
Outside the Wire

Testimonies are written by the soldiers, some are excerpts of letters and emails, which give an authenticity and a more personal effect to the testimonies and feelings. 

The testimonies by these soldiers are extremely empathetic. They are the soldier’s feelings about their experiences but also about their families and what they know they’re going through. They are extremely personal and impact the reader deeply. The reader identifies with the emotions and has a deep emotional reaction of many of the testimonies.

Getting It 

One of the biggest challenges for the government and the military is to help Canadians 

“get it” when it comes to war. We do not share the recent histories of our overseas Allies. We have not been occupied, we have not educated our children in bomb drills as part of their daily life, we have not experienced starvation, and severe rationing or coming so close to losing the freedom we take for granted every day. We live in a bubble and from that bubble attempt to create and implement foreign policies and military strategies.

“ ...nobody back home- except those who mourn the dead or suffer along with the wounded- really feels the intrusion of war in the national psyche.” LGen Romeo Dallaire

On wearing the yellow ribbons. Vancouverites able to relate to social protest but not military actions.

“I haven’t yet been asked by anyone what the ribbon represents….and I expect that some of those who do get around to asking what the pin stands for will regret doing so…I can’t help but wonder if people here think instead that we are in favour of third world aid or against Wal-Mart, or something else they fell better able to relate to.” ( sibling of Capt Dave McAllister pg 215)

The Truth

“I told him to be a good boy, have lots of fun and Daddy will come home soon, but the truth was seeping out of my eyes, I was having a hard time holding it back.” ( pg 8)

Cpl Whitton illustrates the added pressures facing a soldier when they are deployed. Not only do they have to get their minds and bodies ready for the reality of where they are going ( training, medical, fitness etc...) but they have to prepare their families, alleviate their fears and promise them everything will be okay.

Don’t Be a Hero

Asking a soldier to not be what he needs to be to make this deployment work. He needs to be a hero to the civilians and other soldiers depending on him. Faces having to balance his getting ready with the fears of his wife.

“Don’t do anything stupid and don’t be a hero”. (Sgt Russell Storring,  pg 16) 

Intensely Personal

Some of the testimony is intensely personal causing the reader to identify deeply and emotionally.

“On my last night home, we let the boys stay up until nine. I tuck them in and they do their best to keep their tears in, telling me to be careful….We take a few picture together outside, and I give each of them a hug and a kiss, and tell them to be good and that I love them…then tell Alex to take them into the house….I head off to the Silver Dart Arena…. Halfway down the next block, I hear Jonathan yelling “Dad!” and I turn to see him standing barefoot at the end of our street crying and waving. It breaks my heart and I motion to him to catch up.” ( pg 20)
“ ‘How are you doing?’...His next request broke my heart. He asked me if I would be able to play my bagpipes at the ramp ceremony for our fallen troops the next day… I could not even vocalize a response…. I just held up my hand and felt a tear run down my cheek. I wept not for my hand, or my legs or even my kidneys, but because I wasn’t able to pay my last respects to my fallen brothers.” ( pg 45)

Shifting Roles and Identifiers

 Identifying more with Americans: 

“...We have had a fundamental shift in the Culture of the Canadian infantry, making us identify more readily with the American and not British soldiers.....the biggest similarity is that they wanted to fight, unlike the soldiers of other allied countries who remained very risk-averse, too shy to stand and fight the Taliban.” ( Pg 154)

Being the only ones willing to fight can be draining on resources and morale:

“... ‘Isn’t there anyone else they can ask to do their hard work? We’re tired of rescuing everyone.’ This normally ‘can-do’ organization was feeling very victimized.” ( pg 157)

“ Americans have a better regard for the soldier....While we Canadians love to take the moral high ground, we fail to realize that when you choose to sit on the fence, you sometimes end up with a rusty nail in your ass.” ( pg 271)

The Children

Victory is in the Children: The “dream of two rotations of Canadian soldiers” is a school. ( pg 174)

“ I believe the answer lies not with the adults- who are already entrenched in their views of the world- but with the children. The children will be the ones to inherit the nation that we are helping to build and it behooves us to make sure they receive the best possible preparations for the job.” (pg 174)

Connecting with the children: Taking opportunities to have positive interactions with the children.

“They looked torn between the desire to let us have it and the fear, no doubt learned from the Taliban that they might get hurt for their troubles. Of course, after we started making faces at them from behind the windshield, temptation overcame both fear and good sense and we found ourselves on the receiving end of a pint –sized snowball fire mission.”( Maj( Ret’d) Dave Whittaker pg 182)

PR and Psychologyy: The multiple layers of the battle and the reality of the plight of civilians.

“ ...our policy of remaining on the battlefield after each fight, until it was clear to both the enemy and to any non-combatants that it was the Taliban and not us who had given ground. Our withdrawal would occur after darkness, and after our superiority of arms was made clear to all.” ( pg 155)

Value of Life: The perception ( and the reality) that Canadian lives are valued more than those of the civilian population.

“ Unfortunately, the people in the West think that their lives are more important than our lives.”  ( Gen Perves Musharraf pg 204)

The difference in the treatment of a Canadian Soldier and an Afghan policeman.

“Why don’t we give this man the same honours after death that we accord our own fallen? Because General Musharraf is right. There will never be peace and justice in Afghanistan as long as our actions demonstrate the different value we place on our lives and theirs.” ( Peter Sherk pg 209)

The Long War:  Realizing that there would be no bid decisive battles that win this war but series of prolonged small victories over time. 

“ We could not be beaten on the battlefield but could only win if we were prepared to remain here for a considerable time. I realised again that this is, indeed, ‘the Long War’.” ( pg 163)

Corruption: Trying to understand what makes good people do “bad” things or those that we would consider morally wrong. Well meaning critics need to put things into context when attempting to judge the positions of soldiers and NGO’s in places like Afghanistan.

On donating pencils to a school: The misconception that giving things to a school would be a simple process.

“ Afghanistan is the second poorest country in the world. Kandahar is one of the poorest cities in Afghanistan. Even successful people, powerful people...are very poor by Canadian standards. So if I give a school principal a thousand dollars and tell him to buy supplies for his school, what do you think happens? His house get s anew roof that won’t collapse in the rain and his children get shod and his whole family becomes less undernourished. If I give him a thousand pencils for his students, the next day they are on sale in the bazaar, and the result is the same.” (Capt. Dave McAllister pg 224)

“I against my brother- I and my cousin against the world” ( Pashtun saying pg 227)

“So you can’t give everyone what they need, and you can’t give it to their leaders to give to them. And if you give it to them in the wrong way, or in the wrong amounts, or at the wrong time....” (Capt. Dave McAllister pg 227)

Drugs: Eradicating it is not as simple.

The poppy is “responsible for so much misery and money. While at the root of it all is the poor Afghan farmer who simply harvests his crop in order to feed his family.” ( pg 253)

No Peace to Keep: The battle with public perception that Canada is in a peacekeeping role in Afghanistan. Assumes there is a peace to keep.

“In my letter (to the editor) I was trying to make it clear that Canadian soldiers serving in Afghanistan are not “peacekeepers”...the media...refer, to our soldiers as peacekeepers. This is just plain wrong....the emotive image of peacekeepers, and the idea..of Canadian peacekeepers as casualties....Canadians need to understand that these are soldiers, and that this is a war effort.” (Sibling of Capt Dave McAllister pg 229)

In the Words of Others: Some situations are apt summed up by the words of others in a different situation.  

“ We will have no truce or parley with you, or the grisly gang who work your wicked will. You do your worst and we will do our best” (Winston Churchill pg 175)
Analogies/metaphors

Deprivation: 

The reader can identify with what they either go without or the little they have.

“ We were in and out of firefights, surviving only on rations and with one set of clean clothing.” ( pg 26)

Contradiction: 

Putting things that normally would not go together to illustrate the surrealism of it all. 

“…explosions, smoke, the thump of the 25s, and the sweet, cool breeze from the valley below.” (pg 31)

“A field of poppies is absolutely beautiful in full bloom....a beautiful flower to be responsible for so much misery and money.” ( pg 253)

Contrasts: 

Emphasizing the differences in treatment and actions:

Islamic Law and belief for an amputated limb to be buried as opposed to incineration. Law is violated and belief is disregarded due to logistics. 

“…no place to bury the limb on the base. It was incinerated” (Allison Crawford pg 237)

Blunt simple language:  

No need to go into great detail or sugar coat things.

“ It’s like the gun is ripping the sky a new asshole” ( pg 32)

“ …and that was the sound: a roar, a rip, a belch….it was the sound of raw awesome destruction. And we cheered it on. “ ( pg 32)

“That son of a bitch. He was supposed to be dead or missing and I had felt so bad about it, and all the time, he was fine…I was relieved and angry at the same time.” ( pg 39)

“She lost five people last night”  ( Allison Crawford pg 246)

“ Kandahar has hundreds of mosques…the first call ( to prayer) is shortly after five. I sleep in a tent. I can hear five different mosques. I get up early here” (Capt. Dave McAllister pg 220)

Other wars/soldiers: 

Eliciting visions of World War fighters. 

“We were in poppy fields, like the fields our great-grandfathers fought in the Great War.” ( pg 35)

“I keep thinking about my grandparents and what they must have gone through in World War I and II. (pg 66)

Confusion: 

“Sometimes they wave at us and smile but other times they swear and throw rock. I still find it shocking to see young children so full of hate at us being there… It’s hard to know who is right.” ( pg  53)

Progress: 

Putting things in terms of progress.

Afghan male to a female soldier (Capt Goddard) 

“‘They think you must be very strong. I explained to them that you are just like the men, and that you can do everything that they can do the same as them.’ It was perhaps the greatest statement of equality that I have ever heard- and it was given by a Pakistan-raised, Afghan male in the middle of an Afghan village that is only accessible by a 5 km walk up a mountain.” (pg 62)

Their wounds:  

The Doctor describes the soldiers he encounters based on their wounds. No names, illustrating the chaos they must go through only concentrating on the conditions. 

“The man with the head injury deteriorated…” ( pg 91)

“ ..the man with the chest tubes….the man with the broken pelvis…( pg 92)

“ The man-with-the-fractured-femur’s respiratory difficulties…” ( pg 93)

Emotion:

Then later in the chapter which may also reflect his days, he can slow down and see the faces and learn their stories. Describing in the third person the interactions between the wounded and those who come into contact with them, visit and care about them.

“In that tent…was a boy, Abdullah, twelve years old who had been burned when he started a fire with brush he had gathered, which contained an illumination grenade…..When his father had arrived to see him, after a week, the boy was sedated and….mechanically ventilated. His father had visited for a few hours and then began the long journey home…Now Abdullah was awake…and every night he wept to see his father. Another boy in the hospital…had lost a foot after stepping on a land mine. His father remained with hi son. Later according to the interpreter, Abdullah rolled over and called to the old man. ‘Please, come talk to me like my father.’” (pg 94)


“ You get a sick feeling in your stomach, and then it’s hard to believe it’s happening to 
you.” ( pg 257)

Depersonalization: 

Shows the mindset where the insurgents are on the “food chain”.
“Taliban hunt” = animals

“… enough fight for everyone…” = everyone gets their turn. (pg 97)

Transference: 

If they felt a certain way in a given situation, imagine how another felt.

“ If after a few months of always being accompanied I was feeling tentative about walking alone, imagine how difficult it would be for someone who had been accompanied in public her whole life and was just now being asked to change.” ( pg  116)

“What they (others who were not there) may never know is the feeling you get when you are being hunted, it’s the freakiest thing I’ve ever experienced, and something I hope I’ll never experience again.” ( pg 104)

Disconnection: between civilians and soldiers and soldiers and society.

 “ I feel like an outsider. I am an outsider. This is all very sad very strange.” ( Peter Sherk pg 205)

“ He’s the enemy without a face: everywhere and nowhere.” (pg 258)

“ A super hero between phone booths”  ( pg 260) Explaining the challenges soldiers face trying to reintegrate into society or adjust to a non- combat situation.

“ That is why the soldier exist on the fringe of society...unable to reconnect...they are lost...” ( pg 261)

“No one speaks your language: the language of war”  ( pg 261)

“People have come back from Afghanistan and they are changed. Relationships fail. Personal safety is ignored. Identities are fragmented. Ordinary Canadians, those who have not been to war, do not and cannot understand.” ( pg 271)

Morality: 

A simple statement that highlights the difference between two ideas with the assumption that the reader shares the same values; thus, understands.

“ That isn’t right- that isn’t how we do things in Canada”.(Capt Dave McAllister pg 223)

The Familiar:

Taking the familiar and using it to describe other things we may not understand.

“ Imagine you are driving on a Canadian Freeway....two lane with an unpaved shoulder...lined with people...one hundred ice cream vendors on bicycles...And all of these things must be assessed as threats because somewhere on that street someone wants to kill you as violently as possible. This is driving through Afghanistan” ( Capt. Casey Balden pg 252)

The Mind:

The brain attempts to protect itself.

“ I knew some things were out of place: his upper torso and head. But to this day, I can’t recall anything wrong.” ( pg 265)

Contrast to other books like “Fifteen Days” 

Testimonies are written by the soldiers (some are excerpts of letters and emails) which give an authenticity and a more personal effect to the testimonies and feelings. A stark contrast to books like “ Fifteen Days” which is rewritten by a journalist and as such, reflecting the journalist’s perspective, agendas and biases. 

Conscious or not, the author will be selective in what they write about and what they are comfortable retelling. They will relate the stories in the style and manner in which they want the reader to see the soldier which may or may not be the reality.

The Importance of Rank
In the introduction, when discussing the lost, the author takes the time to use rank.(Pg 4)(Contrast to “Fifteen Days”) That may be due to the fact he is ex-military and highlights another contrast between civilians and soldiers. When sharing the stories of soldiers it bellies respect or at least indicates a desire to get to know the teller. Not bothering to find out indicates an arrogance where they have decided it is not important/relevant.
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