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Brian Cobby’s story 
Part 1 of 2 – 1993 – 1994 – Operation Cavalier at Visoko 

 

 
Cougar escort vehicle in the hills of Bosnia 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

Authors’ note 
 
The principal authors of this text, aside from the individual recounting the story, are John Cochrane, a former 
member of the unit, and his niece Marina Tinkler, a Concordia University literature student.  This record of 
events was prepared in 2016, many years after they occurred.  The authors 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 publicly available information. 
The record presents the events as the individuals involved remember them several years after they occurred. 
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Brian Cobby’s story  

Brian Cobby deployed to Bosnia from November 1993 to May 1994 with the 12e Régiment blindé du 
Canada (12 RBC) on Rotation 2 of Operation Cavalier.  The 12 RBC Battle Group (BG) was deployed to 
Bosnia to respect Canada’s commitment to provide a battalion-sized force (CANBAT 2) to the United 
Nations Protection Force in Bosnia (UNPROFOR II).  The 12 RBC was stationed at Visoko, where Brian 
worked in the Regimental Headquarters as a driver for the Tactical Air Control Party (TACP). 

Brian deployed to Bosnia a second time from July 1996 to January 1997 with A Squadron of the 12e 
Régiment blindé du Canada (12e RBC) on Rotation 2 of Operation Alliance.  A Squadron was part of a 
group of soldiers that were fulfilling Canada’s commitment to provide troops for the NATO-led Dayton 
Peace Agreement Implementation Force (IFOR).  On this rotation, A Squadron was stationed at Camp 
Maple Leaf near Zgon, where Brian worked as the cougar gunner in call sign 13C. 

Personal Background 

Brian was still in high school when he joined the Royal Canadian Hussars (RCH) in February 1991.  He was 
referred to the unit by the personnel at the downtown recruiting office after he expressed an interest in 
joining an armoured reserve unit.  He lived in Brossard, so he joined B squadron in St Hubert.  He 
attended his basic training at the unit and his trade training in Valcartier during the summer of 1992.  

Preparation 

Brian volunteered to go to Bosnia in the summer of 1993.  In August, after the annual militia training 
exercise in Gagetown, he reported directly to the Worthington Tank Park where the 12 RBC was also 
conducting training.  From there, he travelled back to Valcartier with the 12 RBC convoy.  The Battle 
Group that was preparing for deployment included a command and services squadron, two squadrons of 
Cougars, one infantry company, an anti-tank platoon, a mortar platoon, a troop of Engineers, a field 
surgical unit, and a tactical air control party (TACP). 

Brian was initially assigned as a driver for the regimental command post (CP), but then he was moved to 
the Tactical Air control party (TACP), where he became the driver for one of the Forward air control 
parties (FAC’s).  He drove an M113, which was a tracked armoured personnel carrier.  During the two 
months of preparatory training in Valcartier, he was assigned living quarters in Building 531, along with 
the other reservists who were preparing for deployment. 

The FAC training was interesting.  Brian moved the vehicle or held it stationary while one of the forward 
controllers (FAC’s) directed aircraft to attack different targets.  The pilot would leave the air base, fly to 
the area of operations, contact the FAC and confirm his or her identity by exchanging pre-established 
code words, proceed to a previously agreed-upon initial point (IP), then travel a specific distance along a 
specific trajectory to the target area.  The pilot would then turn or bank the aircraft to be able to see the 
ground and have the FAC describe the target.  When the target was clear, the pilot would reconfirm and 
engage the target.  Alternatively, a laser designator could be used to illuminate or “paint” the target, 
allowing the FAC to guide laser-guided bombs, dropped by the aircraft, to their targets.  The training in 
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Valcartier was conducted principally with helicopters, but jets were used on the final exercise.  On one 
occasion, the drivers were allowed to direct a fire mission.   

The TACP had four M113 Armoured Personnel Carriers and the party was led by an Air Force major.  In 
each M113, there were four crew members - the mission leader, who was usually an officer, the mission 
second in command (2ic), who was usually a warrant officer, a sergeant-gunner and a driver.  All TACP 
members, except the drivers, were qualified to direct air strikes.  The gunner was responsible for the 
weapons, ammo, communications, rations and water.  He also oversaw the driver maintenance. The 
driver was responsible for vehicle maintenance, fueling, storage of equipment and assisting the gunner 
in local defense when employed.  When on the move, the gunner would take up a position in the cupola 
while the mission leader and the 2ic would ride in the cargo area with the hatch open.  Only the drivers 
were assigned permanently to their vehicles; the other members of the crew were assigned for each 
mission. 

Portrait of the TACP at Visoko 
Photos provided by Brian Cobby 

Brian in front of his vehicle 
Photos provided by Brian Cobby 

 

During the preparatory training, the Battle Group experienced its first casualty.  It occurred when the 
headquarters personnel were taken to a range at night to practice their skills in identifying different 
types of incoming fire.  Soldiers were sent out onto the Termoli range, where they took cover in 
trenches.  Different types of live ammunition were then fired over their heads, with the tracer rounds 
lighting up the night sky.  Soldiers were asked to listen to the crack and the thump of each round and 
identify the weapons being used, the distance to the firing point and the direction of the fire.  During this 
exercise, one soldier – Master Corporal Bureau was hit in the neck by a live round.  Alex Martel, a medic 
from the RCH, who was participating in the exercise, rather than acting as a medic at the time, provided 
first aid.  He reacted quickly and tried to save the man’s life, but Bureau’s injury was too severe. The 
range exercise was immediately stopped and the troops were told that an accident had occurred and 
that they were to stand down for the night.  The next morning, all the troops in the Battle Group were 
formed up in a large parade.  The Commanding officer took over the parade and made a short speech 
stating only that the Battle Group had suffered its first casualty, and that, in Bosnia, there would be 
more.  Later, Brian read that the accident was attributed to an ammunition problem, in that there had 
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been insufficient powder in one of the rounds, resulting in its falling short into a trench rather than going 
over it.  

Arrival in Bosnia 

The group that Brian travelled with flew from Quebec City to Paris and then to Zagreb.  From Zagreb, the 
members of the TACP flew on a small 2-engine Russian plane to Sarajevo.  Due to frequent shelling by 
the Serbs1 of the nearby Bosniak quarter of Dobrinja, planes rarely stayed at the Sarajevo airport longer 
than 15 minutes.  Cargo pallets were rolled out the back door and the troops were instructed to run to 
shelters along the side of the runway.  The group then had to wait in the shelters for several hours 
because their convoy had orders not leave for the camp at Visoko until the group that the convoy drivers 
had brought to the airport had successfully departed.  

The group then travelled to the Canadian camp at Visoko in the back of 2½-ton cargo trucks.  These 
trucks had reinforced metal panels in back that provided some protection for the passengers.  The 
travellers did not have weapons or protective clothing as these items were only accessible upon arrival at 
the camp.  On the way to the camp, something, possibly a rock, hit the side of the truck Brian was 
travelling in and made a loud noise – and several passengers threw themselves on the floor, possibly 
thinking they were under attack. 

Waiting area at the Sarajevo airport with shelters 
shown on the left 
Photos provided by Brian Cobby 

Military aircraft at the Sarajevo airport 
Photos provided by Brian Cobby 

 

The group arrived at the Canadian camp at Visoko and its members were assigned living quarters.  At the 
camp, there were two large buildings – referred to as the Megaplex and the Crystal Palace.  Brian was 
assigned a place inside the Crystal Palace along with the other headquarters staff who worked in the 
command post, the service company and the medical unit. Over the first two weeks there was a period 
of transition and orientation which included a handover from the previous team. During this period, 
Brian’s vehicle was grounded so that gun shields could be mounted on it. 
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Brian met some other members of the RCH from the previous rotation who were preparing to leave.  
They and many other soldiers from the previous rotation wanted to talk about the death of Corporal Dan 
Gunther.  The press releases issued at the time by the Department of National Defense in Ottawa, which 
were published widely by numerous news outlets, indicated that Gunther had died as a result of a 
mortar round exploding close to his vehicle, while he was getting out.  This version of the incident 
seemed to infer that Gunther’s death was not a deliberate attempt by any one of the belligerent parties 
to target the Canadians, but an indirect result of a possibly misguided round.  The press release also 
seemed to infer that Corporal Gunther was partially responsible for his own death because he had 
exposed himself while mortars were landing in the area.  However, the information that was being 
passed from soldier to soldier at the camp was that Gunther had been hit by a rocket-propelled grenade 
that had been aimed directly at his vehicle by members of the Bosniak Forces with seemingly hostile 
intent.  The round had hit Gunther in the chest and had exploded behind him, destroying his body and 
blowing everything off the top of the vehicle.  This information originated with the soldiers who were 
present at the event and others who had been sent afterwards to recover the remains and the vehicle.  

Brian listened to his comrades and other soldiers at the camp who seemed to be very upset by the way 
the real story was not being told in Canada.  The frustration of the troops was confirmed to Brian when 
he visited the junior ranks mess and saw some of the artwork that was left hanging after an art 
competition amongst the soldiers from the previous rotation.  Several very dark pictures seemed to 
make direct reference to the event.  Years later, with the help of the editor of Esprit de corps magazine, 
the true story was told and the government issued an apology for having misstated the truth. 

Brian heard that many people from the previous rotation thought that the Bosniaks had targeted the 
Canadians as a means of sending them a message.  Apparently, the Bosniaks objected to the presence of 
the anti-tank platoon and its powerful TOW missiles and surveillance systems.  In meetings prior to the 
event, the Bosniaks had apparently unsuccessfully asked the Canadians not to deploy them in the field.  
After the incident, a liaison officer had apparently been told, as he crossed a Bosniak checkpoint, that the 
incident had occurred because the Canadians had ignored the warnings and deployed the TOW’s.  
Whether this was the reason or not, Brian got the impression that the TOW missiles never left the camp 
at Visoko during his entire deployment.  
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Picture of the unused Anti-tank platoon vehicles neatly parked at the vehicle 
compound at the Visoko camp 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

On duty in the command post 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

UN Mission and tactical situation 

The Canadians were in Bosnia under the authority of the United Nations Protection Force Two 
(UNPROFOR II).  UNPROFOR II was operating in Bosnia and Herzegovina whereas UNPROR I had been 
focused on a similar conflict in Croatia. UNPROFOR II was not a peacekeeping force because the three 
groups of belligerents in the country were still very much at war.  UNPROFOR II initially focused on the 
protection of the Sarajevo airport for humanitarian purposes.  Then it was tasked with the protection of 
humanitarian relief convoys organised by the UN.  Eventually, it was asked to observe the peace in a 
number of safe areas that had been declared by the UN.  The Battle Group’s infantry company was 
stationed in one of those safe areas in eastern Bosnia - that of Srebrenica.  The rest of the Canadian 
Battle Group at Visoko (CANBAT 2) focused on protecting the United Nations’ humanitarian relief 
convoys in its area of operations.  It also provided logistical support to the infantry company in 
Srebrenica. 

Two months before the end of the rotation, the infantry company was called back to Visoko and was 
replaced in Srebrenica by Dutch troops.  It was called back because it was needed at Visoko, notably to 
help with camp security.  Without any infantry for camp security, the cougar squadrons alternated 
between providing camp security and escorting UN convoys carrying supplies for humanitarian aid.  
Being able to field only one squadron at a time significantly reduced the level of support that the Battle 
Group could provide for the UN convoys.  
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The Map above outlines the disposition of the belligerent forces in 1994.  The red lines show the limits of the 
Serbian advance from the east.  The UN–declared safe areas in the east of the country, populated almost 
exclusively by Bosniaks, bear the numbers of 14 and 15.  The two safe areas with the number 15 were eventually 
captured by the Serbs when the Bosniaks stopped actively defending them.  The city of Sarajevo (number 13) was 
almost completely surrounded by Serb Forces.  The Green lines to the northwest of Sarajevo show two Croatian 
enclaves.  The more powerful Croatian groups were found further west.  The Bosniak Forces controlled most of 
the area in between, including the area around Visoko which is northwest of Sarajevo. 
Map provided by UNPROFOR 

 

The area around Visoko was dangerous because all three belligerent forces had positions that converged 
nearby.  Both Visoko and Sarajevo were controlled by the Bosniak Forces.  The Serbs, however, had 
encircled Sarajevo and were laying siege to it and thus controlled much of the area between the two 
locations.  The Croats controlled two enclaves to the west and north of Visoko – one around the town of 
Kiseljak and the other around the town of Vitez.  Before the Croats and the Bosniaks joined forces at the 
end of February 1994, the Bosniaks were pressing hard to capture both of these Croatian enclaves. 

UNPROFOR’s contingent from Britain (BRITBAT) had a camp in Vitez, a town further north.  Since the 
Bosniaks often bombarded the Croats in this town, artillery fire often landed near the British camp.  On 
at least one occasion, the Canadian camp at Visoko was put on alert when the Croatian forces 
threatened to attack the British camp. 
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UNIPROFOR had two headquarters from which it commanded all the UN forces in the country.  The main 
UN Divisional headquarters was located at the airport at Sarajevo, where it was protected by French 
soldiers, and the alternate headquarters was located in Kiseljak, where it was protected by Danish 
soldiers.   

UN humanitarian-aid convoys moving between the UN-controlled airport at Sarajevo and Visoko and 
beyond could not take a direct route.  They travelled along a supply route that went through Kiseljak.  
They carried supplies to refugee camps, UN-declared safe areas and other locations to the north and east 
of Visoko.  Sometimes, convoys came overland in the opposite direction from the Port of Split.  All these 
convoys were organised by the UNHCR, who had their own vehicles and their own drivers.  CANBAT 2 
provided escorts for these convoys, meeting them when they entered its area of operations, helping 
them through the checkpoints and escorting them until they either departed from its area of operations, 
arrived at their destination or until the escorts were barred from continuing.  The Canadian Cougars 
were generally not allowed to escort the convoys that went to Tuzla through Serb-dominated territory. 

CANBAT2’s Command and Services Squadron also organised convoys to transport supplies for its own 
purposes and personnel to and from the airport.  For the most part, these convoys also needed to be 
escorted.    

Along these roads the convoys needed to pass through numerous checkpoints belonging to the different 
belligerent groups.  Also, between Visoko and Kiseljak, the convoys were exposed to harassing fire from 
one or more of the belligerent groups positioned in the hills overlooking the road.  Brian especially 
remembers receiving harassing fire from the surrounding hills when he drove through Buci, a small town 
just southwest of Visoko. 

Commencement of Tactical Air Control operations 

The Tactical Air Control Party (TACP) was a divisional asset.  While the TACP fell under the administrative 
authority of the Canadian Battle Group, it was commanded by the Air Operations Command Centre 
(AOCC) that was located at the alternate UN Divisional command headquarters in Kiseljak.  Brian had to 
drive the TACP team leader to the AOCC numerous times for meetings, generally twice a week.   

All requests for air support were to be sent by the FAC’s to the AOCC, who would in turn forward the 
requests that it authorised to an Airborne Command Centre, which operated over or around the Adriatic 
Sea.   

The air support was provided by jet fighters from American, French and British air forces stationed at 
NATO air bases located in Italy.  Air support missions using live munitions could only be conducted after a 
24-hour delay, the time required to get permission from UN headquarters in New York City.  It was 
possible, however, at any time, to organise a show of force – i.e. to get a jet fighter to buzz the target 
and drop flares.  
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Map showing the relative positions of Sarajevo, Kiseljak, Visoko and Vitez and some of the events described in 
this story.  Map reproduced using Google in conformity with Google’s usage policy 
The two parts of the map are not necessarily to scale 

 

Commencement of operations 

After the initial handover, Brian was loaned to the Battle Group signals section for a period of two weeks 
where he worked with another member of the RCH, Miles Stringer.  Mostly he worked as a duty operator 
on a radio and telephone exchange. He generally found this work to be long and tedious, but he was the 
operator who took two unusual calls.  The first call came from the infantry company that was stationed 
in Srebrenica, a Bosniak enclave located deep in Serbian territory.  The company had been stationed 
there to observe the peace because the enclave had been declared a safe area by the UN.  The company 
reported that one of their soldiers had been shot in the arm by a Serbian sniper.  The casualty had 
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apparently been using his binoculars to observe the Serbian positions in the hills surrounding the town.  
It was felt that the attack was a warning that that type of observation would not be tolerated by the 
Serbs.  The second call came in from the camp guards who reported that the ammunition container was 
on fire.  Brian promptly informed the duty officer, who rushed out of the headquarters, only to return 
half an hour later to inform him that a trip flare near the container had gone off and given the 
impression that there was a fire. 

On other occasions, Brian was assigned to other headquarters duties.  For example, at Christmas time, 
he was a member of the party that escorted the chief of the defence staff (CDS) between the camp and 
the Sarajevo airport.  On a different occasion, he acted as the driver for General Forand, the commander 
of the 5e Groupe-brigade mécanisé du Canada, during his visit to the camp. 

Shortly after arrival at Visoko, an accident occurred that resulted in the death of two soldiers – Corporals 
David Galvin of the Sherbrooke Hussars and Daniel Langevin of the 12 RBC.  Brian was informed when he 
and the other members of Command and Services Squadron were called into the cafeteria for an 
announcement.  Brian and the other reservists, who had lived on the same floor of the residences in 
Valcartier with David for the past two months, were quite shook up. Two days later, Brian attended an 
evening funeral service conducted by the camp padres.  After the funeral, he and his comrades went to 
the mess and sat quietly.  Later, when the vehicle was recovered and brought on to the base, it was 
placed in the vehicle compound under guard, with instructions that no one was to touch it.  Late one 
night, Brian approached the sentry guarding the vehicle and asked if he could enter the vehicle to say 
goodbye to his friend.  The sentry, understandingly stepped aside and allowed Brian to quietly sit and 
find his peace within the vehicle. 

Shortly afterwards, Brian almost had an accident of his own.  It occurred when he was acting as the 
driver of an M113 command post that was being sent to one of two hospitals that was being helped by 
the Battle Group.  The local staff that operated these hospitals had abandoned their posts when a battle 
erupted nearby, leaving the patients to fend for themselves.  The Battle Group had stationed some 
soldiers at the hospitals to provide essential services until the staff were able to return.  The vehicle 
Brian was driving was needed at the Bakovici2 hospital to set up a remote rebroadcast facility.  He drove 
the M113 and another RCH member - Miles Stringer - acted as the crew commander.  There were no 
other passengers.  Along the road, the vehicle lost power and the intercom stopped working.  Being 
diesel-powered, however, the motor kept running.  Without stopping, Brian turned to signal to Miles 
that there was a problem.  At that point, he saw a cloud of black smoke coming out of the cargo hatch 
and pointed it out to Miles.  Miles quickly used the fire extinguisher to put out the fire.  Miles then took 
the Jerry can full of diesel fuel, which had been stored in the cargo area, and threw it out of the moving 
vehicle.  He also moved the 84mm rockets, M72 anti-tank weapons, and other ammunition stored in the 
cargo area away from the area of the fire.  Some of the packaging on the munitions had started to melt 
but fortunately, nothing had exploded.  Since the motor was still running, Brian’s vehicle was able to 
continue with the convoy, until it was blocked at a checkpoint, at which time the group returned to 
camp.  
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Later, after Brian returned to his job as driver for the TACP, his FAC was sent to the Bakovici hospital, in 
case air support was required.  The section stayed there several days.  He remembers that, at night, 
soldiers not on sentry duty were locked into a separate wing, to separate them from the patients.   

  
Entrance to the hospital 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

Cougar parked outside hospital  
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

Tarčin recce for an alternate route to the hospital 

The route to the hospital passed through several checkpoints manned by different belligerent groups, 
who were generally uncooperative. Consequently, the Canadian convoys moving to and from the 
hospitals experienced many delays and refusals.  They also experienced harassing fire from the 
surrounding hills.  To improve this situation, a reconnaissance (recce) patrol was formed in an attempt to 
open an alternate route to the hospital.  The proposed alternate route passed through Sarajevo and 
circled around through Tarčin to approach the hospital from the south – i.e. through the back door.  The 
recce patrol, which was led by a liaison officer, included two cougars, an engineer section and an 
ambulance.  The FAC was present even though it could only to organise a show of force.  All vehicles 
were painted white and were clearly marked as UN vehicles.  The roads through the mountainous terrain 
were narrow and treacherous.  When the patrol started moving north into the mountains, it passed 
through a Bosniak Forces checkpoint, and the person in charge apparently warned the patrol leader that 
there was an operation being conducted up the road, and that if they proceeded, they might get shot at.  
The patrol leader decided to proceed in spite of the warnings. Further up the road, the people in the lead 
vehicles heard sustained machine gun fire.  The patrol leader decided not to proceed further and had the 
vehicles turn around.  Turning around was fairly easy for the three M113s – they turned almost on a 
dime, by engaging the brake on one track and using the other track to move the vehicle.  The cougars 
had more difficulty, but succeeded without getting bogged or having an accident.  This was more difficult 
because there was not much room to turn around.  Shortly afterwards, mortar rounds started falling 
around the UN vehicles.  A mortar fell to the right of Brian’s vehicle and he thought that it must have 
been very close or powerful because he remembers feeling a shockwave move from his right to his left, 
even though the round had landed on the other side of the engine compartment and he was driving with 
his ¨hatches down¨. 
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As the patrol moved back down the road, a machine gun started firing intermittently at the vehicles.  All 
three M113s were hit with some fire.  None of them were pierced but the Canadians were surprised that 
the white vehicles and even the ambulance were being shot at.  A second mortar hit near the last vehicle 
and shrapnel hit the side of one of the cougars.  When they reached the Bosniak checkpoint, the liaison 
officer went forward to negotiate passage.  While the LO was negotiating passage, Brian looked around 
and was surprised to see that the cougars had adopted fire positions overlooking the checkpoint.  He 
was surprised that such an aggressive stance would be taken by the Canadians because he had not 
detected any hostility from the people at the checkpoint when the patrol had passed through it on the 
way up the road.  The patrol was called off, having reached the conclusion that the alternate route was 
not easier than the existing route. The Patrol returned to Sarajevo and stayed at the French camp 
overnight. Brian remembers that he and the other patrol participants were still high on adrenaline.  He 
was impressed to hear that the Canadian camp had sent a jeep with some beer for them all the way to 
the French camp. 

Hilly country encountered during recce – Pictures 
taken later, after the recce 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

Hilly country encountered during recce, pictures taken 
later, after the recce 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

Working with MALBAT 

Shortly thereafter, a Malaysian Battalion (MALBAT) joined UNPROFOR at a location to the southwest of 
Visoko.  Brian remembers that his FAC was sent to the MALBAT camp for a week to help integrate the 
Malaysians into UNPROFOR.  Other Canadian soldiers had also been sent there notably to teach the 
Malaysian drivers how to drive on snow and ice.  MALBAT had brand new equipment that had been 
purchased by the UN specifically for this mission.  Brian remembers that the Canadian and Malaysian 
FAC’s went up on a mountain to establish a joint observation post and practice the steps they would 
follow if they called in an air attack.  Brian remembers that their OP was hit by a very bad storm and high 
winds.  Consequently, the operation was discontinued and the units returned to the MALBAT camp.  
While working with the Malaysians, Brian remembers eating curries three times a day. 
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Leave and time off 

During his eighteen-day leave period, Brian was able to visit Egypt with a soldier from the Sherbrooke 
Hussars.  For his two Rest & relaxation weekends he visited Rome, where he had a great time. 

First hostage-taking incident 

In early December, twelve Canadian soldiers were taken hostage by Serbs near Ilijas.  The Battle Group 
had established two observation posts (OP’s) called Mike and Papa, one on either end of a bridge that 
spanned a river that separated the Bosniak and Serb Forces.  Earlier that day, the Serbs had brought an 
injured soldier to the Canadian OP on their side of the river and asked that the UN evacuate the soldier 
to a hospital.  Apparently, the evacuation could not be arranged before the soldier had died.  Later, some 
frustrated members of the deceased soldier’s unit returned to the OP and captured its Canadian 
occupants.  Brian was not at all involved, but from the information that was communicated on the camp, 
he understood that the angered Serbs had threatened to kill the Canadians and even conducted mock 
executions by firing over their heads.  The Canadian soldiers were eventually released upon the arrival of 
a Serbian officer. 

  
Passing OP’s Mike and Papa 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

Passing OP’s Mike and Papa 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

Change in the tactical situation  

In early February 1994, a mortar attack in a Sarajevo public market killed and wounded a large number 
of civilians.  As a result, the UN requested and NATO authorised the use of retaliatory air strikes against 
any artillery or mortar units identified by UNPROFOR II as being responsible for attacks on civilians.  
NATO issued an ultimatum to the Serbs requesting that they move their heavy weapons away from 
Sarajevo by February 20th, 1994, or suffer air strikes.  In return, the Serbs threatened to retaliate on UN 
camps.  At this time, the Battle Group fortified the Canadian Camp at Visoko by building walls of hessian 
cloth filled with sand. 
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Mission to direct an air strike against the Serb Artillery 

Generally the Serbs did comply with the NATO ultimatum.  There were, however, some exceptions 
where the guns had not been withdrawn.  Brian remembers that one of the FAC’s was asked to move 
into a position where he could direct a bombing mission on some of these guns. The FAC moved out of 
camp in an M113, that Brian was driving, and an escort of two cougars.  Because Brian’s regular vehicle 
was undergoing maintenance, he was ordered to use a vehicle that was usually driven by another driver. 
The group proceeded to an existing Canadian observation post, but from that position the FAC was not 
able to see the guns in question. 

Brian remembers hearing various discussions that led to a second move.  The first discussion was 
between the TACP commander and the escort.  The escort only had orders to bring the TACP to the OP, 
and did not want to proceed further, so it returned to camp.  The second discussion was between the 
FAC and the personnel at the OP.  The latter agreed to escort the FAC to a position that, at the time, was 
occupied by a French TACP that the Canadians were supposed to relieve.  By the time they left the OP, 
night had fallen, but the group moved forward anyways because the FAC had to be in place in time for an 
early-morning attack. 

The party eventually met the French FAC, who was already on the road returning to its base.  The 
Canadian TACP leader met with his French counterpart to get the positions of the OP and of the guns.  
Because of what happened later, Brian suspected that there may have been a communication or 
language problem.  The Canadian group continued to the location the TACP leader understood would be 
the best vantage point from which to observe the target.  The group arrived in the darkness, and were 
surprised to see Serb soldiers in the area.  The TACP leader suspected that they had incorrectly gone to 
the position of the guns rather than the observation post, but he decided not to move any further in the 
dark.  Consequently, the party parked and set up local security, taking care not to antagonise the Serbs.  

At first light, the members of the TACP were able to confirm that they were indeed at the position of the 
Serb guns.  Strangely, the position seemed abandoned, except for the guns.  The members of the TACP 
later found out that the Serb soldiers had returned to the village after they saw them the night before.  
While the gunners in the M113’s provided security for the vehicles, Brian participated in a 3-man foot 
patrol to confirm the precise position of the guns.  The patrol lasted about forty minutes and moved 
beyond the cover provided by the vehicles.  Once the position of the Serbian guns was confirmed, the 
patrol returned and the drivers resumed providing local security. 

Once the mix-up in locations was confirmed, the TACP leader called back to HQ to ask that the bombing 
runs be cancelled since the TACP was virtually sitting on the target.  This message never reached the 
airport in Italy where the jets were stationed, so the jets approached and contacted the FAC as planned 
and were asked directly by the FAC to cancel the mission.  The Serbs arrived in the morning and took up 
their positions while the Canadians maintained a non-adversarial stance.  The Serbs were confident that 
with the Canadians present, they were not going to be bombed.  After a meeting between the Serb local 
commander and the TACP leader, the Canadians were eventually allowed to leave.  Unfortunately, 
however, at that point, the front left sprocket on Brian’s M113 fell off.   
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View of seemingly abandoned Serb Artillery position 
taken while on a 3-man foot patrol 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

View towards Sarajevo from Serbian Gun position 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

Since the vehicle could not move, a decision was made to evacuate the TACP personnel.  This caused 
anther delay because all the sensitive equipment had to be stripped from the vehicle before they left.   A 
cougar troop arrived to escort them back to the camp, and to secure the broken-down vehicle until it 
could be recovered.  Brian remembers returning to the camp and meeting the original driver of the 
vehicle, who was not very happy to hear that his vehicle had broken down and needed to be recovered. 

Supporting a ground operation against the Serb guns 

One week later, the Serb guns had still not been moved, so the UN Divisional Commander, ordered a 
ground intervention. Brian knew something was about to happen when, on Sunday morning, he was told 
to go prepare his vehicle for a move, without being told what it was.  He noted that many of the officers 
were being convened for orders and that the liaison officers were leaving the camp, presumably to 
inform other parties of the planned activities.  The orders were issued on Sunday morning, a time when 
the men were normally allowed to sleep in.  Unusually, Command and Services Company, rather than 
one of the Cougar squadrons, had been assigned to camp security.  Later in the morning, Brian received 
a briefing and was asked to stand to at his vehicle in preparation for a move.  It was very unusual to see 
the two armoured squadrons and the infantry company preparing to leave camp all at the same time.  

Brian heard that according to the original plan, a Russian airborne battalion in the UN structure had been 
tasked to move up to the Serbian gun positions and ask them to pull back.  The Russians were apparently 
chosen for this task because there was an affinity between the Serbs and Russia.  The Canadian Battle 
Group was to circle around and provide fire support for the Russians in case of trouble.  However, when 
the Russians received contradictory orders from their national chain of command, they withdrew from 
the operation.  The Canadian Battle Group or the UNPROFOR headquarters or both decided to proceed 
with the operation using the Battle Group’s own infantry company.   

The TACP was tasked to move to a position of observation to provide air support if needed.  Apparently, 
it had several jets and an AC130 aircraft on call.  Brian remembers hearing the drone of the AC130 as it 
circled the area waiting for a call.  The TACP left the camp with the main party heading south.  As they 
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left the camp there was a bit of congestion.  When the main party reached the Serbian lines, the Serbian 
soldiers at the checkpoints offered no resistance and let the Canadians pass.  One of the squadrons 
stopped there and secured the bridge and its controlling checkpoint.  A group of engineers diffused the 
explosives on the bridge.  The TACP, with a cougar escort, left the main party and took up a position on 
the high ground near Ilijas.  Although he observed at a distance and monitored the radio, it was only 
later that Brian fully understood what happened at the gun position.  The other cougar squadron and the 
infantry company continued on from the bridge into Serb-controlled territory, arrived at the gun 
positions and asked the artillery unit commander to move his guns further from Sarajevo. On arrival of 
the Canadians, the Serbian soldiers melted into the woods, but later returned to take up positions 
around the Canadian vehicles and place antitank mines between the wheels of some of them.  Brian also 
heard that the Serbian Sarajevo Reaction Force had approached the area with a number of M-84 main 
battle tanks.  The operation stalled and a stalemate developed. 

 
Congestion as the troops leave the base on the way to 
the Serb gun position 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

Cougar escort with TACP in over watch position 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 
View overlooking the Serbian gun positions on the 
other side of the valley 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

TACP observing activity on the other side of the valley 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 
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The Canadian unit stayed on site overnight and withdrew on the second day.  Although the Serbs did not 
move their guns, it was reported that they had promised to do so.  Throughout this period, the FAC 
maintained observation and the other personnel stayed in or near their own vehicles.  During the 
evening, several uninvited and unwanted Bosniak guests dropped by the TACP OP to act as cheerleaders. 

Brian remembers thinking that the Canadians were not negotiating from a position of power.  The UN-
imposed rules of engagement prevented them from firing at belligerents unless they were actually being 
fired upon.  The Serbs knew that by not taking an aggressive stance, they could approach and get very 
close to the Canadian soldiers, until it was too late for the Canadians to react.  Because the Serbs were 
now in close proximity to the Canadian vehicles, they were well placed to cause significant damage had 
any fighting started.  Their proximity also prevented the use of air support.  Finally, if the Serb tanks 
joined a firefight, the Canadians would have probably suffered significant casualties.  

Later, after all units had returned to base, the Battle group organised a huge party at the mess.  Brian 
joined in the party but he noted that many of those present were critical of the plans and the tactics 
used during the operation.  He was not convinced that the operation had achieved its objective, but he 
saw no reason to avoid a party. 

Temporary lull in aggressions 

Towards the end of February 1994, the Bosniak and Croat Forces struck an alliance and stopped fighting 
each other.  They were then able to focus all their aggression on the Serbs.  The combined forces were a 
better match for the Serbs so a stalemate seemed to develop.  Brian and the other troops got the 
mistaken impression that peace had come to Visoko.  Troops stopped wearing their helmets outside of 
camp and replaced them with baseball caps.  Brian remembers sitting in the mess and proudly but 
incorrectly boasting to his comrades that they had come to the area when it was in a state of war and 
they would be able to leave it in a state of peace.   

Reaction mission to the 2nd hostage taking 

This quiet time only lasted three weeks.  Then, the Serbs started attacking.  In one day, the Serbs 
captured 128 UN hostages across the area of operations.  They also shot up two resupply convoys 
coming from the Croatian coast and they resumed their shelling of Sarajevo.  This was their strategy to 
neutralise the air attacks against them being threatened by the UN and NATO.  The commander of the 
Serb forces correctly assumed that the UN would not engage in bombing missions, if even one of their 
troops was in danger of being killed. 

In the Battle group’s immediate area of operation, the Serbs captured OP Quebec, which was being 
manned by the mortar platoon, and took its occupants hostage.  The OP was located on one side of the 
line of confrontation near Ilijas. Initially, the Serb forces kept the hostages at the OP, which they allowed 
to be resupplied but not evacuated.  The Canadians starting thinking of mounting a rescue effort.  The 
TACP was sent out to find a location from which they could call in air support, in case a rescue attempt 
was initiated.  On this recce, the TACP moved with two vehicles but no escort – one vehicle was to direct 
the covering fire and the other to support the first. 
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Brian got the impression that something big was going to happen, because the mission was commanded 
by Major Thorne, the second in command of all the Canadian FAC’s, who usually worked only at the 
camp.  He also noted the presence of someone he thought might have been a Bosniak.  Apparently, this 
person knew the area very well and had been asked to come along to point out potential targets.   

The FAC teams moved up onto a high hill with a view over Ilijas.  Seeing vehicles on the front side of the 
hill, the Serbs sensed danger and started calling down artillery on the Canadian FAC party.  The FAC party 
vehicles turned around so they could return to the rear side of the hill.  As the second vehicle was 
turning around, it threw a track and was no longer able to move.  Once Brian’s vehicle had safely 
returned to the rear side of the hill, but while the artillery rounds were still falling on the front side of the 
hill, his vehicle commander, Captain Leblanc, asked Brian to give him the track kit and then headed back 
to help, with Brian following.  Brian was surprised and impressed by the Captain’s initiative.  The Captain 
and Brian ran over the hill and helped the driver of the other vehicle, Corporal Gilles Carrier of the 12 
RBC, reinstall the track.  By the time they arrived at the vehicle, the shelling had stopped so they were 
able to reinstall the track without exposing themselves to any immediate danger.  Only after the track 
was reinstalled, did Brian remember that they had left the major, the interpreter and the other person 
back at the M113 without any security.  When they got back to their vehicle, the mission was 
discontinued so they returned to the camp at Visoko. 

  
FAC vehicle on hill before artillery harassing fire starts 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

View down into the valley  
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

Later, all members of the TACP were brought up to the conference room to discuss the events of the day 
and possible solutions to the hostage situation.  Brian remembers someone suggesting that the white 
vehicles be repainted green to make them less visible.  Someone else immediately pointed out that as 
soon as they did this, one or more of the belligerents were likely to shoot at them as soon as they left the 
camp.  After the situation was discussed at length, the commander took a wait and see attitude.  That 
very night the HQ lost contact with the OP, increasing the pressure on the Canadians to do something.  
Later, the Serbs telephoned the HQ directly to warn against any rescue attempts, telling the duty officer 
that the Canadians had been distributed to various locations in Ilijas.   
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Eventually, the Serbs decided to release the hostages, allowing them to be brought back to camp.  Brian 
remembers that this event affected the morale of the Canadian troops, who became more critical with 
the events and the decisions being taken. 

Finally a show of force 

The TACP to which Brian was assigned never got to guide a live attack onto a target while in Bosnia. Brian 
understood that there was only one live fire mission during this rotation, and that had occurred at a site 
where the Serbs were shelling a hospital in the town of Goražde.  The attack, which was directed by a 
British TACP, resulted in the destruction of two Serbian tanks.  Brian remembers that the officers in his 
TACP were disappointed that they had not been the ones to call in the mission. 

They did however have the opportunity to call in a show of force.  During a show of force, an aircraft 
buzzes the intended target and drops flares to show the people at the target that they could easily have 
been hit if the pilot had released his or her armament.  Brian remembers that just such a mission was 
undertaken after a Belgian peacekeeper was killed by a Bosniak sniper.  The peacekeeper was driving a 
truck on the road between Visoko and Kesiljak.  The sniper was located on a hill overseeing the road.  
Brian remembers being told by the sergeant-gunner to get the vehicle ready.  The sergeant-gunner 
briefed him in a very serious manner and then apologized in advance if any spent casings fell from the 
machine gun into the driver’s compartment. 

The FAC section then drove to Kesiljak and then moved slowly along the road. The section was able to 
identify the area where the sniper had been positioned, but there was no way of confirming that the 
perpetrator was still there.  As they went by the position, the FAC called in the mission and a jet fighter 
flew in low and dropped flares.  The FAC’s gunner was prepared to defend the vehicle if they received 
fire from the position, but the people at the position held their fire.  Having done what they could, the 
TACP moved back to camp. 

Impact on morale 

Brian remembers that towards the end of the tour, the morale among the soldiers was very low.  They 
had come to the mission with high expectations.  They had incurred several casualties and endured 
several humiliations, and they wanted something in return for their sacrifices, even just the feeling that 
they had helped improve the country.  They felt that they were denied even this.   

In reality, they probably helped much more than they ever realized.  The security they provided to the 
UN personnel providing humanitarian aid was invaluable, to the benefit of many displaced civilians.  

Departure  

At the end of the rotation, the 12 RBC soldiers were replaced by soldiers from western Canada.  During 
the handover, the incoming TACP noticed that there were several armoured Land Rovers at the camp.  
These vehicles were normally used by the liaison officers.  The newcomers proposed that they, rather 
than the M113’s be used by the FAC’s.  Brian was aware that his superiors objected to this idea believing 
that these vehicles would not be respected by the different belligerent groups.  The newcomers chose to 
ignore this warning and departed from the camp in one of the vehicles only to have it seized and 
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stripped of its sensitive equipment including the GPS device, the laser target designator, the UHF radio, 
the crypto and other items.  Although the vehicle was later recovered, the loss of the sensitive 
equipment and information therein resulted in a security breach.   

  
Travelling in the back of a truck to the Port city of Split 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

Ferry crossing on the way home 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

After the handover was complete, Brian and the other soldiers in his section departed via a convoy of 
2½-ton cargo trucks that travelled in a westerly direction to the port city of Split, Croatia.  The security 
situation in Sarajevo was not good enough to allow their plane to land there.  

 

Coastal highway near the Port city of Split 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

Brian waiting to embark on an Air Transat flight home 
Photo provided by Brian Cobby 

 

After the return 

In May, 1994, the 12 RBC returned to Canada and Brian returned to Montreal and the RCH.  During the 
next two summers, he was employed on several military call-outs and, during the fall and winter, he 
pursued his post-secondary education at Champlain College studying social sciences. 
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During that period, Brian felt a strong urge to return to Bosnia.  He felt that he had left too soon before 
the situation had been resolved.  He volunteered to return every time an opening was announced.  
Eventually he was accepted for a second tour that was scheduled to depart in July 1996.  For the rest of 
the story, see part 2 of 2. 

Footnotes 

1. To facilitate the reading of this document, the belligerent forces are referred to using simplified 
names.  The term Serbs, refers to the Army of Republika Srpska, which was comprised mostly of 
Bosnian Serbs.  The term Bosniaks, refers to the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(ARBiH), which was comprised mostly of Bosnian Muslims; and the term Croats refers to the 
Croatian Defense Council (HVO), which was comprised mostly of Bosnian Croats. 

2. At the end of the tour, a board of inquiry investigated the misbehaviour of certain Canadian 
soldiers at the Bakovici Hospital including misuse of alcohol, abuse of patients, and sexual 
misconduct.  It found that there had indeed been unprofessional conduct on the part of certain 
individuals and that appropriate disciplinary action had not been taken at the time.  The board of 
inquiry also found that the majority of the soldiers at the location had acted appropriately and 
provided an invaluable service to the patients. 
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