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Cpl Duncan Campbell, 41 CER (13 July 2016) 

 
Deployment(s): Afghanistan 2008 
Interviewer/Transcriber:  LCol M.C. Vernon 
 
Note: Quotations are not 100% verbatim 
 
Timecode Content 
0:15 Born and raised in Calgary. Joined Reserves at 17, loved it.  Did as much 

training as he could.  Went on exercise with 1 CER in 2005.  Met guys 
who’d returned from Afghanistan.  The stories he heard, the level of 
professionalism were things he wanted. 

1:20 TF 1-08?  Opportunity came up in 2006.  Spoke with family, but not 
intimately because no one wants to until it actually happens.  Multiple 
opportunities on the armoury floor to volunteer.  Nearly a year’s 
workup training.  He was 21 at the time.  Consistently spoke with 
friends. Knew it was something he had to do.  Didn’t have a solid career 
to hold him back.  Mostly Class B positions, as a unit recruiter, transport 
roles, on courses.  Filling in time until he could go on workup training. 

3:00 Family reaction?  Whole family was incredibly supportive.  Didn’t 
expect that.  Parents were still together then, younger sister.  They 
knew he was very committed. They supported him wholeheartedly.  
Before, during and after.  “After, you begin to see the effect it has on 
your family.” 

4:15 Work up training?  Joined 12 Field Squadron in 1 CER in Edmonton.  A 
lot of training, physical fitness, and courses in Wainwright and 
Gagetown.  Had to make up some courses due to Reserve status.  Two 
months in the field for the final exercise.  A lot of good veterans by  
2007 who provided good training and expertise.  “Almost seemed like 
there wasn’t enough time.  I really enjoyed it.” 

6:10 Hopes? He’d heard stories from vets about combat-intensive tours in 
2006 and 2007, running gunfights.  But also knew biggest threat was 
IEDs, roadside bombs.  This would be one of their main tasks to deal 
with as combat engineers.  Focused on this. 

7:10 “The main reason I wanted to deploy… you spend a lot of time training, 
getting up to the level to deploy.  Some people had those stories.  I 
wanted to validate the training and the time I’d put in in the years 
before.  I wanted to take all that experience and training and take it a 
step further.  The next step in making yourself a capable soldier, to 
reach that pinnacle.  To deploy.” 

8:40 Validate?  As combat engineer, they were attached to somebody for the 
explosive threat reasons—infantry or armoured.  How to look for and 
deal with IEDs, booby-traps.  The main reasons for our casualties.  The 
prospect of getting shot at was also going to happen.  To validate the 
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training, the blood, sweat and tears …the things you learn there, he 
wanted to put it into practice. 

10:30 Expectations?  The heat.  How to prepare yourself physically. Fitness 
and taking care  of ourselves was a big thing.  You see pictures of 
Afghanistan, but it was eye-opening on the bases, in the cities and 
countryside.  An experience no photo could prepare him for. 

11:40 First impressions? Really long flight, about 24 hours in total to get 
there.  “A big mood swing.  Knew about Afghanistan, danger, 
trepidation, excitement that’s been building up.  Work up training was 
about 10 months.  Sadness, worry.  Did I just see my family and friends 
for the last time?  Am I ready for this?  A mix of emotions.”  Too excited 
to sleep.  Tired.  Information by firehose:  where to sleep, eat, security 
and safety briefings.  The units you’re used to being with are all over 
the place, so you’re in little groups.  The size and scope of the base at 
Kandahar is bigger than anything he’d ever witnessed.  Then, a small 
city of 10,000 people.  Told to expect three days of briefings:  medical 
and what to watch out for, when to take malaria pills, IED briefings, the 
area.  But only spent two days before being sent to forward operating 
base. 

15:05 “There’s days it feels like yesterday, others when it was a long time ago.  
Had my 22nd birthday in Afghanistan, and just had my 30th now.” 

15:20 The first FOB was Frontenac.  An hour outside Kandahar City.  The first 
time leaving the wire, that was another big stepping stone.  No idea 
what we were getting into.  Got into LAV III, immediately trying to 
remember what they’d learned on training.  IED indicators, would they 
get shot or blown up.  Everyone nervous, but it turned out to be an 
insignificant trip.  Good way to dip toes in water. 

16:50 Frontenac’s main infrastructure was already built.  They worked 
initially to improve it.  He’d done some heavy equipment courses, so he 
used an excavator to fill Hesco bastion walls.  They got to see local 
Afghans and weren’t sure how to interact with them (contractors).  
Lots of hand gestures, yelling.  Interesting 2-3 weeks.   Then started 
mounted patrols in the area. 

18:50 So much training is focused on those few moments when there’s 
combat or an IED.  They say you get 30 minutes of raw excitement for 
30 days of boredom.  Long patrols.  Got to know the area, Afghan army 
and police.  Weren’t shot at.  Didn’t see any IEDs while at Frontenac.  A 
good stepping stone, to adapt to operational tempo.  Didn’t have to hit 
the ground running and shooting right away.  Might see indicators of 
attacks.  These kept them from becoming complacent. 

21:20 A couple months later, they moved from FOB Frontenac to FOB Wilson, 
in a more dangerous area.  About May 2008, getting into the fighting 
season in Afghanistan, the summer months.  They saw the transition.  
Some time in May, they were doing a lot of night time dismounted 
patrols, infantry with engineers, platoon or company-sized patrols. “It 
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takes getting shot at to fully comprehend that there are people that 
want to kill you. It kind of flips a switch in your head.”  One patrol, we 
started late at night, carrying heavy loads, hot.  “Started hearing what 
we thought were animals calling to others, but it was bad guys. “  
“Waiting for the company to catch up, a burst of 10 machine gun 
rounds hit the ground a metre to our right.  I’ll never forget the look on 
his face and he’ll probably never forget the look on my face.”  It took 
half a second for them to get behind cover.  From that moment on, it 
flips a switch, getting shot at became a more instinctive thing.  How to 
react under fire. How that changed me. 

25:00 Other incidents?  The first he went to an IED strike.  An Afghan army or 
police vehicle hit an IED.  By the time the quick reaction force got there, 
casualties had been taken away.  They secured the site.  But seeing 
what it did to a vehicle, the size of the hole it made in the road… they’d 
seen pictures and heard stories, but seeing this made a  strong 
impression in his mind. 

26:20 Another day… there had been Canadian deaths… the first time it was 
guys he knew well it was three other engineers in his unit.  He came 
around the corner at the FOB and another section was being told about 
it, walking into a bad conversation.  Who got hit.  “That day will forever 
stick in my mind. It was really hard.  Guys we’d lived with and fought 
with for over a year.  That was hard.  But the next day, we had a big 
battle group operation planned.  We knew we had to go out.  No time to 
mourn or attend ramp ceremony.  We had to get out and do our job.” 

28:15 As tour progresses, you get familiar with the threats, and get confident 
with your job and how to do it.  Professional competency.  Not 
cockiness. Awareness.   Didn’t realize he’d reached this point until they 
started to handover with new soldiers.  “They had every weapon they 
could have on them.  They were green.”  Mentoring them gave him a 
good feeling, teaching them how to survive. 

29:40 Stressful situation with explosives?  They were on a big operation, 
mounted in LAV IIIs.  If they were worried about a section of road, 
they’d dismount with specialized tools to investigate.  They got really 
good at it.  “You get a Spidey sense, good at knowing what to look for, 
but it feels like rolling the dice.  Finding IEDs is not easy.” 

31:00 With LAVs watching, they searched the road.  One sapper said, “Check 
this out.  I think I found one.” They’d done thousands of searches and 
hadn’t found one.  “The day you actually do, all your training needs to 
come into play real quick.  Definitely, it was a cookie cutter IED.  Had to 
give our head a shake.  Blew it in place.  Placed more explosives on top 
to sympathetically detonate it.  Another milestone.” 

32;45 For fun?  When you get time off, it depends on operational tempo.  Not 
abnormal to have a day or two off. No set schedule.  They never did 
guard duty.  They were always on operations or quick reaction force.  
Have to do laundry, to use the phone or internet.  Called home once a 
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week.  One of the greatest things.  Go on the internet.  Once every few 
days.  Enjoyed reading the news to find out what’s going on back home.  
Requested newspapers and magazines.  “We were so secluded from 
that stuff. Hockey.  Found out who won the Stanley Cup long after it 
happened.  Down load and turn off your mind.  Read books.  Watch a 
movie.  Exercise. Couldn’t get enough of that.  There’s a saying, 
‘Boredom breeds stupidity’.  We did a lot of pranks.  Played with a 
football.  Volleyball net at Frontenac.  Stuff to get away from what we 
had to do the next day.” 

36:15 Pranks?  A friend,  way too chatty and cocky.  “We bet him $100 he 
couldn’t go without talking for 24 hours.  We got him to talk.  Then it 
turned into a fistfight.”   

37:00 Hyper-vigilance?  You see it in individuals over there.  Almost none of 
them had deployed before.  First time they’d been in the field for that 
long.  “Didn’t have a haircut for five months, abnormal for military.  
Couldn’t shave due to water shortage.  Fit, tanned, skinny, switched on.  
Work well together, but stress adds up to fights between best friends.  I 
look back and can’t remember why I got punched in the face.”  It’s 
leaders’ role to keep guys focused when they need to be.  To grab your 
buddy or snap out of it yourself. A lot of distractions and a lot of 
monotony, but it’s overshadowed by the danger.  The hypervigilance is 
necessary and it needs to be fine-tuned. 

39:45 Superstitions?   Not really.  If I did, it turned out well.  You get to the 
point as a soldier you know how to prepare.  You’re expected to do that 
on your own: stay hydrated, stay clean, take malaria medication.  This 
is not a weekend exercise.  End is too far in sight.  It’s important to take 
care of yourself.  Cleaning rifle or gear become second nature.  “First 
time you get stuck with a backpack that has the wrong straps, not 
enough water or food, it’s not just about comfort.  It’s about surviving.  
Will affect the people you’re with.”  Saw innocent Afghans trigger IEDs.  
You want to find an IED so that doesn’t happen.  Everything you do has 
purpose in mind. 

42:40 Pressure?  He was usually dismounted or crew commander of LAV. The 
engineers are usually first or second in the convoy, looking for 
indications or reasons to stop the convoy to investigate for IEDs.  As a 
corporal, that’s a big responsibility for a corporal.  What’s the risk of 
stopping or not stopping.  “You wish you had all the time in the world 
to do it, but that’s not safe.  And there’s a bigger mission picture.  You 
have to say, ‘we’re as confident as we can be in this situation’.”  They 
sometimes had IED dogs to sniff out bombs.  A big asset.  “If I do have 
thoughts, it’s quite often associated with looking for IEDs in a road. It 
plays over in my mind every day.” 

45:30 HLTA?  It was about 20 days from FOB to KAF to Mirage.  Went in July.  
For the first time, no weapon with him.  “You have to decompress to 
have fun.  Excited to go to Thailand for the first time with two guys 
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from my section.”  Excited to see beer, real food and a porcelain toilet.  
Parents are retired, so they met him there too.  Having faced the 
dangers, it was good to see them again, especially knowing he’d be 
going back to Afghanistan. You can forget about it for a little bit.  

47:45 Tough to go back?  “The second goodbye from my parents was hard.”  
Excited to go to Thailand, but once it comes to an end you have a doom, 
you know you’re going back into the fire.  Going back, knowing what 
they were going back to, made it harder to leave.  While they were 
gone, there were probably other Canadians killed.  It was still the 
fighting season, end of July, early August.   Getting shot at, looking for 
IEDs. 

49:25 Last weeks?  His section left before he did.  He made “the foolish 
mistake”,,, he took the opportunity to go on decompression with his 
best friend, which meant an additional three weeks in Afghanistan.  He 
ended up waiting, since his section had left earlier.  He went back to 
FOB Wilson for a while.  “I took an incredible amount of abuse for being 
the guy who volunteered to stay longer in Afghanistan.”  More patrols, 
handover.  “Had every prank in the world played on me because I was 
the guy who volunteered to stay in Afghanistan. “  Only worked out to 
being another three days (out of three weeks) outside the wire. 

52:20 Leaving?  Nervous.  Excited beyond belief to go home.  “I’d just done the 
biggest thing in my life as a 22 year-old.  Had spent so much of my 
adulthood preparing for it.  Excited beyond belief to go home.  Nervous. 
Don’t know why.” 

53:30 Decompression in Cyprus?  “The biggest part is going from Afghanistan, 
General Order 0 which means no alcohol, to Cyprus.  Combat units 
party pretty hard.  Funny stories about that.  Meetings and briefings in 
the day time about managing stress and anger.  Who to call.  If you 
woke up and made it to those things, you were allowed out at night.  
Went out at night and had as much fun as possible, while still attending 
the briefings. I don’t think we were the most attentive group.  But just 
about everybody made it.” 

55:00 How useful was TLD?  It was useful to physically go somewhere else, 
somewhere foreign, not straight home.  It’s called decompression for a 
reason.  To hold yourself back from the excitement of going home was 
good.  “By the time we left Cyprus we were too hungover to do much 
damage in Canada.”  The briefings and talks, he wasn’t that receptive to 
them.  “It’s difficult knowing you’ve been in that danger, then read a 
Power Point about how to deal with it.  The mind can’t comprehend 
that.  But even if one line or one slide helped a guy, then it was worth 
it.” 

57:00 Reception in Canada?  He and his buddy Mike were the only engineers 
on their flight.  One of their OCs and sergeants-major met them at the 
airport.  That was important. To see familiar faces again, including 
leaders from 41 CER.  “It was really cool getting into Edmonton.  
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Fighter jets escorted their plane into Edmonton.  The bus from the 
airport to the base, humongous police escort, people applauding and 
cheering.  Pretty cool.  A happy memory.  They blocked traffic.  Gave us 
VIP treatment for sure.”  Got to base and wanted to go out to a 
restaurant, have a beer, see Canadian girls.  Had a day in Edmonton to 
turn in kit.  No one needed them, so they headed home.  “The fastest 
I’ve ever made it in a car Edmonton to Calgary.  Still in desert CADPAT. 
Parents knew he was coming.  Tried to get back into normal life at 
home. “  Didn’t have his own place, so stayed with his parents.  No job 
to go back to.  Young and single.   A new start from there. 

1:00:45 Toll on parents?  Noticed it as soon as he got home.  Seeing the relief on 
their faces.  Heard them say things.  He thinks 30 Canadians were killed 
while he was there. “I told them before I left, don’t worry about what’s 
on the news.  If something happens to me, you won’t hear it on the 
news.  That’s what we were told to tell our parents.  When a soldier is 
killed in Afghanistan there’s a media embargo on the base and until 
they tell the family they don’t release that in the media. Unfortunately 
while I was there, that rule didn’t get followed at one point.  So there 
was a 24 hour period when my parents knew three combat engineers 
had been killed. That affected me.   Felt guilty knowing what they had to 
go through.  Knowing the effect it has on your family and friends.” 

1:02:45 Transition?  It was good.  Got home.  At 22, didn’t know what he wanted 
to do.  Took some time, some vacations.  “Treated it like my own 
decompression time.  But got bored.  Got a security manager job.”  It 
wasn’t easy to sell people on the fact he could something other than be 
a soldier in Afghanistan.  But the experience made him better in every 
way.  He found a way to transition to something else.  When talking, 
you have to remember to act accordingly with civilians.  Try to teach 
them what you can do.  “I felt it was important to talk about where I’d 
been and what I’d done.  Lots of casualties.  People didn’t understand.  
Many people thought he’d been in Iraq.  It was important to tell them 
what we’d done and why people got killed and hurt there.  I don’t take 
it lightly.  It helped me to do a lot of talking about it.”  One man in the 
unit, with three tours, advised them “When you get home, don’t stop 
talking about it.  Maybe not some stories.  But when you stop talking 
about it.  You’re going in the wrong direction.  So I talked to a lot of 
schools etc. 

1:07:00 Always got good reactions, with some exceptions. There’s some that 
leave a bitter mark.  Don’t remember them specifically.  Most are 
grateful and want to thank you for deploying and serving.  “It’s 
important for them to put a face to the news.  It helps to know people 
back home –even strangers—have your back. Morally.” 

1:08:15 Issues?  Hardest part was transitioning home.  You’re hypervigilant.  
You have a specific mindset there, and coming home and turning it off 
is not easy.  “I don’t like hearing fireworks, it just bugs me, or a CB 
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radio. “  Transitioning back, finding your place, was difficult.  Also 
difficult returning to the Reserves specifically.  Still has difficulty with 
both things.  Different level of training and focus.  Can be hard for a lot 
of guys.  “A lot of guys don’t know where to find themselves in the 
Reserves and get out of the army.” 

1:10:30 Changes?  As a person, the biggest thing it did … caused him to grow up 
quickly.  Taught him an understanding of responsibility and leadership.  
Engineer corporals can have more responsibility.  “It was a good thing 
that happened to me. I don’t think I would be as successful as I am 
without that experience.  As a soldier, the workup training gave me 
more than a lot of reservists do in their career.  Then couple that with 
Afghanistan.  Plus combat and battle group levels of operations gave me 
an understanding of the big picture in the army. I hope I can pass on 
those skills to a younger, newer guy in the Reserve.” 

1:13:10 Miss it?  Every day.  “I don’t know why.  Thought about this a lot.  Not 
everybody wants to be a soldier or to deploy to Afghanistan, but when 
you’re there…. When you know you’re competent at what you’re doing, 
and I didn’t realize until I was home.  The memories—a lot are bad, but 
there’s a lot of good ones about being with my section or attached to a 
platoon.  The level of comraderie is hard to find.  It even sounds weird 
to me to say I missed it.  But I wouldn’t change my decision to go.” 

 Additional visuals desired: 
--2008 TV news report about three engineers being killed (before NOK 
notified) 
 

 


