Hello Everyone!

Well, as you all know, I arrived safe and sound into Afghanistan on 1 Feb 2006. It took us 4 days to fly here-quite an adventurous 4 days! 

The Trip

The first stop was Trenton, Ont where our plane got held up for 4 hours because of problems with the fuel tank. That got fixed and we finally left for Preswick, Scotland. Upon arrival there, duct tape fell off and the fuel tank gave up completely. We ended up spending 36 hours in Preswick. For those of you who haven’t been there, there isn’t a lot to do for a bunch of soldiers without civilian clothing who aren’t allowed to drink or leave the immediate metropolis of Preswick. Anyway, got our own rooms in a local hotel and, as usual, managed to have a good time( I had never been to Scotland and have decided that it would be lovely to go back and do some hikes. 

From Scotland, we flew into Zagreb, Croatia. That was really different! It was fun to be somewhere completely different from the UK or North America. It made me realize that I really haven’t seen much of the world (that I remember, Mum and Dad!) The stopover was only a couple of hours and we were ready to do the final big leg to Dubai, UAE.

Dubai was amazing. It was too bad that we arrived at a crazy time in the middle of the night (0200 local)…the base is set up like a resort. Complete with mini-golf, movies, mini-bar, etc. Wow. Even at 0200 it was impressive. I need to highlight this because of the huge contrast to KAF (Kandahar Air Field). More on that in a minute( Oh, I should also mention that there were beautiful showers, air conditioning, heat when you needed it, and all the guys had their own rooms. The location seems amazing…I can’t wait to stopover there when we fly back(
As you know, I was pretty apprehensive about the trip into KAF. I knew that we were going to fly ‘tactially’ and was a little concerned that I’d totally embaress myself and throw up all over some of my soldiers. I’d never been in a Herc (the big planes that the military uses to life heavy equipment and move personnel-Herc stands for Hercules). It was HUGE. They crammed in so much kit, it was amazing. They drove the tractors right onto the plane to drop off the crates with our kit in them. Then, we got on. I discovered that the reason they can fit so much stuff is because they cram the people all together in the smallest space possible. We sat in four rows, the center two with our backs to each to other, facing the other row. We had to sit with our legs alternating, because otherwise we didn’t fit. The flight was 3 ½ hours long. I didn’t sleep much! The tactical flying part was pretty tame. The Pang Screamer prepared me well! No-one from my flight threw up, which was nice( We arrived into KAF around 0830 local time.

The Camp

I need to emphasize that the camp is HUGE. It is about 16km long and employs 5000 civilians. There are about 7000 troops here from many nationalities. I have seen American, Dutch, Romanian, and British troops so far. The Canadians aren’t quite all here yet-they should finish arriving by the 3rd or 4th of Feb.  The local Afghans get paid $1 day (US). Initially, they tried to pay them $3/day, but the workers kept on getting killed. I guess that the unemployed guys would ask for a job and be turned down. He’d then wait outside for the next guy to come in, then he’d shoot him. Unemployed guy would then walk in and ask for a job. After a couple of incidences, they lowered the salary. It really makes you think. 

The camp is separated into chunks, with each nationality organizing their camp the way they see fit. There are 3 kitchens spread around the camp, and you can eat in whichever one you are closest to. The food seems to be okay. There is a lot of deep-fried stuff, but an okay selection of salads and vegetables. I won’t get fat, but I shouldn’t starve, either. The hours are very flexible, so you can basically eat whenever you get hungry. 

The bathrooms get their own paragraph. I thought that I was pretty realistic, but even I will emphasize that it is pretty bad. There are two cess-pools in the camp where all the raw sewage is dumped and purified. Depending on which direction the wind is blowing, it can be quite strong. The guys in charge of it definitely deserve to be on that show “the Worst Jobs Ever”. We are about 300m from the closest bathrooms. You walk into the room and there are 10 toilets, each surrounded by a curtain that never shuts the whole way. We are about 500m from a row of porta-potties. Depending on my mood, I can choose company or not( The showers are about 1000m away, but they are great. There is lots of hot water for the women’s showers and the water pressure is great. The showers aren’t coed, so don’t worry, Dad. I guess the guys are usually out of running water; it sucks to be them, I guess.(


The camp was originally sand, but I guess that was pretty hard to walk on and got really dusty. Someone decided that laying down a bunch of gravel would be a much better decision. I guess it is, but the result is that your feet always hurt from walking on the big gravel chunks. Plus, the danger of rolling an ankle is ever-imminent. I imagine it is like walking on the beach-I will get used to it.

There are a fair number of facilities spread about the camp. There is a Canada house, where I called Mum and Dad from. There are 10 phones right next to each other. There is a pretense of privacy given by the paper-thin boards that are put up between people. The ideal is to end up between two people speaking French, that way you don’t get distracted by their conversations. The phones have the added benefit of being right next to the airstrip, so any planes taking off or landing cut out all conversation. They also get cut off periodically, so don’t panic if I’m on the phone and it dies. I guess the wires are above ground, so they get tripped all the time by vehicles. There are also 10 computers there. My computer account is set up now (that is how I am emailing)…I should emphasize that the 10 phones and 10 computers are for the 1200 Canadian troops that are in KAF. So, I’ll apologize of time for not calling/emailing often and for calling at weird times. The trick seems to be typing out the email on my laptop, and then emailing it as an attachment. This way, I can write a lot more and not take up a lot of time on the net.I really don’t like talking with all the people around, so I’ll apologize now for being pretty quiet.

Other facilities include the gym, which I haven’t been to yet but apparently is quite nice. There is also an American house, Dutch house, etc. I haven’t visited those. There is a subway( and a Burger king on the American side…there is also a huge US department store that I haven’t been to yet. I’m going to get the big tour this afternoon. I’ll tell you all about it in my next letter(
What else? Oh, there is no power. There is power on the camp, but it hasn’t been run to our tents yet. They expect it to take a couple of weeks. Right now, there is a communal building where we can re-charge stuff. The down side is that you have to sit there while it re-charges because theft is a problem. I’m glad that Jay got me the computer that re-charges in a much shorter amount of time(
I think that is it that I can think to tell you about the camp. Tonight, I will be meeting with the American unit that is currently working in our area-it will be interesting to hear all of their stories and get their take on the area.(
The Area

Wow. I knew that we were going to be on a desert surrounded by mountains. I knew that it was going to be hot. I knew that there would be a lot of sand. I knew that we would be about an hour from the city. I didn’t know that it would be so beautiful. It is kind of like cutting out a piece of southern Manitoba, filling it with sand and putting it in Canmore’s location. It is beautiful. The mountains seem close, but I know they are at least 50km away. The air is very dry, which is lovely. Even when it’s hot, it’s a dry hot( I am very glad that we came in the winter, because it is not unbearable. I can’t wait to get out to see more of the country. Tory-I will find you a great rock( I am going to start taking pictures today, and I will send them home as soon as I get a good collection.

The Mission

I know that I told you guys a fair bit of stuff before I left about where I will be working and what my routine will be like. Not too much has changed from that. I can’t email any details about where I’ll be going or when. Nor can I tell you over the phone when I’ll be in the camp or when I’ll be gone. I’m sorry about that, because I know you all worry. But we need to be pretty secretive about it so that no-one finds out ahead of time where we are going or when. I know that you all understand. I will keep a journal and tell you all when I get home( In the mean-time, please understand when I am very vague!!

The Guys

I am in a small tent right now with 9 other officers. There is about a foot between our cots, so it is pretty tight. This morning, I put my lock inside my combat boot. Then, I picked up my boots and yelled out “Scorpian check” as I tipped my boot upside down beside my buddy’s cot. There was a big “thump” as the lock fell out. My buddy, Howard Han for those Shilo folk, shot out of bed like he’d been shot. It was pretty good( The good news is that I no longer need to worry about being the first one to scream like a little girl(
Morale is pretty high, as we are all glad to finally be here. The last check was 196 days (give or take) until we come home.

I think of you all often and can’t wait to see you all again. I hope that life on the home front is interesting as usual and that you are all remembering to smile. 

Nich

