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PRAISE FOR


UNFLINCHING


“Unflinching is one of those books that you just can’t put down. What a book! What a life! Jody is an inspiration. He never quit, he never gave up, no matter how tough the road was. This book will make you proud that Jody is a Canadian.”


—DON CHERRY


“Jody Mitic’s harrowing and heroic life story reveals Canada’s frontline soldiers as I know them to be: intelligent, complex, emotional and loyal. . . . This book is inspiration for anyone hoping to re-invent their life. Jody has triumphed at it time and again.”


—KEVIN NEWMAN, journalist/anchor and co-author of All Out


“I read it all, start to finish, in one enthralled session. Unflinching is raw, personal, unforgiving, unrelenting and draws one into Jody’s life, with a vividness and a colour that’s visceral.”


—GENERAL RICK HILLIER, former Chief of Defence Staff for the Canadian Forces


“Unflinching is pure Jody Mitic—smart, funny, honest and tough. I think the first time I saw Jody he was kicking the hell out of the army half marathon on his new feet; the next time, he was a newly elected Ottawa councillor; and now he’s an accomplished storyteller. He’d be almost irritatingly capable if he wasn’t also a lovely human being.”


—CHRISTIE BLATCHFORD, author of Fifteen Days: Stories of Bravery, Friendship, Life and Death from Inside the New Canadian Army


“Over the last several years, Jody Mitic has been a larger-than-life figure in the military community. Reading his experiences in his own clear, humble, funny and no-bullshit prose has offered insight to the very real human at the core of his story. I would recommend Unflinching to any Canadian, military or civilian.”


—MATT LENNOX, author of The Carpenter and Knuckle Head





[image: Images]





This book is dedicated to my fellow snipers and to the men and women in the Canadian Armed Forces, past, present and future. Pro patria.





FOREWORD



BY GENERAL RICK HILLIER, FORMER CHIEF OF DEFENCE STAFF FOR THE CANADIAN FORCES



Perpetual optimism is a force multiplier. It costs nothing to give, is priceless and has the power to transform people instantly. Jody Mitic is a shining example of how perpetual optimism works, of how one person’s resolute determination spreads hope far and wide—because if he could pick himself up and begin anew after becoming a casualty of war, there’s hope for all of us as we face life’s challenges. A friend of mine who loved being a soldier used to say, “If this doesn’t light your fire, your wood’s all wet.” This attitude epitomizes Jody—a soldier’s soldier—just as accurately.


I read Unflinching, start to finish, in one enthralled session. It is a raw, personal, unforgiving and unrelenting portrait of life as a soldier, told with a vividness and colour that is visceral. It will take you through Jody’s early days in the military, where he began the way we all did—as a young soldier learning the ropes, honing self-discipline and stamina, qualities that would later serve him well on his various tours of duty in Afghanistan and elsewhere. This book is an insider’s look at the training involved to become an elite sniper and the particular acuity this role entails. But more than anything, it offers a kind of travel opportunity, allowing the reader to walk a mile in Jody’s army boots, and, later, to run alongside him in his prosthetics as he races—often literally—towards a new and bright future.





PROLOGUE


NEVER GIVE UP


IT WAS 2007. I was a master corporal and sniper team leader in the Canadian Armed Forces. I’d just celebrated my thirtieth birthday in Afghanistan. I’d survived three tours over the course of seven years. I had been preparing for war for my entire adult life. But nothing prepared me for what was about to happen next.


On January 11, a week after my birthday, our three-man elite sniper unit—Barry, Kash and me—led by my boss, Gord, was sent on a mission. We were to intercept Taliban insurgents fleeing the Canadian Forces as we advanced on an Afghan village. We stepped through the wire at Strong Point Centre and headed through the thick mud of a farmer’s field. A while later, we arrived at an opening in a wall leading into the village. I was bringing up the rear and I couldn’t see what was ahead, but Barry could. Barry was my point man and was always razor-sharp.


Two small steps led up to the low entry. Two small steps.


Barry went through the opening first, followed by Gord and Kash, rifles at the ready. They all cleared the entry without issue. I was up next.


I took those two steps up, clearing the entry. In the green glow of my night vision, I saw Kash covering the six o’clock position. I tapped him on the shoulder to signal that I was in position and he moved to follows the others. We always keep ten metres between us when we are moving, just in case something goes wrong.


I sensed Kash moving away from me as I watched our rear for threats. When I felt the right amount of time had passed, I looked over my shoulder to confirm we were keeping the proper spacing. I took one last look at our rear and then turned to follow the team. But as my right foot touched the ground, a massive orange fireball soared across my face. For a few seconds I was floating, weightless, suspended in space and time. I didn’t hear a sound.


The next thing I knew, I was on the ground. My mouth, eyes, ears and nose were full of dirt. I was confused. My night vision was gone. Where was my trusty C-8 carbine? I’d had it at my side for the last five months. And then the pain hit—a pain so intense that it completely overwhelmed my body.


Such a small thing, an anti-personnel land mine—about the size and shape of a thick hockey puck—but full of deadly explosives.


I am not very religious, but they say there are no atheists in foxholes. As I punched the ground as hard as I could, I screamed, “Oh god! Oh god! Oh god!”


My fellow snipers rushed to my side. “Sorry, guys. I just fucked the mission.” At that moment, this was all I cared about.


“Fuck, Jody. Don’t worry about it, man,” Barry said. It was dark. My eyes were full of mud. I tried to look down at my legs but I couldn’t. Barry crouched over me, blocking my view. Whatever was going on with my legs, he didn’t want me to see it.


The next hour was the longest of my life. Your mind goes to the weirdest places in a situation like that. I was so thirsty but refused to drink much. I remembered an episode of M*A*S*H in which Hawkeye says it’s a bad idea for the severely wounded to chug water. For some reason, in that moment, I chose to take medical advice from a TV show that had been off the air for decades.


With each passing minute, I was growing weaker and weaker. Barry and Gord were both kneeling next to me doing first aid as Kash kept watch for signs of the enemy.


“Do you think I’m going to make it?” I asked.


“Of course you’re going to make it. Never give up, Jody. You know that.”


Never. Give. Up. The phrase repeated over and over in my head. It still does to this day.
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Out of every one hundred men, ten shouldn’t even be there, eighty are just targets, nine are the real fighters, and we are lucky to have them, for they make the battle. Ah, but the one, one is a warrior, and he will bring the others back.


—HERACLITUS
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THE SOLDIER IN THE CHILD


MY MOM was never keen to let me play with guns when I was a kid—which is not the way you would expect a story about a Canadian sniper to start. She was irate when somebody gave me a cap-gun rifle for my seventh birthday.


“What do they think they’re doing, giving a kid a weapon? No son of mine is going to shoot his way out of situations.”


“But, Mom, I’m not going to shoot at people. I’m going to shoot at stuff.”


“Stuff? Stuff like what?”


“Um, cans?”


My mother sighed. “You can stand on the front porch—and only on the front porch—and you can play with the rifle there, shooting at ‘stuff’ . . . or cans. Only that. Got it?”


“Sure, Mom.” It was hard to hide my glee. From that moment on, I practised shooting all the time. I loved that little gun. I’d load it with a roll of caps, which had eight shots in each one, and I’d aim at just about anything, pretending the gun was real. I vividly remember the sound it made, that distinct Pop!, and the smoke that used to come out after each little explosion. It didn’t take me long to use up all the caps. Then Mom refused to buy me more. But that didn’t stop me from running around with the gun and hearing the sound in my head.


When I wasn’t on the porch, I would often pretend to shoot with a hockey stick that I imagined into a gun. When I asked Mom for some G.I. Joe action figures, the response was clear: “No.” But I didn’t give up asking, and eventually she relented, under one condition: “Jody, none of your G.I. Joes can be carrying weapons.” My shoulders slumped. If they weren’t carrying weapons, what was the point?


Beyond just playing with guns, one of my favourite games was War. At Grandma and Grandpa’s house, I’d watch World War II documentaries, and then I’d re-enact war scenes in their basement with my cousins. There was a stockpile of past Christmas gifts at Grandma and Grandpa’s—including plastic guns and rifles that fired suction darts—and all of us kids would go wild down in that basement. The two couches at either end became our fortresses, and we’d throw pillows at each other simulating bombs and grenades. We got so into it that every single one of us kids shed blood at one point or another, usually when the pillows were put aside and we started throwing “grenades” that were a little heavier. We all have scars from when things got a little out of hand.


Even when I was very young, I’d always choose to play the role of the sniper. Some of the other kids would want to be commanders or tank drivers or pilots, but not me. If there was a toy weapon with a scope on it, I would choose it. I’d pretend to aim, taking my time to actually imagine where the bullet would hit, then I’d imaginary-shoot at one of my “enemy” cousins.


I guess you could blame my fascination with guns and the military on my uncle Jim, who was in the Canadian Armed Forces. When I was a little kid, I remember waiting for Uncle Jim to arrive for the holidays. The doorbell would ring and I’d go running to the door. We’d open up, and there Uncle Jim would be—in full uniform, robust, with sandy-brown hair and his signature moustache—holding out a teddy bear for me. When I was a kid, I thought Uncle Jim was the coolest guy ever. He’d tell stories from his time in the army, and even though I didn’t always understand everything, I understood enough to know that Uncle Jim was a bit of a badass, and to me, that was amazing. His presence had a profound and positive impact on my impressionable young mind. As I grew older, Uncle Jim always fed my interest in his line of work.


When I was about twelve, Uncle Jim took me on a private tour of the Canadian Forces Borden air base, north of Toronto. I stood next to real-life fighter jets, not LEGO replicas I’d built in my bedroom. I distinctly remember feeling so small beside those planes, and yet feeling secure in my awe of that type of firepower.


When I was a bit older, Top Gun came out in theatres, and my dreams of becoming an F-14 pilot were born. It was a short-lived dream.


“Uncle Jim,” I said, “I want to be like Tom Cruise! I want to fly an F-14!”


Uncle Jim broke it to me in his dry, matter-of-fact tone, the one he reserved for times like this. “Jody, the Canadian Armed Forces doesn’t have F-14s. We don’t have aircraft carriers. We don’t have a Top Gun school. We have about three hundred pilots in the force, with only a hundred F-18s.”


Okay then, I thought. I was too good-looking to fly planes anyway. Back to the original dream of being a “ground pounder” in the good ol’ infantry.


So that was Mom and Uncle Jim. Then there was my dad.


Dad wasn’t as opposed to my military fascination as my mom was. He’d grown up poor, and to him, guns were a regular part of life. They were used for hunting and for bringing home extra food for the family. When I was a kid, Dad showed me the shotguns he’d used when he was younger to shoot at rabbits—single- and double-barrelled guns. He told me about my uncle Pete, his younger brother, who apparently was an amazing shot. According to family lore, Uncle Pete once saw a rabbit go bounding over a fence and was so quick with the shotgun that he killed it in midair.


When I was little, Dad used to say, “When you’re old enough, Jody, you and me are going to go hunting, just like I did when I was a boy.” But life had changed so much since he was a kid, and as I got older, Dad had to devote a lot of his time and energy to his job. He didn’t have time for some of his dreams, which by that point had also become my dreams. He was a middle-class workingman doing his best to look after his family—including me; my younger brother, Cory; and my little sister, Katie.


When I was five, we moved from Kitchener, Ontario, to Winnipeg because my dad was hired on to the staff at the Canadian Auto Workers union. We were all excited for him and proud. But this change in my dad’s job was the root of troubles between him and Mom. I had a great childhood overall, but because of Dad’s work, he was rarely home, and that was tough on Mom. When I was ten, Dad shot to the top of the organization, becoming one of four assistant vice-presidents to “Uncle Buzz,” as we knew him—Buzz Hargrove to everyone else. We moved from Winnipeg to Brampton as part of Dad’s promotion. I remember the sounds of that house—the slamming of the front door, and even the sound of shattering glass when that door was slammed too hard one day after an argument between Mom and Dad.


My parents eventually split up when I was a teenager. This wasn’t a huge shock to me, but for Cory, who’s almost five years younger than me, and for Katie, who’s six years my junior, it was probably harder to process. My dad bought a condo across town in Brampton and still lives there. Cory, Katie and I lived with Mom in a house in Brampton.


Mom was the decision maker on the home front. She was the commanding officer and the sergeant major. As commanding officer, she’d give us our orders: “I want those bedrooms cleaned, now.” Then she’d return a while later in her role as Sergeant Major to inspect our work and make sure we’d done it right. And even though she stood only about five foot four, she was tough and anything but a pushover.


“Mom, I want to play the drums. I want to rock and roll!”


“No. Too loud. Too expensive. Play the piano. Everyone plays the piano.”


“Mom, I want to take tae kwon do and do other martial arts. Bruce Lee kicks! Hee-ya!”


Crickets.


Even though she didn’t always support my whims, Mom did an amazing job of raising three kids. This was a woman who’d lost her own parents to a car accident when she was only ten years old. She and her siblings ended up scattered and she lived in a foster home for a good chunk of her childhood. Did she ever get the support she needed? I somehow doubt it. But one thing was clear: she would do anything for her kids, and she was fierce. I was a big reader when I was young, and still am. I’d read anything, from newspapers to comics to The Lord of the Rings. I got that trait from Mom, who read at every chance she got.


“Mom, what are you reading?”


“A book about parenting.”


“Why?”


“So I can do a good job of raising you. You think this is easy?”


Even then, I knew it wasn’t. Mom had to learn on the go. I give her a ton of credit for being an amazing mother, even at the most difficult times, and in my teenage years, I made sure there were plenty of those.


I was a tall and gangly teen. There are pictures of me when I was fourteen and my legs look so disproportionate to the rest of me. I was about six foot one, weighed only about 135 pounds and had bad acne. I wasn’t exactly popular on the high school scene. And after we moved from Winnipeg, I had a hard time adjusting to the school system in Ontario. I was a loner who didn’t fit in. I still dreamt of being in the army, probably because I wanted to belong to something, and it was definitely clear I didn’t belong in school.


When I was fourteen, I had the usual teenage depression, but I probably took things too far when I decided to run away from home. I had started hanging around with some kids who had been in a group home. They seemed way more interesting than the regular kids at high school, and I tried to do what they did, including taking up smoking. Funny that at the time, these kids meant the world to me—they made me feel that I finally belonged to something, a group where I fit in and had a role to play—but I can’t remember a single one of their names today.


On the day I took off, I wrote a note to my parents saying I didn’t want to live at home anymore and that I was leaving for good. I took the keys to my mom’s car and headed out with a bunch of these kids from the group home. I had never been behind the wheel of a car before. But I had always paid close attention to Dad when he drove, and I figured it out.


We put some camping gear in the trunk and I withdrew all the money I had in my bank account—about $200. We were going to drive all the way to Mexico. Oh yeah. We had it all figured out. The whole experience lasted about four days. We didn’t have a map or a real plan or even ID, and we were getting very close to the U.S. border. All of my money had gone up in smoke by that point—literally, in the form of cigarettes. A couple of the kids had already bailed on our trip and had gone back to the group home. One of the other guys said he could get some cash from his sister in Mississauga, so we drove all the way back to the Greater Toronto Area. While he was in the apartment getting the money, I was startled by a knock on the window. A police officer was staring down at me. I rolled down the window.


“Driver’s licence?”


“Um. I don’t have one,” I said.


He walked back to his cruiser, hopped in and stayed there for a few minutes. When he returned, he leaned into the driver’s-side window and said, “Okay, Jody. So why did you run away from home?”


I didn’t give him any answers because I didn’t have any.


“You best come with me, then,” he said, and led me to his cruiser. Once there, I heard the general alert go out on the radio with my name and description. The officer grabbed his radio.


“I’ve got him in the back of my car.” The officer looked at me in the rearview mirror. “He’s safe and sound.”


My dad picked me up at the police station. We were both totally silent for most of the drive back home. Neither of us knew what to say. Then Dad reached out to me and pulled me to him. He said, “Jody, son, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I’m just glad you’re home.” I broke down and said how sorry I was and that I was glad to be home and so glad to see him, too.


When I walked through the front door, Mom was there. She immediately gave me a big hug, but we didn’t talk much at that point because my brother and sister were there. They, too, just looked on quietly, confused by everything that was happening.


I think this was a massive wake-up call for our family. Children’s Aid wanted my parents to lay criminal charges against me for grand theft auto and also charge the kids I was with, but my parents had no intention of pursing anything along those lines. They understood, even if I had trouble saying what it was, that I was acting out because something was wrong. Looking back now, I can see that I felt like such a misfit that I wanted to disappear. It was only later, once I was in the army, that I realized how much a sense of belonging had been missing when I was younger.


I kept a journal at this time, full of the usual adolescent angst. “No one understands me!” or so I thought. “None of you cares!” or so I thought. The fact that my parents arranged for me to see a psychologist didn’t factor into “care” in my mind. But that connection helped me a lot. I started thinking more deeply about what I wanted to do with my life. Did I really want to just escape everything and run away? Did I want to keep hanging around with nice but aimless kids from a group home? Did I have any talents at all? Any interests I wanted to pursue? Did I want to keep upsetting my mom and dad? Finally, did I want to make something, anything, of my life?


And that’s when I made a big decision for myself, one that was finally a step in the right direction, one that was the first step down a path that would lead me to a military career.


“I want to join the army, the militia. It won’t interfere with school, Mom. During the week I’ll be a student, and on the weekends I’ll be a soldier, a Weekend Warrior . . . but I need your consent.”


“Well, we all knew this day was coming,” my mother said.


I put a pen and the consent form into my mom’s hands. She signed the form.


The next hurdle was getting my high school transcript to hand in with the form. I had to borrow a loonie from my girlfriend to do so. “Really?” she said, handing me the coin. “I can’t believe I’m helping you get yourself killed.”


I laughed. “This is Canada,” I said. “When was the last time we went to war?”


And that’s how it all started.
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PRIVATE MITIC


I BECAME A member of the Lorne Scots regiment of the militia in Brampton, Ontario, on May 1, 1994. I was seventeen years old and I’d just spent three years in high school. School to me felt like an obstacle to the only two things I was interested in—getting in the army or becoming a cop. My teachers didn’t seem to understand me, and except for a few, they had nothing to offer me.


I joined the Lorne Scots hoping to find something I was missing. Enrolled in the reserves, I was volunteering to live part of my life as a soldier and the rest as a civilian. If ever there was a threat and Canada needed soldiers, the militia would be called on for active duty.


Before joining, I had long hair like Mel Gibson’s character in Lethal Weapon 2. I went to the barber with a photo of a U.S. Marine in hand.


“Make me look like this,” I said, showing him a photo of the high-and-tight Marine jarhead cut I wanted.


The barber nodded. “You’re the customer,” he said, grabbed his clippers and gave me my very first army-style cut. Militia guys worked or went to school. They lived as civilians most of the time and trained as soldiers only once a week and on weekends, so they didn’t usually keep their hair army-short.


Once the barber was done, I studied myself in his mirror. I barely recognized the young man staring back at me. The eyes were the same, but everything else was different. I wasn’t Jody Mitic, layabout loner, high school good-for-nothing, another floundering adolescent with no ambition and no life plan. That kid was lying under a pile of hair on the floor. Looking back at me was Jody Mitic, soldier in training.


My friends teased me about my new look and so did the guys in the militia. My family was blown away. I remember coming home from the swearing-in ceremony in uniform. Once we walked through the door, Mom said, “Jody, I’m so proud of you.” I didn’t know what to say. She continued: “You stuck by your goal, Jody. You went after this. You went to the recruitment office for information, you gathered all the right paperwork. Then you filled out all the forms and delivered them. You convinced me and your dad that this was the right thing for you, even when we had our doubts. You never gave up on what you wanted. You never quit. And look at you now.” Making Mom proud felt really good. Even though I never said it at the time, that was an important moment for me.


A few weeks later, school was out, and I took a Greyhound bus from Brampton right to the Canadian Forces base at Petawawa, Ontario, where I would spend the summer. On that bus were a whole bunch of young kids who looked just like me, but also older guys who’d decided to sign up. We stepped off the bus and suddenly we were in a totally foreign landscape. We were completely stunned. Tents were set up around the area, but there wasn’t much else besides a few dirt roads.


As recruits, we had no idea what we’d just stepped into.


“What now?” a kid next to me said under his breath.


“Fuck if I know,” I answered.


“Why the fuck are you all standing around!” We turned around and saw some hard-looking non-commissioned officers—or NCOs—who minutes earlier hadn’t been paying us any mind. Now they turned into demons as they walked our way. “There’s work to do! See this truck? It’s got your barrack boxes and kit bags on it. I want everything off that truck in five minutes. Let’s GO!”


We had arrived that morning as high school kids going to what we thought of as summer camp. Within moments, we were deep into the shit. The next four hours were a whirlwind of organized chaos, with everyone being yelled at, fingers being pointed and equipment being thrown around. Deficiencies were pointed out that had not been deficiencies five minutes earlier. Some kids were crying. Two or three instructors would gang up on one kid in the group and give him or her hell. So much for the Welcome Wagon! I remember thinking to myself, “What have I gotten myself into?” I was just a wide-eyed teen with no idea about the inner workings of the Armed Forces except for what I’d learned from my uncle and from movies.


Once all the dust had settled and everyone seemed to have yelled themselves out, the instructors broke us into groups and platoons. We got a basic introduction to military rank structure and organizational format before being ordered to our bunk space in the barracks. We were actually living in a tent, but as we learned then, whether a soldier is on the ground in a tent or in a high-rise condo, that space is his or her barracks, and it must be kept clean and organized.


Before we went to bed, we were given a talking to by a large, red-headed sergeant with a thick moustache. To us, he looked like a veteran of a hundred wars. “Each section will have a master corporal who’s in charge and a corporal who’s 2IC—second in command. There are four sections to this platoon and four platoons to this company. I am your platoon warrant officer, and this”—he pointed to a lean, iron-hard man with a stern look and (of course) a moustache—“is your platoon commander. You will sweep your barracks every day. You will keep your kit clean and dry. You will learn the rank structure and address everybody by rank. You will know your place, and it is at the bottom. Understood?”


“Yes, sir!” Loud and clear. Pond scum we were until we proved otherwise, until we earned our right to be soldiers.


We were a fairly diverse group in the militia that summer—mostly white guys like me, but also some Indians, Asians and blacks. And there were several young women in our platoons, too, in the same tents alongside the men. This was shortly after the Canadian government allowed women to perform military combat roles on the front.


“There will be no separation between males and females in platoons. Deal with it,” we were told. So we did. After a couple of weeks, I didn’t even notice when a girl was changing in front of me. None of us had the energy or the time to notice each other anyway. The only difference between girls and the rest of us was that some of them had long hair, which they had to wear in a single braid. As guys, if our hair ever grew past the tops of our ears, we were reamed out pretty fast. We were expected to stay clean-shaven, too, which for a kid with bad acne was not my favourite rule. But I quickly learned that my personal preferences meant nothing here.


Not only was our hair inspected and our uniforms and our barracks, but also our feet, underarms and crotches. Medics came by every couple of days looking for signs of rashes and fungus. Medics in the army are kind of like your mommy, and that’s true even if they happen to be men. They are the ones who make sure you’re physically well and hold you accountable if you don’t take care of yourself. Small injuries can become big injuries in a hurry, and medics make sure soldiers consider their physical well-being. Later, when I became a combat soldier, I saw just how important medics were. In the infantry, we are trained to be tough, and because of that we often ignore or downplay injuries, which can lead to problems later. Without that objective third-person review, small things can turn a soldier into a casualty, and I saw that for the first time with monkey bum in the militia.


“Make sure you powder your ass and balls, troops! Ladies, you do the same with your bits. We are going for a long march and you don’t want to get monkey bum.”


“What the hell is that?” I asked.


The master corporal smiled. He was about to instill some “veteran’s wisdom.” “If you neglect your personal hygiene and ignore my instructions to powder yourselves, you will get chafed from all the drills and from running in wet gear. You will get a rash. And you will start walking like a monkey because your ass crack is itching so bad. There you have it, troops. Monkey bum.” I immediately pulled out my foot powder and dumped a generous amount into the front and back of my underwear before we set out on the day’s march. I got monkey bum anyway. And of course, the medic noticed. He let me suffer for the day before silently handing me some Penaten baby cream. What a relief!


There was a system for everything in the army, a way to stand and a way to sit, a way to dress and a way to sleep. There was also a system for how to properly eat at the mess hall. We would line up for food with a plate, cup and KFS—knife, fork and spoon—and the cooks would dish out the food onto our plates. It was pretty basic but overall good food, considering these guys were literally feeding an army—meat and potatoes, some milk and maybe a cookie for dessert. One thing you learn quickly is never to piss off the army cook or the army clerk. The clerk pays you and the cook feeds you. As Napoleon said, “An army marches on its stomach.”


At the mess hall, one master corporal in particular watched over us like a hawk. He seemed to enjoy making everything as difficult as possible, especially mealtimes. As soon as we were in formation awaiting dismissal so we could go eat, he would stand there staring at his watch, his bushy moustache twitching, “You . . . people . . . have . . . eight . . . minutes . . . to . . . eat!” He yelled just like that, with giant pauses between each word and pivoting higher and higher on his tippy toes with each word. We would run around like headless chickens, trying to get our food, find a place to sit and eat our meals within this eight-minute deadline.


All the while, he’d be barking at us, “You better hurry up and get your fucking food! Don’t miss your timings! Miss your timing and people die!”


Once, early in the summer, we stopped to eat in a field while we were learning to navigate. We were served a “hay box” meal from a truck. I got my food, found a spot to sit and put my plate down. I jumped up to grab something from the food line, and when I ran back to my spot, my plate was covered in baby grasshoppers.


“What the fuck is this?” I said under my breath. The guys around me shrugged. I flicked the insects off my plate and out of my cup of soup. Then I ate the food anyhow. This is what happened to those who left their plates unattended. But within a few weeks of arriving, we were so tired that when grasshoppers jumped into our gravy and mashed potatoes, we didn’t bother picking them out. We just ate them.


Meanwhile, our instructors revelled in the show. Every once in a while, I’d catch the satisfied smirk of our officers and some of our NCOs as they watched us eat bugs without even flinching. No one was being mean or sadistic to us; this was just part of training, and we were toughening up well. We were learning to be soldiers.


Sleeping arrangements were about as deluxe as the food. We slept in sleeping bags on top of canvas folding cots with wooden shipping pallets underneath them. And it’s not like we had pillows to make our beds softer. Tough was the lesson, and we toughed it out, day and night.


Our routine was an endless, monotonous cycle. We woke up. We made up our cots, folding our sleeping bags in the exact way we’d been taught. We swept off our shipping pallets. Even the shipping pallets had to be treated like priceless equipment, wiped off every day so they were free of mud. The guy who decided to let that slide was in for an earful from the inspecting NCO.


Once the tent was in shape, it was on to barrack boxes. We had to lay them out as instructed, with everything in its proper place, whether that made sense or not. We had to stand beside our kit and cots, everyone perfectly still as the officer did inspection. At the time, I thought that so much of this discipline was overkill. Why did we have to stand at attention when the officer was on the other side of the tent looking at some other dude’s cot and kit? Why did our barrack boxes have to be identical? It took me a couple years to figure out that the skills they were drilling into us then are actually really important for a combat leader. If you can’t stand still long enough for morning inspection, how can your commanders trust you to hold your post during a mortar barrage? How will a leader know he can count on you to be a useful soldier if you can’t even follow through on an order meant to keep you and your comrades safe, even if you don’t know it at the time? All these drills were training me to put self-discipline above my instinct to flee or flinch. When everything in me told me to break my posture, to stand down, I learned to obey a different order instead. It was basic training, but I was assimilating some important skills that later would make me a better sniper.


Beyond keeping order in our tents and in the mess hall, those first few weeks were spent on other basic military skills—marching and parading, saluting, identifying enemy (as in Russian) aircraft and vehicles . . . and rifle drill.


“These are your weapons,” the master corporal told us, giving out our rifles. Finally I was holding an actual rifle. I couldn’t quite believe it. It was awesome, the coolest thing ever. Because I didn’t know any better at the time, this simple rifle looked like an M16 I’d seen in movies about Vietnam. It was actually a C7, the Canadian Forces’ standard issue, with a carrying handle on top, composite foreguards and a solid rifle butt. I’d only ever seen guns like this one on TV, and here I was holding one in my hands.


The master corporal began his lesson. “First,” he said, “this isn’t a gun, it’s a rifle. And you should know that this rifle can be used for all sorts of things beyond just shooting. It’s exactly one metre long, which means you can use it to measure both objects and distances.” He went on to explain that when we built fighting trenches, which had to be three metres by one metre, we were to measure the correct dimensions using our rifles. “You are going to learn how to use this rifle, and you will use it how we tell you to. And as I said, it’s not just about shooting. First, you need to learn how to care for your weapon, how to keep it clean, how to store it, how to carry it, and how not to do something stupid with it that could hurt yourself or one of your fellow soldiers. After you get all of that, you might be lucky enough to learn how to shoot it. Got it?”


The master corporal demonstrated how to lay a rifle down in the right position. Then he walked the line. When he came to me, he paused.


“What are you, a fucking individual?” he said, flipping my rifle onto the other side.


“Sorry, I—”


“Don’t apologize! Just do things right the first time.” He explained why we always lay the rifle on its right side to prevent dirt from getting into the ejector slot, which can jam your gun.


“Got it? Watch. And learn, recruit.”


The word “individual” is one of the biggest insults you can have thrown at you in the military world. The military runs on teamwork. Individuals can’t be counted on.


We were taught the basic principles of marksmanship—like how to position and hold the rifle firmly, how to naturally align it with the target without physical effort, and how to release and follow through without disturbance of position. I picked a spot. I grounded myself the way I’d been told to. I aimed. I fired. And I learned that I was a natural shooter.


We also learned how to zero our rifles. Every rifle has sights that need to be carefully adjusted to fit the shooter. To zero a rifle, you line up on the target and shoot five times. Then you check where the bullets hit compared with where you were aiming. If you’re four inches left and low, you’ve got to compensate four inches right and high. To do this, you adjust the front and back sights and try again, until you meet the target. Once you’ve done that, your weapon is yours and yours alone. Sure, you can pick up any rifle and hit a target roughly from a hundred metres, but to shoot from longer distances with any accuracy, you’re going to need your own zeroed rifle.


I remember after we finished shooting for the first time, I stood at ease, putting the rifle butt next to my right baby toe and holding it by the front sight, called the iron sight. It’s a steel attachment fitted to the barrel. As well as being used to aim, it helps dissipate the heat of the bullet, which I discovered the second it touched the web of my hand so soon after firing. The sight was very hot, and I flinched when I touched it, but I didn’t yell or say anything. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a few other guys pulling away and shaking their hands at the burn. This was a typical rite of passage. Some of our instructors looked on, smiling, while others shook their heads at the guys who made a big deal out of it.


“Your rifle is a dangerous weapon. Don’t get burned. Lesson learned, recruits.”


There were some things they wanted us to figure out on our own, and our resolve was being tested and watched even then.


Soon enough, we learned to shoot at different ranges and targets. At the firing range, we practised a drill where we’d all be lined up in lanes. The range was 500 metres long, and every hundred metres, there’d be a mound where you would shoot from. We started at the 400 metre mound in a prone position on the ground. Range safety officers behind us kept us all moving at the same pace, more or less shoulder to shoulder, about five metres apart, for safety reasons. We were told to load, ready our rifles, then put the safety on. A target would pop up ahead and we’d have about forty-five seconds to run forward, catch our breath and shoot the target ten times. But you can’t just aim and shoot. You had to breathe in, hold it and then shoot. And you’d be doing this in the heat, while running. And let’s not forget that besides your rifle you had your helmet, your ammo and webbing and your water. By the time I made it to the 100 metre mound, my heart was racing. I could see I was hitting the target, because the wood splinters from the two-by-four it was nailed to were exploding out the back, which was always a good feeling. I loved those drills. It felt incredible. I had my own rifle, and I was shooting it in simulated combat situations.


Once we had learned to shoot our rifles, we moved on to pepper-potting. Why on earth it’s called that, I don’t know, but pepper-potting is the basic building block for movement in combat. Out in an open field in Petawawa, we practised a frontal attack on the enemy force, Cold War style.
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