
“He’d worked his way up 
and had some diplomas from 
college and was planning to 
go back to university a� er his 
service.”

Despite the obvious risks, 
however, Capt. Whittey and 
her comrades press on. Like 
so many in the military, she 
is following in her father’s 
footsteps. He was also an 
engineer and a soldier.

In the fi eld, the RMC edu-
cated civil engineer’s role 
is to make sure every mis-
sion, large or small, gets the 
resources they needed when 
they needed it. No patrol 
leaves the compound in 
Afghanistan without its con-
tingent of engineers.

“Of course there’s a lot 
going on and everyone needs 
engineers,” she says. “It’s very 
volatile at any given time.”

� e combat engineers 
working with the troops also 
spend a lot of time making 
sure roads and bridges are 
stable, she says.

“You’ve got local bridg-
es which were designed 
for light traffi  c, not heavy 
armoured vehicles, so we 
have to inspect and secure 
those,” she says. 

“And while there are three 

large asphalt roads, the roads 
in the villages are basically 
compacted soil — a very 
tight clay — and in some 
cases the roads are more like 
footpaths.” Part of the job is 
to also check the roads for 
drainage and ensure they 
don’t collapse, especially in 
the rainy season.

When regular patrol 
encounter IEDs, the proto-
col is to call in a special team 
which then destroys it, o� en 
using a mobile robotic device 
similar to one used by police 
forces to investigate suspi-
cious packages.

“Sometimes  though 
there’s no time and they have 
to do it on the spot,” she says.

� e IED are dangerous 
because they can be either 
remotely controlled or have 
a pressure switch. Sometimes 
insurgents lie in wait more 
than a kilometre away and 
remotely trigger the device. 

“We get good at know-
ing where they’re likely to be, 
but then they watch us and 
change their strategy.”

A secondary team of 
senior engineers and junior 
offi  cers called the Tacti-
cal Exploitation Team also 
mount a forensic investiga-
tion of each IED blast site 

seeking ways of countering 
what has been a deadly and 
eff ective strategy for the Tali-
ban forces.

� e overarching goal is to 
understand the bomb-plac-
ing network from suppliers 
to fi nanciers, builders, those 
placing them and the facili-

tators who keep the process 
moving.

Engineers on base are 
also always busy building 
observation posts and bun-
kers which are made using a 
metal fence system lined with 
canvas that is then fi lled with 
aggregate and dirt to protect 

against incoming bullets or 
shrapnel.

“We’ve got carpenters, 
electricians, plumbers, heavy 
equipment operators all 
that,” says Whittey, noting a 
day’s work could mean erect-
ing a 1.5 km perimeter fence, 
installing latrines, operations 
centres and sleeping quarters 
for a forward post. � e mili-
tary doesn’t move anywhere 
without the engineers.

Whittey and her col-
leagues were among the 
300-odd Canadian Armed 
Forces engineers assigned 
to Afghanistan, with about 
half working on infrastruc-
ture projects, building irri-
gation channels, refurbish-
ing the Dahla Dam, schools, 
bridges, roads and other vital 
infrastructure.

 “� ey are the best, the 
brightest,” says Lt. Col. (ret) 
Peter N Dawe, former com-
manding offi  cer of the 5th 
combat regiment which is 
based in Valcartier, Que. He 
now is director of the alum-
ni association at the Royal 
Military College in Kingston, 
Ont.

He knows the pain of loss. 
His own son, one of three 
serving with the Canadian 
Forces, was killed. Captain 

Matthew Johnathan Dawe, 
27, of the 3rd Battalion, 
Princess Patricia’s Canadian 
Light Infantry died July 4, 
2007 when an IED exploded.

� e men and women who 
join the ranks of the engineer-
ing regiments not only have 
to be good infantry soldiers, 
but also have to develop the 
skills necessary to support the 
troops in the fi eld.

“� ey are all demolition 
experts, they are also expert 
in mine warfare, both lay-
ing and clearing mines,” he 
says. � ose accepted to RMC 
study engineering, either 
mechanical or civil to pre-
pare them to lead a combat 
engineering unit.

Times may change, but 
the military’s reliance on 
engineers, however, has 
remained constant.

“If you look up engineer 
in the Oxford English Dic-
tionary, you’ll see one of the 
oldest defi nitions is that of a 
military resource,” notes Lt. 
Col. Daniel MacIssac, cur-
rently commanding the 5th 
combat regiment.

“� at’s because the armies 
were the only ones who 
needed engineers, to build 
fortresses, catapults and the 
other resources of war.”
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Sgt. Mike Wraight from Petawawa, Ont., a Canadian Com-
bat Engineer from Task Force Kabul (TFK), carries an 
unexploded mortar round, found on the road near Nazer 
Kala, Afghanistan.
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Saluting Canada’s Combat Engineers

  Sergeant Gregory John 
Kruse, 40, of Campbelltown, 

New Brunswick with the 
2nd Combat Engineer Regiment,  

killed Dec. 27, 2008 by an IED
 in Panjwayi District, Afghanistan.

 Sapper Stephan John Stock, 25, of Campbell River, B.C. and Corporal Dustin Roy Robert Joseph Was-
den, 25, of Spiritwood, Sask. and Sergeant Shawn Allen Eades, 33, of Hamilton, Ont., 

all with the 1st Combat Engineer Regiment, killed Aug. 20, 2008 by an IED in Zharey District , Afghanistan.

 Corporal Étienne Gonthier, 
21, of St-Georges-de-Beauce, 

Que. with 5th Combat Engineer 
Regiment,  killed Jan. 23, 2008 
by an IED in Panjwayi District, 

Afghanistan.

 Sergeant Shane Stachnik, 
30, of Waskatenau, Alta. with 

2nd Combat Engineer Regiment, 
Petawawa, Ont., killed Sept. 3, 

2006 during a ground offensive.

Major Yannick Pépin, 36, of Warwick, Qué. and Corporal Jean-
François Drouin, 31, of Beauport, Que. with the 5th Combat Engineer 

Regiment, killed Sept. 6, 2009 by an IED in Dand District, Afghanistan.

Sapper Matthieu Allard, 21, of Val d’Or, Que., Corporal Christian 
Bobbitt, 23, of Sept-Îles, Que., both with the 5th Combat Engineer 

Regiment,  killed Aug. 1, 2009 by an IED in Zhari District, Afghanistan.

Corporal Martin Dubé, 
35, of Quebec City, Que. with 

the 5th Combat Engineer Regi-
ment, killed June 14, 2009 by 
an IED in the Panjwayi District, 

Afghanistan.

Sapper Sean David Green-
fi eld, 25, of Pinawa, Man., 2nd 

Combat Engineer Regiment, 
killed Jan. 31, 2009 by an IED 

in Kandahar Province,  
Afghanistan.

Sapper Steven Marshall, 
24, of Calgary, Alberta, with the 
1st Combat Engineer Regiment, 
attached to the Princess Patri-
cia’s Canadian Light Infantry, 
killed Oct. 30, 2009, by an IED 

while leading a joint foot patrol 
with Afghan National Police.  

Almighty God, 
    We pray Thee to bless the
Canadian Military Engineers.
    May our bridges always stand, 
and our charges never fail.

    
    Our members be ever loyal, 
and our officers worthy 
of their loyalty.

    May we work diligently 
in all our purposes, and be skilled 
in our trades, steadfast for Queen 
and country everywhere.
    Amen. 

The Engineer’s Prayer


