghanistan.  CDS had decided to send 
in tanks.  What do they say in their comments:  Currently Canada has 
2700 troops in Afghanistan.  I said to myself, ‘no.  There’s 700 guys over 
there whose job it is to carry a rifle, and 2200 guys to deny them 
equipment and tell them where to go.”  The other 2200 are the ones 
who were there to help, to serve, but he couldn’t get pistols for his 
crewmen because they were “needed” in KAF so troops there didn’t 
have to carry a rifle to Tim Hortons. 

16:20 Tanks are going, something new.  Squadrons take 120 per deployment 
and it’s inevitable he’s going.  “Much like my family history has cancer. 
It’s inevitable.”  He wasn’t in the first rotation, or the second.   But he 
gets put into a cell training replacement crews. Earlier, he’d blown his 
ACL and perhaps people thought he was on medical category.  He was 
still fit.  After he brought this to people’s attention, he was immediately 
scheduled for the next/third rotation.  Coming home from that was one 
of the hardest things he’s had to do.  His kids hardly knew he was in the 
armed forces.  He had to tell his wife he was heading off on workup 
training in a month, then overseas.  Inevitable for a member of a tank 
regiment.  Relatives asked if he had a choice, but he told them he 
wanted to go.  He waited for his turn.  He found it peculiar his wife 
thought he wouldn’t stick up his hand.  “I wanted to go, with 
apprehension.  It’s a real shooting war.  It weighed on my head until my 
tank crew went into action.  Am I going to be good enough?  Will my 
gunner freeze?  A million things go through your mind.”  They were 
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“well trained” at Fort Bliss, Texas.  This is when they learned they’d be 
using Leopard 2s, and have to train in Germany, delaying their relief in 
place.  “This is something I waited and trained for the better part of 18 
years.  My boots had more time in than all three crewmen in my tank. I 
had my boots longer than all three had been in the army.”  He had 
questions about himself and his crew, but in the end it all turned out 
really well. 

22:00 “It comes to the point where there’s lead flying around, RPGs slamming 
into tanks, ambulances hauling out body bags, and you say to yourself… 
you don’t say anything to yourself…you do what you’re supposed to.  
You do what you do.  They guys I was with did what they had to do.  
And if you get recognized, everyone else was fighting just as hard.  You 
just stood out for some reason.”   

23:10 “The absolute pinnacle of my career was the day we got back.  We got 
off the bus in Edmonton.  I wasn’t in a fight, charging and bayoneting 
Taliban. Flying in an aircraft.  It was making it back, with all my guys, 
after doing what I’d trained 18 years to do.  And made it back in one 
piece, with all our guys, back to our families.  That was a pinnacle.  And 
I’ve yet to top it yet.” 

24:20 First contact?  His first action was remarkably poignant, a point in his 
life he’ll never forget.  Apprehension. Will people do what they’re 
supposed to do.  Their job was to go down the Arghandab River with a 
company of VanDoos to recover some equipment.  They went through a 
creek and there was a thump behind them, a LAV had hit a mine under 
the water and lost a wheel.  Huh, they got hit.  Then he noticed ripples 
in the water, someone firing a machine gun at them.  Huh, somebody’s 
shooting at us.  They spun their gun around and the shooting stopped.  
The armoured recovery vehicle started working on the LAV.  They went 
into all-round defence. They were in the middle of the river, about a 
kilometre wide, in the open and scanning.  He heard “a gigantic 
cauldron of bacon flying over our heads”.  Something explodes and he 
realizes it’s the sound of an RPG going through their antennas, four or 
five metres above them.  He saw the puff of smoke and directed the 
gunner onto the target.  He looks for a Taliban trying to escape after 
firing.  “Just like out of a comic book, there’s this guy with a reloaded 
RPG peeking through the grass. He’s only 400 metres away. Minimum 
safe range for my HESH round is 350 metres.  The sight is filled with 
this dude.  I remember saying in my head:  There’s no fucking way it 
can be this easy.  I can’t believe this.  I tell my loader to load HESH.  I tell 
the gunner to feed it to him.  That was the end of my first action.  I don’t 
know what I was so concerned about… the rest of the tour was very 
similar.  Calm, cool and collected in front of the guys… and the guys will 
be calm, cool, and collected right back to you.” 

29:35 “The apprehension was gone in one fell swoop in 25 minutes.  Gone.” 
29:50 How useful was the tank?  “Indispensable. Delayed by 3-4 weeks.  Van 
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Doos went down the river the first time without tanks and got shot 
back, chaos, emptied their ready racks.  Next time, they took a troop of 
tanks, came into action, the tank destroyed an RPG gunner and they 
kept rolling.  They never went out without us again.”  They didn’t know 
how it would work, an English squadron attached to a French battle 
group.  They all learned operational English/French to work together.  
They could understand  a fair amount.  Calm, cool demeanour on the 
radio net.  It had to be. 

32:30 His Mention in Dispatches?  “That was a rough go in our first month, 
down the Arghandab River.  Our job was to be a feint, to attract 
attention while others set up a police sub-station.  Needless to say, we 
succeeded.  My tank alone engaged five RPG gunners and a mortar 
team.  One tank tossed a track.  Spent 60-90 minutes in place.  Had 
foreign fighters using recoilless rifle and RPG against us.  At end of day, 
all tanks were getting hit.  All besides his tank and ambulance.    We 
were starting to get into some dire straits.   Then the ARV was hit by a 
recoilless rifle and that’s when Nathan Hornburg was killed.  He was 
the first crewman killed in a combat role in a tank since Korea. This was 
not 20 metres away from me.  He was killed instantly. The round 
wedged one of the armoured mounting bolts, it went right through, 
right through him.  At this point we’d been under fire for 4-5 hours 
trying to put a track back on.  They were firing from different points. 
We had a fifth tank, the OC Major Gosselin.  He decided we’d had 
enough, called in artillery and ordered the infantry platoon to mount a 
quick attack with the plough tank, but it got stuck.  I wheeled around, 
said I got it, backed out of my position, picked up a platoon of infantry 
and quick-attacked a compound under artillery.  We hit that, made a 
hole in the compound wall with our HESH rounds, drove the tank 
through the hole, and we were in the hole trying to get at the insurgents 
but couldn’t depress the gun low enough.  Got the machine gun up top 
and into action.  I was up top, doing what I had to do.  Not thinking, ‘Am 
I going to get a shiny out of this?’  I did the most foolish thing a tank 
crewman can do and stood up on the tank and fired my carbine while 
they waited for the machine gun to get into action.  So out of that I was 
nominated for the MID for doing a quick attack.  Surprisingly, when 
everyone says ‘that’s Cold War tactics, we don’t do that any more’, I did 
that exact thing.  I did a quick attack in Afghanistan with a platoon of 
infantry, under artillery cover.  An all-arms quick attack.  Just textbook. 
It’s amazing how you fall back on the very basics.  Theatre Mission 
Specific Training be damned.  You fall back on what you were taught, 
even in the 70s and 80s.” 

38:10 Reflexive, but do you think about it later?  The end of that incredibly 
long day, up at 0430… a handful of water and Oreos… in hatch for 18 
hours.  They pulled in, refuelled. He finally had time to sit on a stack of 
roadwheels and puff on his pipe.  Then Maj Gosselin came out after 
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making arrangements for the troops to fly out for Nathan Hornburg’s 
ramp ceremony.  “Did that just happen?  18 hours?  It’s great to be on 
the other side of that.  Ten years later, I still haven’t digested what 
happened on that tour.  There were maybe three times we went out the 
gate and didn’t get shot at.”  The Taliban were challenged to take out 
the Leopard 2s, “super tanks”.  A lot of guys griped about stopping in 
Cyprus at the time, but he says it was necessary.  The biggest gripers 
were the ones who needed it most.  “Listen to what your brain is telling 
you to digest.  If you don’t, you run into issues.  They don’t think 
through or digest what’s happened to them.” 

41:50 What does “digest” mean?  Mentally digest.  If you are going to eat 
something that doesn’t agree with you, it’s going to come out the way it 
went in.  Same with the experiences rattling around in your head.  
You’ll lash out.  An adverse reaction.  Like Vietnam vets:  “You don’t 
understand, man, you weren’t there.”  That’s why they created the 
Legion, a place for buddies to meet who understood each other.  He can 
understand.  Got married in 1990 in Germany.  One of his wife’s uncles 
was in the South Alberta Regiment, wounded in the Falaise Gap, with 
shrapnel pushing out of his wounds 40 years later. He’d let a little out 
after some liquor.  At this wedding reception, this great uncle started 
talking about his time at the war, something no one else had heard 
before.  “It was because this guy [Schall] is a tanker in Germany.  He 
understands.  He was just looking for someone who understood, to 
explain it to him.”  He thinks the Legion can still fill this role.  It’s not 
just a place to go and have a bunch of beers. 

45:10 His state after six months?  “Happy.  Glad to be going back.  Didn’t feel 
I’d left any business unfinished.  This is not like Europe.  I will not be 
going back on any battlefield tours and looking at all the places.  You 
get a certain feeling, ‘I’m never coming back here again.’  I had that 
feeling getting back on the plane.  I left nothing unresolved.  I can sleep 
soundly knowing what I did.  I never shot first.  I think I did a good job, 
not a particularly brilliant job, but a good job.  But no one has any 
reason to be embarrassed.  If you can sleep soundly, that’s a good tour. 
An honourable way to serve.” 

46:30 Decompression in Cyprus?  “A lot of quiet time with myself.  You don’t 
get much time as part of a crew, troop.  Your down time is showering, 
shaving, going to bed.  In Cyprus… I’d go have a nap, sit in the pool… 
meet them in the pub for dinner later.  It was a chance to be alone with 
my thoughts.” 

47:40 Effects of these experiences? An immense sense of accomplishment, 
coming back safely with his guys.  Nothing compares to it, not even 
receiving his MID in Quebec City.  “I could stop being worried or 
thinking about these things.  How am I going to top this, comes to mind.  
But it’s the pinnacle. “ But before going overseas he’d determined he 
wasn’t being taken care of, not being offered a warrant officer course.  
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“I just realized, I’m not afraid to get out.  I can do anything.”  Who’s 
going to want a 38-year old tank commander?  He submitted his memo 
just before the deployment.  He reassured his boss he would do his job 
to the end. 

50:30 How was it for his family?  “It was brutally hard.”  Family is split 
between Edmonton and Medicine Hat.  He took a photo of the tank, to 
reassure them there are 14 inches of steel between him and the bad 
guys.  “I might get hurt, but I’m coming back.  My sister in law said, ‘You 
don’t get to make that decision.  We get to worry until you come back.’” 
Prior to returning home on leave he was in a dozer tank in a narrow 
area.  They break for lunch and provide security while the platoon 
takes a water break.  Behind them there’s an engineer LAV with a video 
camera rolling.  The footage shows the platoon commander at the rear 
of his tank, talking on the tank phone just prior to leaving.  An insurgent 
pops out of a spider hole 100 metres to their front and fires an RPG at 
the tank.  His driver can’t drop his Oreo cookie fast enough to warn 
everyone.  The concussion crumples the rest of them into the turret.  
The gunner thinks they’re dead, but he and the loader are OK.  The gun 
still works.  They review the footage that night and get copies.  He 
brings it home on leave and shows it to his family on the computer.  
“That’s me.  My wife turns white and says, ‘ I don’t want to know 
another goddamned thing until you’re back home safe.  She still doesn’t 
know half the stuff I did.  She hasn’t asked, and I haven’t told her.  How 
hard is it on your family?  She still doesn’t know and I’ll never know 
how hard it is until you walk into the LTF and you’re in one piece and 
you’ve brought all of your troop home.” 

56:00 Final thoughts?  “Everybody joins for something they want to 
accomplish in life. Might be for service, travel, to help people.  No 
matter what, hopefully people join the CF for the right reason—to 
serve.  In past eight years he’s worked harder than ever. If you’re 
thinking about joining, do it for your reasons, but if you do… serve.  
There’s nothing better at the end of it to make a difference.  My whole 
goal in life is to have more than a start date and an end date on a 
tombstone.  The whole job is just to be here on this planet to make a 
difference, and you can really do that in the Forces.  So if you’re unsure, 
jump in with both feet.  There’s nothing stopping you from doing 
something that matters.  Because there are millions who are never 
going to do more than consume air and turn rations into pooh.” 

 Additional details? 
--double-check the details of Nathan Hornburg’s death 
--obtain the video of the near-miss RPG 
--wording of his MID citation? 

 


