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William (Bill) Menon’s story

1990/91 – Militia Squadron with United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP)

Range exercise during pre-deployment training in CFB Valcartier
Picture provided by William Menon

Authors’ note

The principal author of this text, aside from the individual recounting the story, was John Cochrane, a former
member of the unit.

This record of events was prepared in 2017, many years after they occurred. The author prepared this record
principally using information obtained during interviews with the individuals involved. Where possible, this
information was corroborated through interviews with others and a review of pictures and other available
information. The record presents the events as the individual involved remember them several years after they
occurred.
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William (Bill) Menon’s story

From September 1990 to March 1991, Corporal William (Bill) Menon was deployed with a militia

armoured squadron attached to the 12e Régiment Blindé du Canada (12 RBC) for peacekeeping duties

along the Green Line in Cyprus.

Background

Bill joined the Royal Canadian Hussars (RCH) as a recruit in 1987. He became interested in the unit

during the fall of 1986 when he stopped to listen to a RCH recruiting team that was visiting Vanier

College. Since he had already spent his earnings from the previous summer, he was looking for a way to

earn some pocket money during the school year. He and the other interested students were invited to

the unit on a Tuesday night to complete their applications and undergo a medical exam. He remembers

being received by Master-Corporals David Tofts, Harleton and Joe Gaspar who had them fill out a

number of forms, visit the doctor and pass some physical and general aptitude tests. He remembers one

of the steps of the aptitude test, which was to name the different parts the motor of a jeep. He also

performed chin-ups in the basement.

In January 1987, he was sworn in as a member of the unit and commenced his general military training

(GMT) at the unit along with several other new recruits including Mark Biernat, Donald Bareki, Alex

Martel and Alan Dornan, also from Vanier College. They completed their GMT course during the winter

and spring, and then moved to Valcartier to complete their basic trades training (BTT), where they

learned how drive an Iltis Jeep, fire and maintain a general purpose machine gun, and work as a

reconnaissance (recce) crewman. That year, the BTT courses were conducted on the administrative part

of the base. The troops lived in a large tent city beside the parade square. Over the next few years, Bill

participated in unit training and attended various rank and trade qualification courses.

Preparation for Cyprus

Canada’s contribution to the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP), code named

OPERATION SNOWGOOSE, deployed battalion-sized contingents to the island in rotations lasting

approximately six months. Rotation number 54 from September 1990 to March 1991, was to be staffed

by the 12e Régiment Blindé du Canada (12 RBC), the regular force armoured unit stationed in CFB

Valcartier.
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Map showing the UN Buffer zone and the areas controlled by the Turkish Cypriots in the North and the Greek
Cypriots in the south
Map obtained from RHLI website

During the planning phase for this deployment, it was proposed that one of the squadrons to be

deployed with the 12 RBC be comprised largely of militia soldiers, drawn principally from the four

Quebec-based armoured militia units – The Sherbrooke Hussars, The 12e Régiment Blindé du Canada

(Trois Rivières), the Régiment de Hull, and the Royal Canadian Hussars (Montreal). This proposal was

accepted and changes were made in the 1990 militia summer training program to accommodate the

mobilisation of such as squadron. Normally, the summer was organised into three phases, the first two

being reserved for individual training courses and the third being reserved for the militia concentration.

In the summer of 1990, this sequence was modified placing the concentration in the second phase,

allowing the third phase to be used to prepare the militia squadron for the peacekeeping mission.

William remembers attending his sergeant-qualification course in phase 1, acting as a Cougar (Armoured

Vehicle General Purpose) crew commander at the armoured concentration in Gagetown during phase 2,

and returning to Valcartier for preparatory training for the UN mission in phase 3.

Over the spring and summer, the troops were canvassed to see how many would volunteer to

participate in the mission. Each of the units were asked to provide a troop. Bill was very interested in

participating so he signed up right away and encouraged his peers to participate as well. When all the

applications were counted, it was found that the RCH had enough people to fill their troop whereas two

of the other units were incomplete. As a result, and to ensure that each troop had sufficient English-

speakers to communicate effectively with the conflicted parties, William and several volunteers from

Quebec-based infantry battalions, were placed in the Sherbrooke troop. Bill’s section commander was a

tough regular-force sergeant from the 12 RBC, whereas his troop leader was Lieutenant Cameron Ward,
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an officer from the Sherbrooke Hussars who subsequently transferred to the RCH. The militia squadron

commander was Major Daniel Braun, also a Sherbrooke Hussar, and the Squadron Sergeant-Major was a

regular-force master warrant officer from the 12 RBC. The Squadron deployed to Cypress as a squadron

of the 12 RBC, along with a similar regular force squadron, and a command and services squadron.

After the militia concentration, the militia squadron assembled in Valcartier to undergo two months of

preparatory training. During this training, the Cougar drivers underwent a familiarisation with the Grizzly

infantry-carrying armoured vehicle. This vehicle, which was to be used by the rapid deployment force,

was essentially the same vehicle as the Cougar with a different turret. The squadron members also

practiced firing and maintaining the 50-caliber machine gun, and the other weapons installed or carried

in the Grizzly. Some of the drivers took an M113 driver’s course so that they could drive the bladed

engineer vehicle attached to the squadron. As a group, the soldiers received briefings as to the political

and tactical situation on the island and participated in crowd control exercises. Bill remembers

practicing different crowd control techniques, including one where the soldiers formed a line, held onto

their neighbour’s web belt with one hand, and extended their other hand in front of them to protect

themselves. For more dangerous crowds, they practiced advancing in line carrying rolls of razor wire in

front of them.

The squadron also spent a lot of time ensuring they were physically fit. The troop members would run

five kilometers every morning with a view to meeting the battle standards for troops being deployed

overseas. Bill was always able to complete the run but never within the required time. As a former

college football player, he had a large muscular body that was not well-adapted to distance running. In

an attempt to get Bill to improve his speed, his section commander ordered him to perform a second 5-

kilometer run every day after regular training was complete. This extra training continued for three

weeks without any significant change in the results. At that point, and in recognition of his physical

strength and other qualities, the troop obtained a derogation that allowed Bill to participate in the

mission.

After the training was complete, the squadron members dispatched their barrack boxes, were given two

weeks leave and were told to report for deployment in late September.

Set-up in Cyprus

The squadron moved to Cyprus in three groups. The first group was the advance party, which included

the officers and some of the Non-commissioned officers (NCOs). They were sent early to get an

understanding of the mission and the tasks before the troops arrived. The next two groups were

comprised of the remainder of the NCO’s and the troops. The first half of the remainder moved into the

occupied positions along the green line and worked with the departing soldiers for several days before

the second half arrived and the handover was complete.

Bill remembers travelling by plane from Quebec City to the Nicosia airport. From there, the troops were

taken to the Ledra Palace, an old hotel facility that was no longer used as a hotel because it was located

in the buffer zone between the conflicted parties. The hotel had been taken over by the Canadian

Contingent and converted to a logistical/administrative centre. At this centre, the newly arrived soldiers

were issued short sleeve tan shirts, shorts, knee socks and shoes. These uniforms were used when a
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soldier was assigned to administrative or driving duties. The troops were also issued jungle boots which

were lighter and more comfortable than their regular combat boots.

Bill remembers that the trip to the hotel was very uncomfortable, given that the windows of the bus did

not open and it had no air conditioning. The troops were travelling in their olive drab combat uniforms

that they wore in Canada and that would be worn throughout the rotation.

The arriving troops were then taken to the squadron headquarters – Camp Liri. From there, they were

moved to their assigned locations along the Green Line. The Squadron was assigned a sector of

responsibility just to the east of Nicosia, the capital city. An Austrian contingent was stationed to its

east, and the other 12 RBC squadron was stationed to its west.

Observation along the green line

The Squadron was deployed with three troops along the Green line, with one in reserve as the rapid

reaction force. The rapid reaction force was stationed at the Ledra Palace and was equipped with four

Grizzlies. Each of the troops along the Green line had its own area of responsibility. The three areas

were the eastern area, the central area and the western area, which was code-named the Ortona area.

The eastern and central areas were in a rural setting whereas the Ortona area was in a more urban part

of Nicosia. Each area had two or more observation posts that needed to be manned twenty-four hours a

day, seven days a week. The troops were rotated through each of the areas, spending approximately six

weeks in each one.

While the troops were deployed along the line, they lived in troop houses, which were generally

abandoned buildings that had been taken over by the peacekeeping force. When acting as the rapid

reaction force, the troops were housed at the Ledra Palace, two people per room. At that location, they

could eat in a mess hall and use the facility’s swimming pool.

Bill’s section on site in the Buffer zone
Photo provided by William Menon

Road through buffer zone with OP on left
Photo provided by William Menon
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While on the Green line, each troop would operate up to three observation posts (OP’s) twenty-four

hours per day. This work would be done in 12-hour shifts with one or two persons in the OP at any one

time, and two people on standby. Each OP was a raised structure that provided good observation over

the surrounding terrain. It was clearly identified as a UN structure and, at night, it was illuminated by

one or more spotlights. It was equipped with large binoculars, normally used by artillery forward

observers, that allowed the troops to see quite far. In the two eastern surveillance areas, the OP’s had a

field of vision of several thousand meters. With the regular binoculars, the observers could make precise

observations up to two kilometers, whereas with the larger binoculars, they could be precise up to four

kilometers. The observers needed to give precise locations and details when they reported unusual

activity to the headquarters.

The troops slept in one or more troop houses located in close proximity of the OP’s, facilitating

movement between observation and living areas. The troop officers and NCO’s would supervise by

visiting the OP’s and the troop houses.

Each of the OP’s was equipped with a radio and a field phone. The field phone connected the OP with

the troop headquarters and the duty person there. The radio connected the OP with the squadron

headquarters, and was to be used to report incidents. Each OP had to perform a radio check on an

hourly basis.

Each troop had a different allotment of vehicles, because each detached section house had its own

vehicle. Generally, each troop had an early-model Toyota pick-up, a troop transport 2½-ton truck or

equivalent, and from one to three Pajero jeeps. The pick-up truck was used by the troop warrant officer

and his driver for troop administration (food, laundry, personnel, etc.)

From their observation posts, the Canadians could observe the countryside and the opposing forces. Bill

remembers being surprised by the aggressive manner in which the Turkish soldiers were sometimes

treated. He remembers observing several disciplinary beatings of Turkish soldiers who seemed to be

poorly-motivated conscripts. The Turkish force manning the line on the other side of the fence was the

Wolf division and Bill got the impression that some of the officers and NCO’s wanted it to live up to that

image. On another occasion, Bill remembers observing, at a good distance, some soldiers swimming in a

water reservoir that was the water source for a village on the opposite side of the line. Since Bill had

previously heard that the village was suffering due to a water shortage, he reported the presence of

water to his superiors, suspecting that the water to the village had been willfully cut off rather than

being insufficient. Since his troop was rotated shortly thereafter, Bill never heard whether or not his

observation was helpful in resolving the situation. In addition to observing the military activities on each

side of the line, the observers often watched farmers or civilians carry out their daily routines, or animals

foraging for food.

Bill’s troop was first assigned the eastern area of responsibility. In that area, two sections were co-

located with the troop headquarters in a troop house, and a third section was located in a smaller house

further west. The meals in this location were prepared by a regular force cook and a Turkish worker,

who also worked a small farm just opposite the demarcation line on the Turkish side.
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Section waiting for Inspection at Troop House. Bill is
the tall soldier in the front rank.
Photo provided by William Menon

Observing from one of the Observation Posts
Photo provided by William Menon

While at the troop locations, and possibly to compensate for the low level of activity, the soldiers were

called upon to keep a high standard of dress. They had to spit shine their boots and press their olive

drab uniforms. They also had to wash and starch their blue UN baseball caps. When the section

members were off duty, their weapons were secured in a vault. When on standby, patrol or at the OP,

they carried their rifle but were not provided any ammunition. The only person who had ammunition

was the duty operator at the Troop headquarters. This person was given a block of wood with holes

drilled in it to hold ten live rounds for his pistol. When the shift changed, the outgoing operator would

pass the pistol and ammunition to the new arrival.

One night, while the troop was operating in the eastern section, an alarm was raised by some Turkish

soldiers who claimed to have observed some movement in an abandoned factory in the Buffer Zone.

William remembers that all available members of the troop were mobilized and sent to investigate. They

put on their combat uniforms, helmets and flack vests, picked up their rifles and were given live

ammunition. As they travelled to the abandoned factory in the backs of a pickup truck, they struggled to

load the ammunition into their magazines by flashlight. Once on site, the group was divided into teams

of two for the search. One person carried a flashlight and conducted the search, and the other, who held

his rifle at the ready to cover the first member of the team. William was assigned to carry a flashlight

and proceeded to search the area allocated to him. Under the cover of his partner, he searched a large

hall containing debris and uncovered trenches. In the far corner, found an entrance to a washroom. He

entered the washroom and checked each of the stalls, finding nothing. However, when he turned

around and declared the area clear, he could not find his partner. William was already stressed by the

circumstances, so when his partner disappeared, he became very concerned. He retraced his steps back

to the start point, where he found his partner sitting there calmly waiting for him. Needless to say, they

had words, as William did not appreciate losing the support of his partner while he was unsure of the

situation. In the end, nothing was found and the building was declared clear. If the Turkish soldiers had

actually seen some trespassers, they must have departed long before the Canadians had arrived.
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After spending approximately six weeks at the first location, the troop became the quick reaction force.

While the troop acted as the quick reaction force, it was asked, on one occasion, to give a demonstration

of a quick attack for some visiting dignitaries. The troop was provided with some blank ammunition and

moved off to a hide, waiting for the appropriate time. Bill remembers that the hide was in a grapefruit

orchard where the trees were heavily laden with fruit. The fruit was easily reached from the top of the

vehicles. He and other members of his troop could not resist picking and sampling some of the fruit that

was extremely delicious. Since they did not want to steal the fruit, however, they put some money in the

branches of the trees, wondering what the fruit pickers would say when they found it. When the troop

was finally called, the vehicles rushed to the objective, launched their smoke grenades to provide cover

and then opened the back doors to allow the troops to disembark and attack the objective. The

demonstration was over within a few minutes, but then the vehicles had to be cleaned. This took more

effort that the attack, since the phosphorous from the smoke grenades had blackened the tops of the

vehicles. On another occasion, the quick reaction force was asked to position itself close to the location

where a demonstration was planned in the Greek Cypriot sector of Nicosia. Bill had been told that

demonstrations were more common on the Greek side than on the Turkish side of the line, because the

Greek Cypriot government tolerated and even seemed to encourage such events. Bill remembers that

the reaction force moved to a location where they would be available, if events surpassed the capacity of

the local authorities, but were never used.

After being the quick reaction force for several weeks, the troop moved to the central area where each

section lived in a separate staff house, with one section being co-located with the troop headquarters.

In the central area, there was no permanent cook, but there was a storeroom full of food. When Bill saw

that many of the soldiers were avoiding cooking proper meals and living just on Fruit Loops, he

volunteered to act as the cook, on the condition that his shifts at the OP be limited – he did not think he

could do both duties effectively. He had already been given the task of managing the troop canteen and

unit fund, so, in his mind, helping out with the cooking was a logical extension. Once Bill explored the

food locker and started to make a few meals, the soldiers started to appreciate his cooking skills. He

would often make enough for several meals, because soldiers on a rotating schedule never all sat down

to eat at the same time. They wandered in and out of the kitchen when their shift changed. He soon

noted that even the soldiers from the remote sections found excuses to come to the troop headquarters

and have a hot meal. One of the other soldiers who previously disliked Bill, and seemed ready to fight

him at the drop of a hat, dropped by one day to compliment him on his cooking say that he was happy to

know him. Bill enjoyed himself in this role, as it broke up the monotony of the shifts in the observation

posts. On one occasion, Bill had just made a large pot of meat sauce to be used with spaghetti, when a

visiting delegation visited the troop location. Since it was near to lunchtime, Bill was able to use that

food to feed the visitors. On another occasion, he attended a squadron BBQ where steaks were served.

Before leaving, Bill asked the cooks for some uncooked steaks, which he brought back and cooked up for

the members of the troop who could not attend. It seemed that the food supplies had been built up

over several rotations, because the food locker was packed full. Bill started trying to rationalise it. One

of the things he did was to clear out the old cans of sardines by feeding them to the camp cat, so that her

fur came nice and shiny.
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RCH Member Mario Chevalier acting as crew
commander for one of the Rapid reaction force’s
grizzlies
Photo provided by William Menon

Bladed M113 operated by the duty personal in the
central area.
Photo provided by William Menon

Finally, the troop ended up in the Ortona section, which was much smaller than the other areas but was

in a built-up area. Only two observation posts were maintained in this area, so the troop’s third section

was tasked with performing foot patrols in the buffer zone. These patrols were conducted eight times a

day. On occasion, the patrols found teenagers hiding in the houses to consume alcohol or drugs.

It was in the Ortona section, that Bill had the misfortune of knocking himself out when on a foot patrol.

Working alone that day, he was wearing his UN blue baseball cap and was carrying a radio strapped to

his back. He was searching each of the abandoned houses in the buffer zone, when he hit his head on a

door jam. Since he had pulled the visor of his UN baseball cap down to protect his face from the sun, Bill

had not noticed that the door was quite low. He hit his head, passed out, and fell backwards on his radio

pack. He woke up several minutes later with a big headache. He took several more minutes to orient

himself and resume his patrol. After that incident, Bill took to wearing his baseball cap backwards when

he was in this built-up area.

On a separate foot patrol, Bill and his patrolling partner came across a set of footprints that were not

made by a pair of boots worn by the Canadian soldiers. At first, this observation concerned them so they

prepared to report it. But then, they remembered that an Austrian soldier was working with their troop

as part of a one-week exchange. At the end of their patrol, they visited the troop house where he was

sleeping and checked his boots to confirm that there was no cause for alarm.

One day, a confrontation with the Turkish forces occurred during one of these foot patrols. These

patrols were required to search each of the abandoned houses and alleyways in the buffer zone. At

some point, without being detected, the Turkish forces moved forward and blocked off the entrance to

one of the alleyways with some barbed wire. Bill thought this may have happened at around the time

that the troops changed positions, because the new troops did not notice it and stopped patrolling the

alleyway in question. Later, when the patrolling plan was changed, and a previous section returned to

the task, they noticed the new fence, but because they knew they had previously patrolled the alleyway
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in question, they pushed down the fence, walked over it and resumed patrolling as they had done

previously. Several days later, the Turkish forces tried to stop these patrols, as they claimed that the UN

soldiers were not supposed to cross the fence. The Canadians disagreed and escalated the situation by

calling for the troop leader by radio. The troop leader arrived with several unarmed soldiers, including

Bill, but was not able to resolve the situation, not being intimately aware of the true line of demarcation.

Unfortunately, the handover from the previous troop did not involve a detailed tour of this sector of the

line. The troop leader escalated the situation and called for the Squadron commander, who arrived with

detailed maps. By this time, the Turkish officer had become quite agitated and threatened to shoot the

troop officer if the peacekeepers were not withdrawn. A long period of negotiation ensued and the

situation was only resolved by much discussion and a review of the detailed maps that had established

the limits of the buffer zone many years earlier.

Since the Ortona section had a regular force cook who worked only during the week, Bill volunteered to

work as the cook on weekends. Again, he prepared meals and snacks for the other members of the

troop. Again, he looked at the food locker and found it to be overstocked. Again, he chose to clear the

old supplies and share some of them with an animal, but this time it was a friendly German Shepard who

visited the camp regularly. This animal developed an affinity for Bill, so when Bill departed on a foot

patrol, the dog trailed along. This was not usually a problem, but on one occasion, Bill’s foot patrol

passed near an OP at the time of a shift change and the two groups of soldiers stopped to talk. An

unusual concentration of soldiers with a dog was immediately reported by the Turkish observer

stationed on the northern perimeter of the buffer zone. This resulted in a telephone call to UN

headquarters asking that whatever initiative that was underway be stopped. After a full explanation was

given to the troop leader, Bill was asked to stop feeding the dog. Not wanting to be trailed by a begging

dog, Bill approached the fence and arranged to have the dog adopted by a soldier on the Turkish side.

On another occasion, when Bill was assigned to the OP during the night, he decided to completely

dismantle and clean his rifle. The front was very quiet and there was virtually nothing to report. Further,

the OP, which was situated on the roof of a three story building, was illuminated from all sides, so the

observer could not really see anything. Consequently, to fight boredom and ensure that he did not fall

asleep, Bill decided to clean his rifle. While he was doing this, he heard an approaching vehicle. The

observers had been drilled to greet each passing vehicles by shouldering their arms and saluting,

assuming, as a precaution, that the vehicle carried the commanding officer or some other important

dignitary. Since Bill’s weapon was in pieces, he grabbed the broom, rushed outside, held it like a rifle

and saluted the passing vehicle. Fortunately, the occupants of the vehicle did not notice the omission

and did not stop or comment. After several minutes of concern, Bill was able to return to his chosen

task.

Vacations and leave

During the rotation, each of the soldiers were allowed to take a leave for a period of 18 days. During this

time, Bill opted to travel to a village near Venice, Italy to visit his aunts and uncles. He and the other

soldiers were also entitled to take several days off, either for a twenty-four hour period or a forty-eight

hour period. During these breaks, Bill often chose to visit Ayia Napa Beach on the south shore of the

island. To get there, the soldiers exited the buffer zone on the Greek side of the line, and hired a taxi at a
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nearby taxi stand. Even though it was winter, the climate was still quite moderate and the beach was

pleasant. If the soldiers stayed for more than a day, hotels were available near the beach. On one

occasion, Bill and some other soldiers rented a car and went on an excursion to visit Saint Hilarion Castle,

a castle high in the mountains.

Troops visiting Ayia Napa Beach on their day off
Photo provided by William Menon

Sitting on a rock outcrop at the top of Mount Hillarion
Photo provided by William Menon

Return home and life thereafter

At the end of the rotation, the RCH troop members returned first to Valcartier and then to Montreal.

When the soldiers were let off their bus in downtown Montreal, they opted to stop at the Peel pub in

uniform before going home. There, they surprised several members of the regiment who were enjoying

a night out.

Despite being released from the militia squadron, the soldiers were entitled to 45 days leave, to

compensate them for having been on duty seven days a week, twenty-four hours per day, for a period of

six months.

Upon his return to the unit, Bill resumed his functions in A squadron and progressed through the ranks,

eventually becoming a Warrant Officer. In 1993, he was deployed to Bosnia, where he worked as a

liaison NCO helping coordinate leaves in Italy. He also acted as an instructor on many courses in

Montreal, Valcartier and Gagetown, and, in this role, was greatly appreciated by successive generations

of Hussar soldiers. He eventually retired from the military in 2011.
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