
Sgt (Ret’d) Kurtis Sanheim, 19 June 2016   
 

Rough Transcript 
Sgt (Ret’d) Kurtis Sanheim, Calgary Highlanders (19 June 2016) 

 
Deployment(s): Croatia 1993 
Interviewer/Transcriber:  LCol M.C. Vernon 
 
Note: Quotations are not 100% verbatim 
 
Timecode Content 

0:30 Joined in Regina, moved to Calgary and worked on a horse ranch.  Saw 
signage advertising for reservists to go overseas in 1992.  Went to 
Mewata and in January 1993 he went to Winnipeg for workup training 
with 2 PPCLI.   This would be for Roto 2 to Croatia, a summer tour.  He 
was 19 when he moved to Calgary. Was 20 when he started his 
training, and turned 21 overseas.  Deep down he wanted to help others 
who can’t help themselves.  Knew it was a bad war.  No internet then, 
so hard to know full extent of the war.  He’d joined the Militia in 1990 
and was a corporal overseas.  “A part of me wanted to see what a war 
was like. That excitement or nervous energy.  Grown up watching 
Vietnam-era movies.  Nasty, so I wasn’t excited to experience that, but 
peacekeeping seemed different. More valuable.  Am I good enough? Will 
I be a good soldier overseas?  Like being a fireman for three years, 
never having fought a fire.  Excited to live in operation setting for six 
months.” 

4:10 Some selfish rewards: a medal, uniform, a sense of “look what I’ve done, 
a tiny amount.”  He came back on leave to see his fiancée at the time.  
Sitting in Toronto beside some men in suits, one asked where he was 
coming back from. “It was like everybody stopped in the room, turned 
and looked, asked me all kinds of questions, bought my meal, shook my 
hand, kind of neat.  First time it seemed like people in Canada cared.  A 
reward beyond ourselves.” 

6:10 Workup training?  A lot of weapons drills and field training.  Much of it 
based on Second World War in Europe.  In Winnipeg January-March.  
Warmest was -18 Celsius.  So they went to California, Fort Orde, for a 
month to replicate Croatia.  Trench warfare, fire and movement 
practice.  “You thought in your head, this is crazy, we’re never going to 
use this.  We’re going to be manning drop gates.  In between 
belligerents.  But later we got shot at, and that changes everything 
because you’re not on a one-way range any more.  We go into this field 
where shots came from.  A series of rock walls.  We sweep across the 
field, doing fire and movement drills from hedgerow to hedgerow.  
Expecting contact at any time.  Didn’t get it.  But funny that we actually 
used those drills.  And trench warfare, digging in, is also an older 
concept.  But in Medak, the reserve company dug trenches.  They used 
rubble and a destroyed building to augment their C6 position.  We 
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actually did dig in, in preparation for combat.  But we never had to fight 
from these positions.”   

10:15 In typical military fashion, a lot of workup training time was wasted, 
sitting around.  Learned some Serbo-Croat language and about the 
culture.  “I wouldn’t say it was pathetic, but it wasn’t that well-run 
compared to what can be done today.”  A lot of them didn’t find it that 
effective or helpful. 

11:30 Expectations?  “We were very nervous, scared.  We had heard from the 
tour before about gunfire in the streets.  The story of a soldier on a 
previous tour rescuing a soldier under fire.  They estimated 10 % of us 
wouldn’t come back.  Nobody showed fear, but I personally was quite 
worried.  I had to settle it in my heart.  Come to terms to what I was 
going to do, and it was worthwhile.”  They thought the people 
themselves didn’t want war.  “We were worried there would be 10% 
losses.  I wasn’t good at talking to my parents, so I wrote them a letter:  
If I don’t make it back… A lot of us wrote that letter.”  Plane trip was 
about 17 hours long.  He and others didn’t sleep, even though they’d 
partied the night before.  “So nervous with anticipation.  Wide awake 
the whole time, not even a yawn.  Probably 30 hours till we got some 
sleep.  Didn’t know what we were getting into.  Expected gunfights to 
continue.  But not as bad as we thought it was.  Two people died on our 
tour.  We were very lucky.” 

15:30 Parents’ reaction?  Friends?  As reservists, they worked civilian jobs.  
He was on a horse ranch.  Guys there knew he was in the Reserve.  Told 
them he’d be quitting to go to Croatia.  They were excited for him, 
thought it was honourable.  His parents never told him not to join the 
army.  “I always played with guns, always made little forts in the trees, 
put paint on my face.  So my parents were expecting that, but probably 
prayed their kid didn’t get killed.  My fiancée was also in the military, so 
it was pretty positive overall. 100% supported.” 

17:15 Reg/Reserve?  He had a lot of struggles.  Used to go to Milcons.  “They 
didn’t like us reservists.  Oh, you stupid reservists.  They thought they 
knew so much more.  But we had guys who didn’t have as much 
training but were excellent soldiers, while there were knuckleheads in 
the Regs too.  So, good and bad in both.”  He estimates 70 % of those on 
his tour were reservists [CONFIRM].  In A Company, all his leaders were 
from the Airborne Regiment, so well-experienced.  “Every one of them 
commented what a great group of soldiers we had.  There was no 
animosity overseas.  We were all full-time.  A few soldiers who weren’t 
good got sent home.  I’ve already said a reservist works harder because 
they work weekends, get no sleep, then have to go to work Monday.”  
But they went to the field for shorter periods.   He thinks reservists 
worked more overall, because they didn’t waste time in garrison.  
“Have to be more self-disciplined in order to physically maintain 
yourself, your fitness.  Not with ‘the group’.”   Have to dig deep into 
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personal discipline.  He thinks Regs/Reserves were equals in the early 
90s.  “We wanted to be there.  Regular Force guys didn’t get a choice.  
You just go. You might have issues, PTSD, but you’re going.  But 
reservists get to choose. Wow, you guys volunteered for this. “  
Company leaders appreciated this.  Had no choice, when 70% were 
part-timers. 

23:25 First impressions?  Drove in buses at first.  Got in M113s and trucks 
later.  Start noticing that bumps in the road are actually shellholes.  All 
kinds of war movies at the time, and that’s what conditioned his 
observations and expectations.  Half the buildings they passed were 
burnt-out, with bullet holes in the sides.  His platoon moved into an old 
hospital.  One side—he won’t say which—had come in previously and 
shot everyone in their beds.  They moved into this former hospital.  
“Thank God we didn’t have to exhume the corpses.  That really affected 
the guys in Supply Company who had to clean up that situation.  Hard 
to deal with. Oh my goodness, this is the real deal.” 

26:25 90% of tour was boring, checkpoint manning—Whisky Charlies.  
Started doing 12 hour shifts.  This burned out people.  Like midnight till 
noon.  The hot dog stand was a sandbagged position near the 
checkpoint.  Then bigger structures.  Lived in Atco trailers with 
showers and toilets.  Sewage truck came every few days to clean them 
out.  They had weights, and a heavy bag.  Could go running in the town, 
with a pistol and accompanied by 2-3 guys.  Typical day, patrol in an 
armoured vehicle along back roads and in hills.  People in UN Protected 
Areas were not allowed to have weapons, but they did.  Also did foot 
patrols in the town, like police officers.  Offered drinks of slivowitz, 
plum brandy.  Had a designated drinker.  They didn’t respect the 
soldiers if they didn’t drink.  It was potent and knocked them out at 
first.  Like local police work, slow and boring and literally sitting at the 
gate with a slung rifle.  90% of tour for privates and corporals was very 
boring. 

30:30 They were literally between both sides, zone of separation.  The 
hospital was on the Serb side.  Had several local girls, paid about $30 to 
clean and help cook, every day. He chatted to a Serbian woman with 
two young children.  “She said, I’m teaching my kids to hate the other 
side, so when they grow up they can kill the other side.  I thought in my 
head, how’s this ever going to stop if the next generation is being 
trained to hate.”    

32:30 The 10%?  It was frustrating because Liberals had cut back on 
spending.  They were using APCs built for the Vietnam War.  “When we 
were full and moving up a slope, we could get out and walk faster, it 
was so slow.  Equipment and gear were so bad… “  Loses his train of 
thought.   

33:50 One day they pulled off in an orchard.  Beautiful countryside.  Lots of 
fruit.  The M113 was at the right level to pick the fruit.  There was a 
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canopy of leaves above them, peaceful moment, when it’s interrupted 
by gunfire.  They scramble to leave.  Three men had stopped a vehicle 
and machine-gunned everyone.  “We got there and it had just 
happened.  They’d shot them through the legs, guys were spread out all 
over.  One guy’s magazine was empty and he just kept pulling the 
trigger.  They were using fingers to plug bullet holes.  Blood all over the 
pavement.”  They went looking for the three men who’d done it.  It 
reminded him of an earlier hunting trip, pushing bush to move deer out 
of the bush.  “We formed a line of soldiers down the highway and the 
other company formed a line to push through the bush.  Same kind of 
scenario.”  He had a machine gun.  “We were really nervous.  If there 
are three guys with weapons who’ve just done this, they’re going to 
shoot first.  This is like that deer hunting moment, but this time they 
might shoot back.  They were obviously very good shots.  It was very 
eerie.  At any point you could have had a crosshair on your head.  But 
we never did find the guys. “  Years later, he learned it might have been 
a Mafia hit, drug-related.  It might have been organized crime killing 
cops. It was crazy to have this during the war.   

39:25 They were on the checkpoint WC8 and were driving back in an Iltis.  
Then heard a rocket grenade had hit the checkpoint.  His best friend 
was up top where the RPG hit.  Everyone was called out.  It turned out 
well, however, because they hadn’t pulled the pin on the RPG so it 
didn’t explode—was that deliberate (a message) or inept?  The gravel 
flew up on impact, so it taught everyone there a lesson.  They searched 
the whole area, kicking in doors, looking for the shooter, but they were 
all dressed in civilian clothes. “They could simply sling their weapon 
under their jacket and walk away and you couldn’t tell.”  This incident 
stood out. 

42:00 Effect on peacekeepers stuck in the middle?  They expected this.  The 
guys at Medak, talking to them over the years, at the time it stayed 
silent for 10 years.  They were frustrated they couldn’t stop the 
atrocities there from happening.  But orders were to maintain the line, 
not attack one side.  Don’t fire until fired upon.  If they’ve got weapons 
and are pointing them at Canadians, what do you do?  “It’s very 
diplomatic.  A section commander pulled a weapon on a man with his 
hands in his pockets.  The man pulled out two grenades, his hands in 
the pins, coming forward and screaming in a language we didn’t 
understand.”  Sometimes a Polish soldier helped them to understand 
what civilians were saying.  “Everybody was a suspect.  I can’t 
remember if they tackled him or he settled down and put his hands 
back in his pockets.  Took him to the police. “  Someone he saw recently 
reminded him of a party that turned into a riot, using a Maglight to hit 
someone in the arm, breaking the man’s arm.  This is after people got 
drunk and belligerent.  “Moments of pure pandemonium when you’re 
sure you’re going to get killed. Frustrating.  Not weapons or war. Just a 
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rough nasty culture, with people getting drunk and shooting their 
weapons in the air. Hard to distinguish between events, to know when 
to intervene.” 

47:00 Another time, went to a house where it was suspected people were 
storing weapons.  Junk everywhere.  Rubble.  Old mattress laying 
against the door.  Several soldiers walk up to move it, but feel for 
booby-traps first.  Hear a click, it’s a grenade bomb and it goes off.  
They’re shell-shocked but not bleeding. But then he notices a huge hole 
in his thigh.  That was the end of his tour, an Airborne master corporal.  
This happened just a few weeks in.  He recovered fully from his injury.  
But the other soldier has struggled with PTSD ever since.  He stayed on 
the tour because he wasn’t physically wounded.  A freak incident.   

49:20 His thoughts at the time?  It petered out and got mostly boring.  It was 
rare.  Most excitement happened at start of tour.  “You were almost 
itching to get into a fight, but you didn’t want to. Nervous anticipation.  
Then settled into the routine.”  They would send the message that if 
shot at, they’d respond with numbers and force:  “Don’t mess with the 
Canadians.”  Quite a few other countries, Argentinians, French, British.  
Some of them wouldn’t even leave their compounds, they were so 
afraid.  The enemy would shoot at them even more, to intimidate them 
into cowering in their compounds.  It got to the point of “leave the 
Canadians alone.”  Some industry, business came back.  At first, you 
couldn’t cross the street for fear of getting shot [civilians], so it felt 
good to see this situation changing. Their civilian staff confirmed this.  
One fellow on his tour did a cross-Canada tour last year [Paul Nichol in 
2015?].  It was spawned when a woman in a jewelry store commented 
on the military insignia on his jacket.  He told her he was in Croatia in 
1993 and she said that’s when her family finally came out of hiding.  
They’d hidden in a parkade.  She said it was the Canadians “who freed 
them.  It was emotional and she hugged him for his service.”  He’s never 
experienced something like this, but the story sparked an appreciation 
in him too.  “It was worth it.  All of it was worth it.” 

55:00 Operation STORM, when Croats rolled through?  It was frustrating 
because that’s where he’d been.  “I wondered what happened to the 
people.  There was a lot going on.  Disbanding the Airborne, Dallaire 
had just returned.  We had a lot of stuff to think about at that time.  I 
probably didn’t give it as much thought as I should have.”  He relates 
several terms in Croatian, and story of the Kakostay Kid, injured in a 
rocket attack, that they’d befriended.  That’s all the boy could say.  
Twenty years later, one soldier went backpacking through the area and 
he found the same boy, all grown up—still only able to say “kakostay”.  
That was Dave Jaeger who did that. 

58:00 To blow off steam?  Went to Budapest.  Once a month he went away at 
first, until unit realized it couldn’t afford the manpower.  Allowed a 
couple of beers at night.  Some guys drank too much.  It wasn’t a 
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problem for him.  The other problem was the plum brandy, and the 
need to drink with other nations’ soldiers.  They spent an afternoon 
with one such group, swapping bayonets and other items.  He bought a 
gas mask from one of them.  They wanted Canadians to drink with 
them.  “We’d been there all afternoon and drank too much.  So potent in 
the heat.  Had to get back in the armoured vehicle and everyone was 
drunk.  The sergeant lined everyone up and pushed them over.  The one 
guy who didn’t fall backwards, was designated as the driver.”  They 
were on a break, but still got in trouble for it.  All singing song they’d 
been taught.  A fun moment.  Leaders were older and targeted to drink 
even more.  There was a pub on the corner near their checkpoint, so 
they had to have a designated drinker there too.  He thinks there are 
probably similarities to Afghanistan.  The soldiers in this case were 
Cetniks, Croatian special forces.  Of all the rag-tag military they saw, 
these guys looked good by comparison.  Most soldiers not well trained 
or led or equipped.   

1:03:00 Alcohol and soldiers and war?  They saw a lot of bad incidents due to 
drunken soldiers, between people who didn’t get along.  Fistfights.  He 
equates the times then to Ralph Klein’s comments about digging a hole 
and shutting up [as a response to Mad Cow disease].  He thinks 
drinking should have been more controlled.  Soldiers on Serb and Croat 
sides shot each other when they were drinking.  But Canadians drank 
on their time off.  It could have been dangerous if 20% of Canadians 
were drunk during a night attack, unable to be effective.  He sees a need 
to control the drinking, as a sign of professionalism.  He says Canadians 
had a rag-tag feel within their own group at the time.   He left military 
10 years ago, has no Afghanistan experience.  Knows one guy who 
became an alcoholic on workup training and got sent home.  “There 
were no drugs, but alcohol compensated for that.” 

1:07:10 Friendships?  Some personal friction.  He’s from all-white area with 
little exposure to minorities.  He likes to tell jokes.  He didn’t appreciate 
it’s a racist thing in some cases.  He made jokes about black people, 
which hurt a fellow soldier who’d married a black woman.  In theatre, 
this other man responded with redneck jokes.  Finally, he explained 
why he picked on  him so much, revealing the detail about his wife.  
This defused the situation and tension between them.  There were 
underlying currents between other people.  For example, he had a 
leadership course already and was sometimes ordered to step up, 
which angered another corporal with more experience (but no 
leadership training).  They were 20 and 22, not mature enough to 
handle it initially, until they talked it out one to one.  “You had to accept 
everybody because you had to defend each other in a gunfight.  Nobody 
dies for a country.  Older vets say it’s never about the cause, it’s about 
the soldiers.”  Put aside your differences and protect each others’ lives. 

1:12:20 How enduring?  A lot of struggles when they came back.  He broke up 
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with his fiancée, others had PTSD.    One guy broke up with his abusive 
wife.  [Cpl Simon Savage?].  Didn’t see each other for years, but 
reconnected when they got together to move out of a house. “I don’t 
want to put you to work.  He said, ‘we’re brothers’. Then he invited me 
to his wedding.  Seen each other a handful of times in 25 years.  It 
doesn’t matter.  There’s a familiarity and comfort.  We both know what 
we did together.  See others on Remembrance Day.  You’ll never stop 
being friends.  Feels like we were just there.  Interesting comradeship.  
All young then.  Twenty-some years ago.”  As close a bond as a real 
brother or sister. 

1:15:30 Coming home?  He came back and had a menial job as a ranch hand.  
Hadn’t been to college yet. Had a weird sense of “now what?”.  Broke up 
with his fiancée.  “I just felt alone.  Empty and alone.  Lots of guys felt 
like that.  Were full-time, now part-time.  No one to talk to.  Different for 
the full-timers.”  He applied for employment insurance, went to a pool 
hall, got a Subway sandwich, and walked around listless.  His family 
was in Saskatchewan and he only saw his fellow reservists on 
Wednesday nights and weekend.  “Felt like part of your body had been 
cut off.  For reservists, this is one of the major dangers with a tour.  You 
go back to the office and nobody has any clue about what you dealt 
with.  Something will happen in your environment, you’ll react like you 
did over there, and it will be misinterpreted.” 

1:18:30 Living near Brentwood Mall, he went to the Safeway there and “went to 
step on the grass, then immediately pulled my foot back and walked all 
the way around it.  Then realized I’m in Canada, it’s safe, because in 
Croatia you couldn’t walk on the grass, there are so many mines 
around.  You were deathly afraid to walk anywhere but packed 
concrete.  So there were a few moments like that.  And another day 
driving on Deerfoot, there was an ad for ‘falling prices’ with the sound 
of a falling shell.  I swerved to the side, looking for where the shell 
would land.  It was crazy.  I could have swiped somebody.  Without 
even thinking, one month later and I just veer over.  It was crazy.  Don’t 
do that any more.  A lot of guys turned to drinking after tour.  I know a 
couple guys who are homeless since then.  Not sure if it’s because of the 
tour.”  It’s a young man’s game.   

1:21:00 Simplicity and focus? “It’s simplistic living over there. Don’t worry 
about bills etc.  Then you come back, and there’s no military setup.  
Your administration is not taken over. Your on your own.  There’s that 
emptiness.  It’s overwhelming. And so many breakdowns.  Guys were so 
emotionally different.”  Refers to a story about a double amputee who 
fought for coverage.  [He identifies him as a reservist, but I suspect it’s 
Maj Bruce Henwood.]  Others have struggled with their traumatic 
issues from the tour.  And with Medak Pocket, when Croats did a frontal 
assault on Canadians, they couldn’t talk about it for various reasons.  
But 10 years later they got a Governor General’s Commendation, a 
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1000-man parade in Winnipeg.  Getting acknowledged 10 years later 
was really something.  Some of the guys who were on the front line 
were from Calgary, from the Calgary Highlanders.  Dealing with the 
emotional side of thing never got addressed since World War Two.  
They drank.  Why did they drink?  He believes services might be better 
now, based on what he’s heard.   

1:25:40 The gear was old, faded green.  From 30 years prior.  They had just 
received the C7 with the Elcan sight prior to deploying.  Gear was 
outdated.  Vehicles were old.  Iltis was good for narrow winding roads.  
Government didn’t provide proper equipment.  Radio equipment was 
old.  But they had the NODLR (night observation device) to see at 
night—but it was heavy and noisy.  They thought it was cool at the 
time.  They felt like the government could care less about them and 
their equipment.  Poorly-funded, poorly-manned, bad equipment.  
Unorthodox, but the best they had at the time. 

1:28:10 Volunteer again?  He never did another tour.  Applied for Cyprus, but it 
was shut down.  Croatia [and Bosnia] improved over the next 10 years. 
He went to college.  He wanted to see Afghanistan, but retired in 2005.  
“it’s a lot out of your life—a whole year, maybe more”.  It’s a big 
commitment for a reservist.  “I’m so glad I went, but I don’t want to go 
back again.  Maybe it was the frustration of all the other things I 
mentioned.” 

1:30:45 Effect on him?  Plenty of positives.  “It matured me pretty quick.  I went 
back home to my little town.  While overseas, had written a letter to my 
favourite high school teacher.  Wrote him a letter from a checkpoint.  A 
physical one-pager.  Wanted to thank him.  He read my letter to his 
class in this town of 500 (200 in the school).  I knew two-thirds of the 
kids in his class, and all 20 teenagers in his class wrote me a letter: ‘Did 
you kill anybody yet?  How’s the food?’  I wrote everyone back. Then 
did a presentation at the school when I got back home with bayonets, 
gas mask etc.  That kind of stuff helped.  Like there was an effort there 
that wasn’t in vain.  It confirmed for me that this was OK, OK for me to 
move on.  It matured me, showed me some leadership ability.  So many 
life lessons.  Consistency. Over there, you have to be consistent on a 
tour when others are relying on you.  I’d gotten in trouble and been 
confined to my room for three days for being inconsistent.  You can’t 
fool around.  This is dangerous, so you’re confined to your room as 
punishment.” 

1:35:25 He believes he had a lot of symptoms of PTSD for the next 10 years.  He 
still managed to work through it and enjoy success.  He didn’t become 
dysfunctional.  “It hindered us in emotional ways that’s hidden.  But… 
what’s the good?  More good than negative.  We all brought stuff back 
in our heads and in our hearts that we didn’t expect.”  People who 
suffered the wildfires in Fort MacMurray are struggling with PTSD.  
“But it was our choice to go to Croatia. I wanted to help and I did.  It 
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taught me a lot.” 
 

1:37:30 Final thoughts?  “So interesting waking up, getting ready, checking your 
weapon to make sure there were live rounds there.  Gave some insight 
into World War Two.  A snippet of the routine. “  He went to a European 
ice cream shop one day.  They hung their rifles on the coat hooks.  Got 
their ice cream.  That was just life there.  He thinks this kind of an 
interview is great, bringing back the images and moments.  Mostly the 
good stuff. How they helped the family who cooked for them.  Touching 
individuals’ lives.  People like Paul Nichols, who did the horse tour 
across the country.  Hadn’t seen each other for 25 years.  Unlike 
meeting with old high school friends, where there’s no closeness, being 
with veterans feels differently.  Like there’s no time between them—
even if it’s the same amount of time that’s elapsed between those 
connections.  That’s why I’m glad I went.  It’s good.  That’s all I have to 
say. 

 Additional visuals desired: 
--video of GG Commendation for Medak in Winnipeg in ________ 
 

 


