
BY SUSAN CLAIRMONT

She was nine when he started
touching her.

Ten when he began raping her.
She is a beautiful child. Dark hair.

Wide eyes. Quiet and respectful,
the way girls in her culture are ex-
pected to be. 

She is perched on the edge of a
sofa. Tissue in hand. Ready to tell
her story.

I have never done an interview

like this before. Never had a child
ask me to write of her sexual abuse.
With the blessing of her family.

But she wants you to understand
what she has survived in the hope
you will learn from it. So it will
never happen to a child you love.

Her mother has a message for
you, too. About picking up the
pieces after a trusted friend has
betrayed your family.

Continued on A6

BY NAOMI POWELL

U.S. Steel is recalling 800 laid-off
Hamilton employees, breathing
some life back into its mothballed
Canadian operations.

The Pittsburgh steelmaker will
restart its Hamilton coke ovens and
begin the partial recall as early as
next week.

“There is no timeline, but it will
be this summer sometime,” Rolf
Gerstenberger, president of the
United Steelworkers local at the
plant, said of the recall. “Obvious-
ly people are relieved but we don’t
believe this should have happened
in the first place.”

There are no plans yet to recall
nearly 800 laid-off workers at U.S.
Steel’s Lake Erie plant, according to

sources with knowledge of the situ-
ation. There is also no immediate
intention to restart any operations
other than the Hamilton coke ovens.

U.S. Steel declined to comment
on its operations or the reasons be-
hind the move.

With the steel industry experi-
encing a slight uptick in demand,
the firm is planning to resume at
least some production at its Granite
City, Ill., steel mill, an operation
that has an agreement to receive
steam and coke from nearby Gate-
way Energy & Coke. With Gateway
still under construction, coke pro-
duced in Hamilton and Nanticoke
is expected to be sent south of the
border, Gerstenberger said.

Continued on A4
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T
heirs was a lucky tour and they know it.
All of the boys from Section 1, Platoon 3
— nine men from the Hamilton area —
came back uninjured from their tour of
duty in Afghanistan.

But they returned with a perspective that’s
forever altered.

For those such as Corporal Ryan Crawford, of
the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of Cana-
da reserve unit, an unexpected bang, or the anx-
ious feeling of standing in a close and uncontrol-
lable crowd, will bring back a feeling of working
and surviving in a country where the enemy
wears no uniform and hides among civilians.

Section 1 joined 2,500 reserve and full-time
soldiers from across the country who made up
Canada’s sixth tour of duty in Afghanistan this
past fall and winter. Many were from Hamilton.
As well, Hamilton deployed 50 reservists from
the Argylls and the Royal Hamilton Light In-
fantry, among others, the largest contingent of
local reservists since the Second World War.

They returned this spring from a mission that
cost the lives of 25 Canadian soldiers from Sep-
tember through May. Another died this week.

Like the others, Crawford, 22, falls back to his
old life — back to his parents’ Mountain home
with a menagerie of pets, soon back at his good
job installing furnaces and air conditioners,
back with old friends.

But it’s not the same. Crawford — who went to
high school and played hockey here, training on
scheduled weekends and weeknights as a soldier
— has witnessed a country shattered by war,
experienced the strength of being of service and
the energy of being armed, ready to react.

He placed his life in the hands of his fellow
section members, and theirs in his.

“I built the strongest relationships I ever had
down there,” he says. “I miss those guys.”

It’s all part of a cycle that is the Afghanistan
mission. This fall, what may be an even larger
contingent of reservists from Hamilton will
start training for duty in 2010.

Read about Hamilton’s soldiers and their families in Weekend Reader. 
See pictures from their tour of duty on thespec.com.

SPECIAL TO THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

Hamilton reserve soldier Corporal Ryan Crawford poses with an Afghan child during his tour.
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BY DANA BROWN

A thick layer of dark grey smoke
lingered over part of the southeast
Mountain last night, after a chok-
ing blaze forced people off the
street and into their homes for
safety.

Emergency crews were called to
Team Hazco, an environmental ser-
vices company, on Upper Ottawa
Street near Rymal Road around 8
p.m. The company’s website said it
is often “considered the Navy Seals
of hazardous materials work.”

The blaze grew quickly, with
people in the area reporting multi-
ple explosions and police warning
people to get off the street because
the smoke might be toxic. 

After nearly an hour of the fire
burning, police went knocking door
to door to the west of the blaze, ap-
parently in an attempt to evacuate
homes. Roads, including Rymal and
Upper Ottawa, were closed by police
who wore protective masks and res-
pirators or gas masks.

Continued on A3

Team Hazco site burns
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Continued from WR1
Canada and its allies are fighting
these insurgents in a war that re-
mains controversial. A recent sur-
vey found only 40 per cent are ful-
ly supportive of Canada’s role in
Afghanistan.

But for soldiers, that’s far re-
moved from the task at hand. They
focus on their job, they say that
progress is happening, they are
grateful to return alive and proud
of the part they played.

Never once during Ward’s tour
did he shake the feeling of unease,
that danger lurking just around
the bend could mean it would be
his “last day on the job.”

It started during his first time in
a convoy. 

A light armoured vehicle driver,
Ward had just pulled out of the
compound in the lead truck when
he saw a fuel truck up ahead. He
broke out in a sweat. 

His training had told him that
the Taliban often rigged fuel
trucks to explode.

“They (the Taliban) know when
new guys are on the ground. They
know we don’t know our way
around yet. 

“I told the guys, ‘This is it.’”
It turned out to be a truck refill-

ing a nearby gas station, and Ward
says he quickly learned that every
sign of roadside bombs soldiers are
taught to watch out for, including
recently dug holes in the road, are

everywhere in Afghanistan.
“In Kandahar, everything looks

like a combat indicator.”
Despite the heat, the stress, the

fear, and missing home, Ward says
going to Afghanistan was the
“greatest experience” he has ever
had. He said the fraternity of 
soldiers made it that way.

So too, the fact that he and all his
group of Argylls returned safely.

“We were in dangerous areas, at
dangerous times, doing dangerous
things, but we were lucky.”

✦✦✦
Dan Pegg, 27, a master corporal
with the Royal Hamilton Light In-
fantry, spent seven months with
force protection command, mak-
ing sure supply convoys navigated
the roads around Kabul safely. 

It means sitting shotgun in a lead
vehicle and being on constant
lookout for snipers, suicide
bombers, roadside bombs.

He travelled in an air-condi-
tioned vehicle, sleeping in a cot at
camp every night, calling home
every day if he wanted.

It might not seem too cushy to
most of us, but Pegg says there are
plenty of soldiers serving under
much more hostile conditions.

“Compared to what some guys
are going through in Kandahar, out
all the time, away from base, living
out of an armoured vehicle for
days, weeks or months at a time …

By the luck of the draw, I went to
Kabul.”

Now, the Flamborough resident
often finds himself driving aim-
lessly around, relishing the free-
dom of travelling without fear. 

He’s grateful he never had to fire
his weapon, although there were
attacks on the roads he travelled

every day.
“When you sign up to go, it’s

foolish not to prepare yourself for
having to do something like that.
But I thank God that I didn’t have
to.”

Pegg will become a first-time
dad this summer. He says he wants
to stay in the military and would

go back to Afghanistan “if I had to.
But my family might break my legs
if I volunteered again.

“It was tough on them.”
But Pegg is glad he went, glad to

have put his years of training to the
test.

Continued on WR5
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BY MEREDITH MacLEOD

To an outsider, it would appear to
be nothing more than a family
gathering or maybe some co-
workers getting together for some
drinks after work.

But these are people — some
strangers, some fast friends — are
united by the fact that they all have
a loved one serving in Afghanistan.
They are fiercely proud, but the
weight of worry hangs over the
table like a storm cloud.

These parents, siblings, spouses
meet for a few hours each month as
a support group. 

For every one of our soldiers on a
tour of duty in Afghanistan, there
are family and friends doing tours
of their own at home. They don’t
have ranks, they don’t have uni-
forms, but thousands of miles and
several time zones away from the
desert, moms, dads, wives, hus-
bands, girlfriends, boyfriends, sib-
lings, children and friends are fac-
ing down their own enemy.

Fear.
For months, they bristled every

time the doorbell rang.
They turned the corner to their

street with a knot in their stomach,
dreading the sight of a car in the
driveway, the black military vehicle
delivering bad news.

One mother awoke in the middle
of the night, convinced there had
been a knock at the door. She
couldn’t stop her heart from
pounding even after she checked.

Over dinner and drinks at a
Mountain pub in early spring, this
small group share the tidbits of
news they get, offer advice to loved
ones sending over a soldier for the
first time. They show pictures,
laugh, cry, commiserate, console,
confide and celebrate.

They talk about Canada’s 117th
casualty announced the day before:
Trooper Karine Blais from Quebec,
who was killed by a roadside bomb
just two weeks in to her first tour of
duty.

Two more soldiers have died
since.

Then there is a big cheer for a
mom who announces her son came
home over the weekend. Those
gathered around the table are gen-
uinely happy for her, but there are a
few who desperately wish it were
their own child returning.

One couple is devastated to learn
that their son will be going out on
one last mission to escort an in-
coming group of Van Doos around
the region before he heads back to
Kandahar Airfield.

Steve McNeill says he can’t shake
the feeling of dread. His son, Bray-
don, 25, serves with the 3rd Battal-
ion Royal Canadian Regiment, act-
ing as an infantryman and light ar-
moured-vehicle driver.  

“My wife’s been a basket case for
seven months,” he says. “She gets
off the phone crying every time.
The last couple of weeks hit me the
most. It’s so bad, I’m waiting for
the car to turn into the driveway,”

says McNeill, referring to the
dreaded military vehicle bearing
news of a fallen soldier.

He worries that as soldiers get
closer to their tour’s end, they lose
focus, let their guard down.

The parents worry not only about
their kids’ physical safety, but
about how they’re holding up un-
der the mental toll.

Colleen McNeill says her son
feels tremendous responsibility
for the dozen soldiers in his light
armoured vehicle. Drivers are
trained to trust their instincts and
watch for telltale signs: normally
busy roads devoid of kids, an
Afghan in the distance holding a
cellphone (often used to detonate a
bomb).

“He’s got two of his closest
friends on board,” says Colleen.
“He said, ‘Mom, I’ve just got to
keep them safe.’” 

Port Colborne’s Corporal Tyler
Crooks was in Braydon’s November
Company. He was killed March 20,
his 24th birthday, by a bomb blast,
along with Master Corporal Scott
Vernelli of Sault Ste. Marie. Bray-
don’s group went in one direction
that fateful morning, Crooks’ in
another. 

Braydon’s group was tasked with
retrieving the bodies of their com-
rades. 

Braydon is one of three brothers.
His 29-year-old brother gave up an
advertising job to join the military,
is now in basic training, and his goal
is to go to Afghanistan, too.

The McNeills will go through this
again. Jane Shea understands com-
pletely.

Her son Mike has just returned
from his second tour in
Afghanistan. As an Argyll and
Sutherland Highlanders reservist,
he spent the first tour as a rifleman
on foot patrol. His second tour, this

time as a full-time soldier with the
2nd Battalion of the Royal Canadi-
an Regiment, was as a supply-
truck driver.

When Mike, 32, was away the
first time in 2006, Jane drove to
Cambridge to meet with other
military families. It got her
through.

So when Mike left again, this
time with a large local deploy-
ment, Jane figured the time was
right to start a Hamilton support
group. The military offers terrific
support to families, but nothing
compares to talking with another
mother, says Shea.

Jane says Mike’s return was dif-
ficult. He didn’t sleep well, haunt-
ed by the deaths of two friends.
(Mike doesn’t want to talk for this
story. He says he just wants to get
on with his life.)

Unlike his first return home, the
Sheas had no party this time. “It’s
a difficult time, and they want
their space,” says Jane.

Carol French of Grimsby says her

son Nick was startled every time a
car door slammed or a cellphone
went off when he was on leave.

Nick, a corporal in the Royal
Canadian Regiment’s 3rd Battal-
ion, based in Petawawa, was only
metres away when Private Michael
Freeman was killed by a roadside
bomb on Boxing Day.

Carol says her son, 24, grew up
during his time in Afghanistan.
“They have this maturity beyond
their years. The stuff they’ve seen
and done … nothing prepares them.”

The families say they know their
soldiers haven’t, and likely won’t,
tell them everything about their
tour. For some, it’s too painful to
relive, others simply want to leave
it behind. Some don’t want to
worry their loved ones.

Nick has signed up for another
three years in the military and is
scheduled to go back to
Afghanistan in 2011.

When Robyn Garrison’s son
Justin Chaston, an Argyll re-
servist, told her he wanted to go to
Afghanistan, she sat down and
started to cry.

“He said, ‘Don’t cry, Mom.’ And
I said, ‘It’s such a huge decision for
an 18-year-old to make, and I’m so
proud of you.”

His recently completed six-
month tour was even harder on her
family than she feared. 

It was especially tough on Garri-
son’s other kids, Nicholas, 18,
James, 9, and Victoria, 6. Garrison
says she was honest with the
youngsters.

“I never promised them every-
thing would be OK and he would
come home.” 

All the families at this Hamilton
support group meeting eventually
welcomed their soldier home, but
even that is bittersweet. Some say
they feel guilty for having a healthy
soldier return home when many
Canadian families aren’t so blessed.

Then there are the soldiers about
to leave their families behind.

Two moms sit quietly at the
table. Their heads are often bent
together in hushed conversation.
Both of their sons, soldiers with
the Princess Patricia’s Canadian
Light Infantry in Edmonton, will
leave for Afghanistan in the fall,
both for the second time.

Neither mother wants her son to
go. They fear how they’ll cope, too.
The two Hamilton moms met
through this support group and
have become each other’s rock.

“I believe I cried every day when
he was away,” says one mother. Her
son is 24.

“I feel it will be harder this time.
It’s a constant feeling of walking on
eggshells, never relaxing. It’s there
first thing in the morning and the
last thing at night.”

mmacleod@thespec.com
905-526-3408

Danger lurks around every corner

Fear mounts for families 
as more soldiers die

SPECIAL TO THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of Canada in Kandahar, almost all from the Hamilton area, deployed as
the Force Protection Platoon, Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team. Back row, from left: Corporal Dustin
Dockree, Sergeant Graeme Fisher, Corporal Justin Rulton (back), Master Corporal David Winters, Corporal
Dustin Sheehan, Corporal Derk Dunford, Corporal Justin Chaston, Corporal Antonietta Sansalone, Corporal David
Ward, Corporal Andrew McPetrie, Sergeant Bradley Lofchik and Master Corporal Jamie Luxon. Front row, from
left: Corporal Shane Cowden, Corporal Graham MacDonald, Corporal Brayden McCleary, Corporal Joshua Mires,
Corporal Paul Rodgers, Corporal Ryan Crawford.
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While their sons and daughters are away at war, helping families in Afghanistan, parents here worry.

RON ALBERTSON, THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

Captain Peter Cooper is home after a 10-month tour in Afghanistan.

THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR
SATURDAY, JUNE 13, 2009

Dan Pegg, 27, a master corporal
with the Royal Hamilton Light
Infantry, spent seven months with
force protection command, making
sure supply convoys navigated the
roads around Kabul safely.
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