Week 9-12

3 May 2006

Hello All,

I am feeling a certain amount of performance anxiety as I sit to write the latest letter…I have received so much positive feedback from the other letters, I don’t want this one to be a disappointment. I know that I have been gone for a while, so I will try to recount the last month’s activities as accurately as possible.

On the 29th March, a soldier from Charlie Company, the infantry company that I work with, was killed in action in a forward operating base (FOB). 3 others were injured. The Ramp ceremony was especially moving, as it was the first time in a long while that a Canadian has been killed overseas in a firefight. I was in the front rank, standing beside the three injured soldiers as we saluted someone who epitomized everything that Canadians in Afghanistan represent. Private Costall was killed in a firefight, defending the FOB from over a hundred Taliban soldiers. The gate that he died defending has since been renamed “Costall Gate”.

Three days after Private Costell’s death, my party with the remainder of Charlie Company moved into the forward operating base (FOB) to assist in its defense. We were told that we would be going for 1-7 days. 29 days later, we came back to KAF( This latest letter will be about my time in the FOB.

Although the FOB is not physically that far from KAF, it took us 30 hours to reach it. We had intended to leave at first light from KAF, but the powers that be conspired against us, and we had a hard time tracking down all of the interpreters, medics, etc that are ‘must haves’ prior to rolling out of the wire. Finally, we were ready to leave…just in time for the Sunday afternoon market in Kandahar city. Our vehicle convoy was huge, almost 50 vehicles. To make it a little more manageable, we left in 5 packets of 8-10 vehicles. I was in the second packet. 

Just prior to my packet hitting Kandahar City (or KC, for those who are in the know), packet 1 hit and killed a donkey. They were unable to properly secure the area, so they pushed on, directing packet 3 to deal with the donkey and owner. My packet took a different route. I can’t quite describe what it is like moving our huge armoured vehicle through a city teeming with people, kids, donkeys, dogs, carts, shops, and cars on streets that are designed for small cars. To mitigate the risk of suicide bombers cutting between our vehicles, we drive very close together and move quite quickly. My hat goes off to our drivers-mine kept us within 5 feet of the vehicle in front for the hour that it took us to drive through the city-amazing. 

Anyway, just prior to my packet getting out of the city, packet 4 discovered that they had taken a wrong turn and were now about half way up a one-way street, going the wrong way. To make matters worse, packet 4 was made up of the guns and gun trucks…about 70 feet in length per truck. There were 2 of them, plus the other vehicles in their packet. A 3 point turn was not an option! I was impressed by the Lieutenant who came over the radio and said, very calmly, “Um. We seem to be going the wrong way up a one-way street. We are trying to convince the traffic in front of us to turn around. Any security you could send us would be appreciated”. That took about an hour to sort out. In the mean time, my packet was stopped on the edge of KC…not a great place to be. That was when the intelligence hits reporting a suicide bomber in a white Toyota corolla heading our way started to get sent in. 

As we knew we were going to be stopped for a while, we pulled over to the side of the road, and started marshalling vehicles. They had to be quickly searched and then allowed to pass through. KC has a LOT of vehicle traffic, and we were trying to do a thorough job without holding up people…a big traffic backlog is the worst PR move ever, as you big city readers can appreciate. After about 10 minutes, we realized that we had pulled over in front of a boys’ orphanage. There were about a hundred boys of all ages outside, ostensibly playing soccer. I couldn’t count the number of times they kicked the ball over the wall and had to come out to get it, en masse. It is funny to me that boys are boys, no matter where you are(
Anyway, as the threat of suicide bombers continued to escalate, every second car seemed to be a white Toyota corolla with one person in it and suspicious packaging in the back. Everyone remained calm, and once again, I was amazed at the professionalism of our soldiers. We had been moving traffic for about an hour when Packet 4 eventually met up with the rest of our convoy…only to discover that one of their vehicles was incapable of going more then 5km/hour…recovery had to be called. Packet 3 had also met up with us at this point, after unsuccessfully trying to locate the dead donkey and owner. I’m not sure why the guy wouldn’t have stuck around for 2 hours, waiting for more military people to show up and question him about his donkey…although I understand why we can’t just pay off guys when stuff like this happens, it makes the remuneration process very long and frustrating for everyone involved. Recovery arrived about an hour later for the downed vehicle, and then we were ready to roll. 

We had moved about 20 minutes outside of KC when the next incident happened. You have probably all seen pictures of the LAVs and the cannon on the front? Well, we have the ability to traverse the cannon in all directions. When we are driving, we usually alternate sides that we are pointed at, to maximize coverage. For example, my vehicle will take from 12 o’clock to 3 o’clock. The vehicle behind will take from 12 o’clock to 9 o’clock, etc. Anyway, one of the LAVs passed too close to a truck, hitting the truck. Fortunately, the truck was static, and no-one was in the front of it. The turret was knocked right around, hitting the two soldiers standing in the back. Both were seriously injured and were sent back to Canada for reconstructive surgery-but both will be okay. The highpoint of that was the one guy with a smashed in jaw, concussion, broken nose, and serious whiplash who said to the medic “Doc, my head really hurts”. To which the medic replied, “no $H!T, buddy.” ( They were air lifted out, and will both be okay.

We were then ready to carry on…oh! I should mention at this point that I then saw my first honest-to-goodness unmarked minefield. It really wasn’t that exciting. It is hard to believe that such small and inanimate things can cause such pain and destruction. The mine was an anti-tank mine, and definitely off of the road, so it didn’t cause us any difficulty.

At this point, we were ready to carry on. We stopped to refuel, and then began our last 30km cross-country portion around suppertime. We thought it would take us about 3 hours. 15 hours later, we rolled into the FOB. Why did it take so long, you may ask…well, let me tell you(
We were going cross country, which wasn’t too bad. The area was hard packed sand with rolling hills, and was quite easy to drive on. It was just getting dark as we started, so we had to slow down a fair bit when it got dark. We were driving without any lights, using our thermal and night vision devices to see. It worked okay. We had been going about an hour when someone realized that we had lost a vehicle. As in, it had completely disappeared off the face of the planet. To make it even more bizarre, it was a big truck about the size of a semi-trailer that we had ‘lost’. We started to look for it, and ended up getting two helicopters to come and help us to a search. 2 hours later, we found it. I guess that when everyone else turned left, these guys turned right. They then drove off a 10 foot drop, where they scared the crap out of themselves. As perhaps anyone would do in this moment of crisis, they then turned off the engine and all the lights, and sat in their vehicle, waiting for help…finally, we found them. 

As we started to move forward again, the vehicle in front of me hit a huge hole, scaring the crap out of their driver. Their communications gear was also knocked out. They stopped and sat there. This might sound stupid to you, but please keep in mind that we had been traveling through pretty stressful ground for about 20 hours now, and tempers were wearing a little thin. As everyone who knows me well can attest to, I am quite patient and understanding of indecisiveness in others, especially when I am tired and hungry and just want to get to the end point. I must confess to using words that would shock my parents as I climbed out of my vehicle to go and sort out the vehicle in front of me. It was at this point that we started seeing the tracer fire…

My Sergeant started to yell at me to ‘get in the f*c!ing vehicle’, as I was busy yelling at the vehicle in front of us to start ‘your f*c!ing vehicle’…if only Lisa LaFlemm had been there for that one! Anyway, what the tracer fire didn’t do for the vehicle in front, my-ah-words of encouragement seemed to do the trick, and they started up. The tracer fire really wasn’t aimed at us, so that was okay…we think it was likely being used as a way of signaling between the villages that we were en route. Anyway, no one was hurt by it, which is the important thing. We carried on…

The rest of the trip was pretty uneventful. Well, asides from the 3 vehicles that got stuck, but we could self-recover those, so that wasn’t a big deal. The only really funny thing to add was that the Americans who were leading us kept on falling asleep at the stop points…as in, completely unconscious. I managed to scare the crap out of one of them, as I drove up my vehicle (much bigger then a hummer) and pretty much nosed them forward, until they woke up( I must say, that restored my good humour(
Finally, we arrived at the FOB…which is where the adventure truly begins(
I can’t talk about the security of the FOB, or its exact location, or its name. But I can tell you that when the 150 of us showed up, there were 2 toilets. Oh, the toilets were also communal (ie. No walls around them)…that was it for amenities. The toilets were also like the ones in Jarhead, where some unfortunate soul gets to burn the contents of the bucket once a day. Needless to say, a high priority for everyone was to build more toilets. They were completed by the 3rd day there, which was awesome. Showers came about 2 weeks later, as we settled into the realization that we were there for the long haul.

The area itself was beautiful and the wealthiest area that I have seen yet in Afghanistan. Houses had basements and some even had second stories. Some would not have looked out of place in downtown Brandon; it was amazing. Most houses had electricity, virtually every house had a generator and reliable water source. I saw my first poppy fields, and was amazed at how beautiful they are. They also don’t look anything like the poppies that we wear on Remembrance Day, in case you were curious. They grow like tulips, very tall and very straight with big flowers. Not that I am an expert, but I can now tell you which ones produce the best heroine…it was an interesting few weeks!

It was a lot warmer in the FOB then back in KAF. It got up to 57’C at one point-I kept on telling myself that it was a ‘dry hot’, but I’m not sure how much that helped( I think that the worst was that we had no way of freezing anything. We were drinking bottled water, but by lunchtime, it would be at least 50’C…you were so thirsty, you had to drink, but it was almost too hot to drink. Crazy. We experimented with keeping it in the shade, in a wet sock…but it was still gross, warm water. 

Two highpoints that are worth mentioning at this time. We had been there about 2 ½ weeks when a team of specialists came up from KAF to check out the area. They flew in by chopper (no 30 hour road move for them!). The officer asked me how I was finding things, I said that they were pretty good as we now had showers. I pointed with pride to the 4 stall shower booth that the Engineers had built for us. The officer said “wow, that would be amazing. Do you have a towel that I can borrow?” I stared at him in stunned disbelief, and then responded “Buddy, I came out here with 4 sets of clothes. I have been here for 20 days, and I don’t know when I’m going back to KAF. Even if I had a towel, I wouldn’t let you use it.” I didn’t see him again after that.

Another high point-we were on hard rations throughout which is about as exciting as it sounds. Anyway, we had been there about 2 weeks when a couple of Americans came over. They had a refrigerating unit with them. Apparently, they had thawed out some steaks, but they had thawed ‘way more then they could eat’. They wanted to know if we wanted any. We, of course, said yes…they were delicious! I don’t think that I’ve ever had steak that good(
We left the FOB basically every day or night, depending on the scope of what we were doing. The area that we were in had not seen any mechanized coalition forces before. The last mechanized forces that they had seen were the Russians. Understandably, they weren’t too fond of us- at least not initially. It was really encouraging to see the difference between the locals’ reactions when we first showed up to the last few days. Kids were starting to wave, and elders were coming forward of their own volition to talk to us-it was wonderful. I wish that we could have stayed there longer, but it was not to be.

The trip back was, if anything, longer and more exciting then the trip out. I won’t go into all the details…basically, take the trip out but add a couple more serious vehicle break downs and an IED strike that didn’t hurt anyone, double the length…and 3 days later we were back( All in all, quite a month.

