Week 6-8

 25 March 2006


Hello Everyone,

I am afraid that this letter will be a long one, so go and get a coffee (Tim Horton’s if you can swing it; I really miss my Single Singles() and pull up a chair. There is so much to say, I am not even sure where to begin. The good news is that you can feel free to skim if your eyes start to glaze over.

I just got back from Operation Sola Kowel (Pashtu for Peacemaker). I was deployed north of Kandahar city for the last two weeks. It was an incredibly challenging and rewarding experience. I feel like a poster child for why people should join the military-it was an amazing 15 days.

We did not stick to any type of routine, as hard as that may be to believe for those who know me well. One of the biggest challenges here is trying not to set a pattern. The local informant system is better then any CSIS network imaginable, so we try not to give them any more help then necessary. We make sure that patrols always go out at unpredictable intervals and that our routes change at bizarre places. This is not as challenging as it sounds, as a vehicle break down (very common) or road on the map that doesn’t actually exist (happens all the time) force us to change our timings and routes frequently. The big joke is that there is no way for the bad guys to guess our next move, because we aren’t sure yet, either( One of those ‘funny because it’s true’ statements(
Anyway, our mission was to move into isolated areas, either by foot or with our vehicles to meet with the local elders and conduct shirras. Shirra is the Pashtu word for ‘meeting’ or what we are calling ‘leader engagements’. Essentially, a group of 30-50 soldiers shows up on the outside of town. A smaller delegation of 5-10 soldiers and 3-5 Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers (depending on the size of the town) goes forward under the remainder’s watchful eye. They ask to speak to the village leader and/or elders. In every village that we visited (I lost track after 10), this was absolutely no problem. A group of 3-10 men would show up, with one designated leader. They would sit down somewhere in the open, watched by the remainder of the men in the village. We would watch our emissaries very closely for security reasons. Then, the shirra would begin. In most of the villages, after about 10 minutes of pleasantries, the chai (sweet tea) and bread would be brought out. They would also bring out candy and sometimes soup. Then, the real business would begin.

I was honoured to be invited to 2 different shirras. I really thought that the whole female thing would be a huge issue. It was, but not in the way that I thought it would be. The first time, it was an ANA commander who insisted that I be included. It was not that my leadership was excusing or excluding me-as an artillery officer, I was set in a position of overwatch doing my job…the infantry officers were involved in the actual shirra. Anyway, I had to climb down from my precarious perch on the side of a mountain to drink chai. I am not sure how serious the discussion was before I got there, but once I arrived it quickly centered on my marriage status. The big shock was not that I was in the army, but that I was married and in the army. The fact that my husband was not also a soldier was even more disturbing (don’t worry, Jay, I said that if you were strong enough to handle me, you didn’t need to be a soldier, too() The remainder of the discussion revolved around my inexplicable lack of children. The elder offered to go inside and get me some milk and bread, as diet was probably the issue. He was 67 and had 2 wives and several children under the age of 10…I said that my husband would definitely say that one wife was enough. He thought that was hysterical, and I was a hit. 

The second shirra that I was invited to was quite large. About 15 elders turned up with close to 20 children. We are always relieved to see children, as it means that the meeting will probably go smoothly. Anyway, here the issue was not my lack of children, but my availability. My boss was apparently asked if I was available to marry one of the elder’s sons who looked to be about 15. After we’d established that I was already married, the issue turned to the all-important one of baking bread. When I confessed that I could not make the delicious flat bread that they serve (like a flat naan bread) the elder asked “Can you at least boil water to make chai?” I was quite indignant in my response “Yes!!” which amused them all(
Working with the ANA and interpreters was eye opening to say the least. I am always astonished at the way that the military acts as a great equalizer. It doesn’t matter where you are from, or how much money you had growing up or the size of your family. It doesn’t even matter what country you’re from or your level of education. Once you’re out with other soldiers, doing your thing, we are all the same. We respect each other based on ability, not background. We value a positive attitude, determination, and a good sense of humour. The ANA possessed all of those qualities to a high degree.

The ANA soldiers are very professional and very competent. They are also in amazing physical shape. Watching them run up and down the mountains with all of their gear was phenomenal. Seeing how proud they are of their country and how determined they are to work towards peace was inspiring. They are paid very little and do very dangerous work-it is not rhetoric for them. They really do want to get rid of the Taliban and Al Quaida to make their country a better place.

The interpreters are even more idealistic. They are paid quite well by local standards, but many of them risk their lives by coming out with us. Some don’t want to go into specific areas, because of past family conflicts. One interpreter was born in Afghanistan, but his family fled to Pakistan in the mid-70s. He came here two years ago to be an interpreter, as he feels it is his way to help Afghanistan. He spoke Farsi, Pashtu and English without any problems at all. He invited my Sergeant and I to the interpreter’s home for dinner some time in the future-that should be very interesting!

 I think that my proudest moment over the last 15 days was after a 10km march with a 2000 foot altitude gain. I was carrying approximately 100lbs of kit. It was a lot. It was the most physically challenging thing that I have ever done-and I’ve done some crazy stuff. There were two points where I almost gave up. After we had done the climb up, and were coming down through the valley, one of the ANA soldiers came up to me with an interpreter. The interpreter said “they want me to tell you that all of the ANA are talking about you, because you have done this march with us”. I said, “tell him that I am talking about them, because they can run up and down the mountains”. After this message was translated, the ANA soldier came up to me and said in broken English (better then my Pashtu): “I fight Taliban. I fight Al’Quaida. You fight also. Dersi. Mananna” (Dersi is Pashtu for ‘very good’ and Mananna is Pashtu for ‘thank you’). 

Another proud moment-we were in a village and were just getting on our kit to walk to the next town. I had attracted a crowd of 5 men aged 15-60 who were watching me. It is kind of funny, I can sort of see why the Afghan women cover up their faces. The men are pretty bold. I am not sure how I am going to feel walking through a town without attracting a crowd-it will be quite humbling after all of the attention that I am getting here( A man that must have been at least 60 came over to help me put on my rucksack. He almost took a knee lifting it up, but he did it. It was really neat. (
Anyway, the interpreter came up and had a 2-3 minute conversation in Pashtu with the 5 men who were watching me. Then he turned to me and said, “Please excuse their staring. They are just very surprised that you are a woman working with all of these men. I have told them that you climbed over the mountain with us with your heavy bag and that you had no problems. They think that you must be very strong. I explained to them that you are just like the men, and that you can do everything that they can do the same as them.” It was perhaps the greatest statement of equality that I have ever heard-and it was given by a Pakistani-raised, Afghan male in the middle of an Afghan village that is only accessible by a 5 km walk up a mountain. It just goes to show that anything is possible and that stereotypes are often completely wrong.

…….

I have skipped over the media. We had what we call ‘imbedded media’. Imbedded media are media personnel who get to live and work beside us for a specific length of time. In addition to the privilege of going without running water and plumbing, they get experience the news stories as they happen. I have to say, their drive and focus is noteworthy. I don’t think that our media person really knew what she was getting herself into, but it was pretty impressive to me that she stuck it out. She and her cameraman were out with us for 4 days, and then they went to another company for the remaining 4 days. For those of you who have lost track, that was a total of 8 days out of the 15 that the rest of us were deployed. 8 days without a shower or any plumbing whatsoever is a pretty big chunk of time for anybody, let alone someone without any real ‘hardship’ training. I was impressed.

Lisa LaFlemm was the reporter, I don’t know the name of her cameraman. Anyway, Lisa latched on to me right away because she felt that I would be a ‘good story’. For those of you who don’t know my take on media, I’ll just spend a second to say that I agree that they serve an important purpose. I agree that soldiers are often misrepresented, and the only way to fix that is to get media onside and to give them honest stories. But I’d much rather that someone else be the one talking. Anyway, my crew was pretty excited, because every time she filmed me, they were there but they didn’t have to do any talking. I was interviewed several times.

I am afraid that I was a dismal failure on the interviews. She interviewed me right before we left. She kept on asking me if I was scared or apprehensive. I said ‘no’. This last trip out was my crew’s 13th time ‘out of the wire’. (We’re no longer keeping track) She said ‘well, this is a much bigger operation for a much longer period of time through less traveled areas”. I agreed, but said that what we do doesn’t change, regardless of the length of the operation or its location. Our drills are the same, as are our preparations. She then asked me what my biggest concern was. I said that it is that I will make a poor decision that will hurt someone unnecessarily. That is my biggest fear, and something that I think every leader struggles with all of the time. All I can do is try my best and hope that I will do the best possible thing for my guys. I don’t think that was really moving enough for her, which was kind of ironic because it is almost all consuming to me.

She also interviewed me giving orders. I tried very hard not to swear, but I don’t think I was successful. I’m sorry, Dad. I guess that if it makes it to the documentary, they’ll cut out the swearing part or beep it over or something. 

A couple of days later, she asked me if I was finding the conditions really rough. I said ‘Not really. We are getting more sleep then we get back in Canada on exercise, and the weather is nicer.’ She asked if I was really stressed about hearing of the IED (improvised explosive device) attacks that had happened that day. I said ‘no. We all know it could happen to anybody. I am just glad that everyone is okay’. That was the last time she interviewed me. I’m afraid that my 15 minutes of fame will be more like 15 seconds. The only story that might make it on is when I called in a ‘contact’ of two men carrying rifles. It turns out that they were two guys with umbrellas…false alarm. That will probably make it to the documentary(
…….

Most of the areas that we visited were accessible by a dirt road or, more often, through the dried up river-bed that served as a road. We would see the odd truck or motorbike; however, it was quite unusual to see vehicles. For the most part, people walk from place to place or they ride camels or donkeys. I saw a couple of horses in the wealthier towns, but they were not common. Occasionally, we would see one tractor that obviously served the entire town or sometimes towns. That was it for machinery. No running water. No electricity. No generators. Nothing.

The towns were beautiful. The homes are made out of packed mud with small doors and tiny windows. I think that this must be to conserve heat at night and keep it cool during the day. It must take a LONG time to build the houses, as the water has to be carried to the location, mud has to be made, then it has to be packed, then it has to dry…and the process repeats itself. Along with mud houses, each home is fenced in with high mud or sometimes rock walls. The walls then make a compound, giving each family unit privacy and space. It is interesting, the human desire to claim something as their ‘own’. In the middle of nowhere, a single house will have a wall around it, claiming that space. 

There are gardens everywhere, and they are terraced with an irrigation system that would do any civil engineer proud. We walked around a town that was about 5 km in circumference. There was a series of gardens terraced up the mountain-side with irrigation and drainage systems interconnecting the whole thing. It was kilometers long…all done by hand. Not to mention the planting, weeding, and harvesting which is all done by hand. I can’t wait until the summer when everything will be in bloom. I wish that I had my Dad’s gift with a camera to capture the colours properly.

We passed hundreds of nomads. The Pashtu word is “koochi”. The men wore the traditional Afghani dress of dark browns and blacks, but the women wore beautiful bright coloured clothing. Unlike the rest of the women we saw, the koochi women did not cover up their faces or hands. The families traveled herding hundreds of goats and sheep. I don’t know how they could possibly keep them all together. They had dogs that looked like great danes crossed with horses-beautiful, massive things. They also had camels. Lots and lots of camels. Our interpreter said he’d try to get me a ride on one next time. I’d love to ride a camel( I can’t even fathom that lifestyle. Moving each day, setting up a tent shelter in a likely area. Spending a few days there, then moving on to the next place. They took our presence in stride and just carried on doing their thing.

….

A few other highlights that I should mention. Last week was the Afghan New Year. I, along with about 15 other people, was invited to the Afghan National Army New Year’s celebration while we were out. They slaughtered three goats in celebration. I’d never had goat before. It tasted sort of like chicken…just kidding( It was actually quite good. They roasted it over an open fire and served it wrapped in the flat naan-style bread. Then there was the soup. The soup was like a chicken broth except that it smelt and tasted like you had just dug the goat up from under a rock. I was lucky enough to get an extra serving of fat in mine. Wow. The only thing that I can even remember tasting as bad was the dead seal that we had in the NWT…and that had been left decomposing for days. It was completely disgusting. I don’t know where I got the intestinal fortitude to finish it off, but I drank my cup without making a face or anything. It took about 12 hours for me to get rid of the taste, though. Ugh. Talk about memories that I’ll never forget(
……

Hopefully, all of that gives you a little sample of what the last few weeks were like for me. I am going to do better on the next Operation out. I will take a notebook and actually keep a day by day journal so that I don’t forget anything. There are so many things to write about and share with you all.

I keep thinking about my grandparents, and what they must have gone through in World War I and II. This is nothing compared to that. I have an end-date. I know that I’ll be home sometime in August. I have the ability to come back to a warm tent and call home to hear my Mum’s voice. I have the ability to check email and send a message instantly. I am so proud of all of the veterans that I know, but especially both of my grandfathers and grandmothers. I am in such good company in uniform. It truly is an honour to be wearing a uniform overseas. 

I want to talk about is the importance of family and friends. I think of you often, especially when I see especially different or funny things. When I got back there was a stack of mail. I’m not kidding. Like, over 25 envelopes. I’ve written back to about half of the people now, and hope to get through the rest of the letters tomorrow. It means so much to me that so many people have taken the time to email/write/mail newspapers and letters. Thank you. 

Home sometimes feels very far away. Especially when it is Saturday night and we have deep fried catfish at the mess, because our mess is an American one and they eat some strange stuff…your letters make me feel that much closer. Thank you.

Finally, I ask that you all think, pray, meditate, whatever it is that you believe works about Captain Trevor Greene, the soldier who was attacked by an axe at a shirra several weeks ago and seriously injured. His condition remains serious but stable. Please think of his family and of him. He is an excellent person.

Nichola

“Don’t be afraid to take a big step if one is indicated. You can’t cross a chasm in two small jumps” 

–David Lloyd George-

