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Timecode Content 

0:10 Why volunteer?  He’d been fishing around for a deployment beginning 
in 2010.  After 25 years of service, had never deployed.  Had always had 
a civilian career, and three years Class B.  Needed to get a deployment 
on his resume in order to advance.  Wanted Afghanistan, but Sierra 
Leone was easier to get for a CWO.  Swapped dates with another 
soldier.  Arrived May 2011 as the sergeant-major of Horton Academy, 
the staff college for the Republic of Sierra Leone Armed Forces. 

1:45 Reactions?  Why go to Africa?  Well, for starters, it was the only tour 
offered to him.  Friends and family were supportive, but his wife got 
more supportive when they started discussing mid-tour leave.  Not a lot 
of people knew much about Africa.  Only about 400 Canadians have 
deployed to SL over ten years.  He contacted several PPCLI WOs who’d 
been there, including Kevin Kehoe, who’d been there several years 
earlier. 

3:40 Workup training?  His personal preparation was adequate, but unlike 
Afghanistan workup training that ran for months, he went to the Peace 
Support Training Centre in Kingston for several weeks with the odds 
and sods going to small missions around the world.  Three weeks of 
basic army training.   It was an eyeopener for the Navy and Training 
Development people destined for the same mission.  For him, a good 
three-weeks in Kingston. 

5:20 Mission-specific training? The Ottawa desk officer briefed them for a 
day about the details. They expected to be 11 Canadians in Freetown, 
with their administrative support in Ottawa. 

6:10 Expectations?  He wasn’t prepared for the nighttime arrival.  It was a 
high speed hand-off with the guy who was itching to get home.  He 
arrived on his home. Calgary-London-Freetown.  “If you want your 
experience about being a minority, be the white guy who gets off a 
plane in Africa.  There’s 300 or 400 other people.  So that’s what it’s 
like.” 

7:20 First impressions?  The one thing that stuck with him, the sights and 
sounds.  The smells always stick with him.  The airport is crowded, full 
of people. The smell of mass humanity, biggest bugs he’s seen in a 
while.  Not understanding local dialect.  Hope you’re in the right line.  
Present your Yellow Fever card.  In the luggage area, some kid tries to 
take your bag to make a buck, so you push him away.” He was met by 
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his counterpart and the deputy commander of the Canadian task force.  
Had four barrack boxes with him.  Got into a van crammed with people.  
Went to ferry dock.  Into a Land Rover around midnight. Travelling for 
20-22 hours.  “I was surprised to see how busy it was so early in the 
morning.  Cool enough to socialize.  Little fires burning.  Dropped off at 
the IMATT camp—International Military Assistance and Training 
Team.  Get yourself a cold beer and wonder if you made the right 
decision.” 

9:30 IMATT compound?  “A bit of an oasis in Freetown, which is pretty 
crowded.  Fenced compound on a hill.  Relatively modern.  Clean water.  
Security force.  Only chlorinated pool in the country… though we’ll call 
it a firefighting reservoir.  Canadians in Arakan House each had two 
rooms and their own bathroom.  Two kitchens. TV common room.  
Deck.  Gymnasium.  Mess.” 

11:10 Canadian roles? Force commander worked with CDS office. Training 
development.  A Navy bosun and a stoker/mechanic. A medic. Task 
Force CWO who worked with the British, Americans, Ghanaian, 
Jamaican. 

12:20 British?  Got on well in general.  Relations with NCOs depended on who 
Canadian sergeant-major was.  Previous (nameless) sergeant major had 
not been particularly sociable with the Brits and others, and that 
affected the overall tone of relations.   The view was that the Canadians 
were anti-social.  His group was more sociable, thanks to several key 
events. 

13:20 Impressions of the RSLAF?  The officers/school staff were “a little 
wanting. Not focused or driven. Pretty smart guys, however, who didn’t 
have tools or background we have.” He got involved running a CWO 
course for the first time.  A real eyeopener.   One week into his tour he 
had to assume responsibility for the course because the other Canadian 
NCO headed off on leave.  His expectation level was high, based on 
Canadian experience earned during Afghanistan. Furthermore, RSLAF 
NCOs don’t have the backing of their officer corps.     

15:00 A funny story:  Working through some basic problems, he raised one 
about how to solve domestic issues with a soldier’s wife at home.  Got 
blank stares.  The oldest NCO said, “It’s not our position to solve that 
problem.  It would be Mama Queen.  She rules the housing.”  She is the 
wife of the highest ranking soldier in the PMQ patch.  Any family-
related issues, she has final say—like children’s theft, adultery etc.  She 
can evict families from the housing. 

17:10 How relevant were NCOs?  To a large degree, “irrelevant.”  As keen as 
Canadians were to teach them, the British Army had never really 
focused on training the senior NCOs.   But the British staff officers 
didn’t see the need.  Canadians have a firm belief in the command team 
concept, but it’s non-existent in the RSLAF and the senior levels of the 
British Army (based on the British in IMATT).  Officers in RSLAF would 
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just ignore the NCOs, including the Forces CWO.  These are the people 
with warfighting experience in the SL civil war.  But officers wouldn’t 
seek their advice.  He tried to give them the confidence to ask the 
questions that needed to be asked. 

19:45 How impoverished was the RSLAF?  Less now than it was, but it’s 
broken.  “It’s great job in SL.  Comes with a bag of rice every month.  
Comes with housing.  Great place to hang your hat for 20 years.  Better 
than other options in SL.”  He went on a trip around the country to 
inspect military property/ranges in the interior and noted that civilians 
had encroached on military land.  Weapons were stacked, rusted, 
broken.  There were supposed to be 18 C6 machine guns with 
sustained fire kits.  They found 12 and only 2 SF kits.  This is in lead-up 
to country sending a battalion to Somalia.  Mortars were also a 
shambles. 

21:45 Machine gun course?  To prepare for Somalia/Kenya, they needed some 
warfighting training.  They had a recce unit in Darfur before this.  He 
and CWO Mike Lacroix taught basic machine gun course, instructor 
course.  They were using Russian/Chinese machine guns.  They had to 
sign them out from the RSLAF in order to familiarize themselves with 
the weapons.  Leaving the RSLAF camp, their vehicle was stopped and 
inspected by a soldier who didn’t notice “200 pounds of machine gun 
tied to the roof.”   

23:25 These circa 1974 weapons had never been used.  Cleaned with diesel 
and varsol.  Roughly-machined so they had to file parts down to make 
them fit.  No instruction manuals for either Type 85 or 12.7mm DhSK.  
They sought help from US Embassy.  A package with the books showed 
up within a week. 

24:40 They taught the course at Benguema, outside Freetown.  IMATT had to 
supply money for food, but learned that most people weren’t getting 
fed.  Sorted it out eventually. 

26:00 They taught several courses between them.  Wrapped up with a live 
shoot using broken down vehicles, a stack of computer parts.  The 
eyeopener for the candidates was the level of damage that 
concentrated machine gun fire could do. 

27:00 Instructional challenges?  Had to lower expectation levels, reduce it to 
basics.  In Canada, candidates would read the material in the evenings. 
In Africa, many were illiterate, fatigued by disease, working at another 
job in the evenings.  Had to slow it down, more repetition, the basics.  
Didn’t get into complex issues for coordinating fire.  Especially the idea 
of indirect fire, shooting at something you can’t see.  Bullet trajectory.  
Stuck to direct fire.  Challenge was to stop instructors from smacking 
students. 

29:30 Range conduct?  Have to announce it to civilians, fire several rounds in 
advance.  MG range trace included people who were working in the 
area.  Broadcast on the radio, checked for people.  Had to physically 
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check that the range was empty before shooting.  Problem came at 
night, in part due to lack of illumination. There was some screaming 
from down range.  Some kids had got onto the range and hunkered 
down.  It’s the nature of the environment. 

31:15 Mortar course?  Members of the Parachute Regiment came out to assist 
an IMATT NCO with his mortar range.  Tied into MG range to be more 
effective.  Ammunition and tube diameters were not in sync: 81 mm/82 
mm.  Brass, targets etc were stripped by the locals the night after the 
range, so there was nothing to clean up the following morning. 

32:35 His trip to Ghana?  Working on professional development for the NCO 
corps, he and CWO Derek Monroe got invited to go to Ghana.  The 
British NCOs were envious.  They were well-received, toured around 
the Ghanaian facilities—a more  professional army than the RSLAF.  
They even had French and German language schools due to 
connections with their technical/weapons connections.  A more 
functional NCO corps, though not entirely trusted by officers.  A blend 
of British and US models.  Colonial ties to the former.  

35:00 Motivation?  He did several jobs, which was fortunate in order to avoid 
boredom.  (Jobs already described separately.)  Some personality issues 
ticked him off.   

36:00 Other incidents?  Ran a great Canada Day party with beef jerky, a quiz, 
NGOs and locals.  Rigged up a bull in the pool using a 55-gallon drum.  
Stampede theme party.  He got a brand-new BBQ delivered to SL.  Its 
predecessor was a health hazard.  A business colleague in Calgary 
supplied it, a $2000 Webber.  Shipping it was an adventure.  DHL 
Express would have cost $14,000.  Kelly liaised with the British 
Quartermaster, Maj Rock, who put them in touch with several former 
girlfriends, one of whom worked at DHL.  It cost Belgian Formula 1 
tickets, and a Canadian hockey jersey, to seal the deal. They tracked its 
delivery every step of the way.  Assembled it the evening it arrived.  
Had to cut off the new regulator off in order to use the old regulator to 
make it work.  Greatly improved morale for the Canadian mission. 

39:45 Stetsons?  Managed to get some white Stetsons via MFRC Calgary (but 
too late for Canada Day).  Great photo of all the key HQ staff wearing 
the hats in Freetown. 

40:35 His contribution?  Very happy, but not sure if they moved the yard 
markers necessarily.  The older guys on the sergeant-major course 
didn’t get it, but the younger NCOs did.  His British officer boss was 
uncomfortable with his initiative. 

41:45 He’s still in touch with many of the Brits, being pretty outgoing.  “You 
gauge your success around whether people still want to talk to you.”  
He got invited to Brit departure parties.  Got along with most 
Canadians, with one or two exceptions.  Some friction points. 

42:30 Returning home?  He arrived in May during the rainy season.  Left 
around 12 December.  Supposed to be on the mission for seven months, 
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but British colonel approached him in his final week to see if he’d be 
interested in overseeing construction of a built-up area for pre-Somalia 
training in 2012.  He agreed, then told his wife.  In hindsight, “not the 
best way.”  Now he was returning to Africa for a further three months.  
Bought his wife a diamond ring to make amends. 

44:25 Not many people around over the holidays and he was fed construction 
plans (ie, work) while he was on leave at home.  His wife wasn’t 
thrilled. 

45:00 The project?  He flew back the morning after the regimental Burns 
Dinner, not a good idea.  But IMATT was also hosting a similar dinner 
and he was asked to bring a five-pound haggis (frozen) and to deliver 
the Address to the Haggis.  He also packed Canadian beer into one 
barrack box.  Ran into an IMATT sergeant who was also bringing more 
haggis.   

46:45 The British colonel introduced him, stressing how in typical IMATT 
fashion a Canadian who grew up in a French part of Canada would 
deliver the speech in Gaelic to a roomful of Africans.  It went well.  “Hit 
it out of the park,  drank some of the colonel’s whisky.” 

47:20 He had a budget of 250,000 pounds to build a small village in which to 
train the RSLAF how to fight in built-up areas.  Use sea containers on 
concrete foundations.  Had only one bulldozer and one forklift.  Found 
the former at the MND’s house, where it was being used to dig the 
minister a pool.  Difficulties around determining what to pay locals.   
Made the concrete on site.  Rudimentary construction 101 on all levels.  
Getting the sea containers was “the Achilles heel.”  Went through 
American channels to get 40-50 sea containers through Pacific 
(Architects?).  Then the police showed up, telling him the sea 
containers were stolen.  (They had paid 90,000 pounds for them.)  He 
declined to drive out to Benguema (or Pademba Prison) to discuss the 
matter.  The police agreed to meet at IMATT.  But they did discover that 
there was a string of sub-contractors involved.  “So I can’t say, hand on 
heart, they weren’t stolen.  But I can say I didn’t pay for them to be 
stolen.” 

51:05 All in all, it was more of a shakedown, than detective work.  They 
threatened him with jail.  Detective couldn’t read the written evidence 
he provided.  Police couldn’t prove where the sea containers came 
from.  And he wasn’t prepared to pay to “make an arrangement.”  They 
later noticed a CRV in a place that surprised them.  The CRV followed 
them.  They confronted him, a SL police officer.  He confessed to being 
tasked to follow them.  They raced ahead and lost him.    It was a little 
unnerving during his final few weeks, conscious of being followed.  He 
restricted his movements, travelled with others.   He made sure he had 
an escort right to the airport.  “It was pretty unnerving.  My wife was 
concerned.  You get bit by snakes or spiders, but the thought of going to 
prison in Africa really wasn’t thrilling anybody.” 
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55:05 Superstitions?  He talked to a lot of people, bartenders, NCOs.  There’s a 
witchcraft culture, but you don’t know what you’re looking for.  He’s an 
identical twin and in western Africa the superstition dictates that one 
be killed at birth.  Kill the evil one.  How do you know?  Well the good 
one’s alive.  They were shocked to learn that both Kelly twins are alive.  
You also don’t want to be an albino, hunted down and killed.  It’s good 
luck to actually eat one.  A recent National Post article confirmed the 
practice continues.  Then there’s the witchgun:  People get sick because 
somebody wanted you to get sick, for some nefarious reason. If you 
wish to curse someone, they use a witchgun (a stick, a pen, an umbrella 
will do) to cast the curse.  It takes root in remote villages.  They bury 
talisman in boxes or around villages.     Canadians might doubt it, but 
we accept everyone has their own god or deity to believe in.  If this is 
what they believe, they really don’t have much else. 

59:25 Sacrifice of the white bull?  There were a lot of in-service deaths by 
soldiers, probably malaria-related.  It’s like frostbite, you get it 
repeatedly.  The army commander decided there was a need to 
sacrifice a white bull or cow.  So it was done near the cotton tree 
downtown. [It was actually done, I recall, at Joint Force HQ elsewhere 
in Freetown.]  “It’s a good thing we weren’t there for the Ebola crisis.” 

1:00:30 Feelings about Africa now?  “I’d go back in a heartbeat and it drives my 
wife insane.  I’m in love with the culture.  There’s so much more I want 
to see.  Africa is still the large unknown.  A lot of people don’t know the 
mission existed.”  He describes another soldier’s experiences in SL just 
after the civil war concluded.   He’d spent years training Canadian 
soldiers how to be killers, then went to Africa and found himself 
training killers how to be soldiers. A real turnaround in perspective.  
“There’s so much we don’t know about African culture.  I was really 
drawn to it.  I’d go back tomorrow.” 

1:02:50 Effect on him?  As a soldier, it affected how he delivered training, the 
need to throw away the rulebook.  Work to ensure the audience gets 
the message, instead of delivering it by rote.  It was his first time to 
Africa, and the level of poverty and destitution was shocking to him.  
“You have to dissociate yourself from what you see every day.  Kids 
with swollen bellies.  People picking through garbage.  You can’t let it 
get to you.  We had a mission, not door-kicking, but a mission.  A couple 
of people in 2012 couldn’t get past this and struggled with it.”  He now 
knows which charities he’ll give to, based on the size of the vehicles he 
saw parked in their compounds overseas. 

1:05:05 Another big learning thing was the spirit of the people, as broken as 
their system and government were.  They’re just happy people.  “The 
happiest people I saw everyday were the schoolchildren walking down 
the road in their school uniforms, all different colours.  They were 
happy as pigs in shit.  The human spirit can pull itself out of the mud if 
it wants to.” 
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1:06:15 He and the others also did well playing the weekly Trivia contest in a 
bar in Freetown.  They guy who replaced him at Horton Academy 
focused strictly on that job.  But Kelly wanted to push himself and took 
on more things, sometimes to the chagrin of his British lieutenant-
colonel boss.  Including Ghana, machine gun course, contracting 
experience.  If he’d done just the sergeant-major job, he never would 
have seen/experienced 80% of these other things. 

 Additional details? 
 


