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Michael Craig’s story

1996/97 – United Nations Support Mission in Haiti (UNSMIH)

Mike on a foot patrol in a remote village
Picture provided by Mike Craig

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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Michael Craig’s story

From September 1996 to March 1997, Master-Corporal Michael (Mike) Craig was deployed to Haiti with

the 5e Régiment d’artillerie légère du Canada (5 RALC) on Operation Stable, Rotation 1. This operation

was focused on helping the Haitian government professionalize the national police force, provide

security and stability in Haiti, and support various UN aid programmes.

Background

Mike joined the Royal Canadian Hussars (RCH) in May 1991 after seeing a recruiting ad in the campus

newspaper at Vanier College where he was attending a basic science program with the idea of eventually

becoming a veterinarian. He travelled from his Laval home to the Cote-des-Neiges Armoury to get more

information about the reserves and, after hearing about training on armoured vehicles, decided to join

the Hussars. That summer, he attended his basic military training at Camp Dubé and in the fall, returned

to train with A squadron at the armoury.

After completing his studies at Vanier, he decided to change his career plan and started working at

several part-time jobs including the reserves. Whenever possible, he attended military training, got his

trade and rank qualifications and moved up through the ranks. In 1994, he moved to Ottawa where he

enrolled in the Law and Security Administration program at Algonquin College. In spite of this move, he

continued to attend weekend and summer training with the unit.

During the summer of 1996, he was working as an instructor at the Militia Training centre in Valcartier,

teaching the basic armoured trades qualification course, when he heard about a call for volunteer

participants in a United Nations (UN) mission in Haiti. After hearing about the experiences of other

Hussars in Cyprus and Bosnia, he felt it could be an interesting and enriching experience. At the time,

there was nothing holding him back. He was single, had just graduated from Algonquin College, and had

not yet secured a permanent full-time job in his chosen field. Shortly after, Mike submitted his name

and was accepted as a master-corporal. This surprised him because he had heard that many others were

forced to accept rank reductions on previous missions.

Preparation for deployment

In July, Mike was transferred from the Militia Training Centre to the 5e Régiment d’artillerie légère du

Canada (5 RALC), which had commenced its preparatory training for the mission. Since the mission was

aimed principally at supporting the police by patrolling, the training was focused on basic military skills

such as weapons handling, target practice, section tactics, mounted and dismounted patrolling, first aid,

etc. The training also included lectures on the background of the mission, on the experiences of previous

missions, and on special precautions that needed to be taken when living in a hot, humid tropical

environment. Mike remembers being told that the human body needed a steady replenishment of

water and salt. He also remembers being given a prescription for Chloroquine pills, which had to be

taken every week, to prevent malaria. Mike was tentatively given the job of second-in-command in the

command section of one of the troops. The troop warrant was not sure that Mike was up to the job, so

he organised a special foot patrol so that Mike could be evaluated by one of the regular-force sergeants

in the troop. This worked out and the position was confirmed.
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Arrival in the theatre

After the training was complete, everyone was given a brief leave period, and then the Regiment

departed for Haiti on several military passenger planes. Mike remembers flying from Quebec City to

Port-au-Prince and getting out of the airplane directly on the runway. The air was very hot and humid

and the Canadian Camp was not far away.

The mission in Haiti

The Canadian Contingent (CANBAT) in Haiti was a battalion-sized force staffed principally by the 5 RALC.

It included a reconnaissance battery comprised of three troops, a quick response battery comprised of

three troops, and a command and support battery that included transport, stores, maintenance and

other sections. Attached to the contingent was a utility helicopter squadron, an engineer troop, a

medical platoon, a signal platoon, a military police platoon and an information support team. CANBAT

had established a camp at the end of the airport in Port-aux-Prince. The reconnaissance battery

principally patrolled with the Haitian National Police Force, while the troops in the quick response

battery alternated between responding to urgent situations and guarding the presidential palace, with a

view to preventing a new coup attempt. Haiti had already experienced 32 coups d’état since it had

gained independence from France in 1804. The other elements of CANBAT worked on humanitarian

relief and nation-building projects. These projects included such things as the rebuilding or renovation

of orphanages, schools and police stations.

The United Nations Forces also included a Pakistani battalion that was responsible to provide support in

the northern half of the country, whereas CANBAT was responsible to provide support in Port-au-Prince

and the southern part of the country.

The reconnaissance battery supported the civilian police that had been sent to Haiti to accompany, train

and encourage the Haitian National Police. These police, who came principally from Canada, the United

States, France and Morocco would work on a daily basis with the Haitians and accompany them on

patrols. The military was present to support both groups and give them the depth and firepower that

might be needed to deal with the aggressive and well-armed Haitian gangs that operated in the area.

These gangs were sometimes criminal, sometimes political and sometimes a mixture of the two.

Each of the three troops in the reconnaissance battery was comprised of three patrols and a command

section. Each of the patrols was comprised of two vehicles - an Iltis jeep and a Canadian Army Light

Support Vehicle Wheeled (LSVW) Cargo, which was a snub-nosed cargo vehicle with benches in the back

designed to transport up to eight passengers. Each patrol included about ten soldiers equipped with C7

rifles and one C9 machine gun.
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Mike (at right) and some of his colleagues taking a
break while on Patrol – the Iltis was typically the first
vehicle of the patrol
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Section members take position around the second
vehicle of the patrol - a Canadian Army Light Support
Vehicle Wheeled (LSVW) Cargo
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Master-Corporal Mike Craig was the second-in-command of the command section of Troop 34, one of

three troops in the reconnaissance battery. Another Hussar, Trooper B. Larochelle, was assigned to the

Contingent’s Information support team. This team, which included information agents, drivers and

Canadian soldiers of Haitian descent who could speak Creole (language that combined African languages,

French and Spanish), was involved in facilitating communications between the Canadian contingent and

the local authorities and population. One of their key responsibilities was to clarify the contingent’s role

in the region.

Mike`s troop was stationed at Camp Maple Leaf, the Canadian Contingent’s camp at one end of the

airport runway. The camp, built largely of canvas tents, was encircled by a row of empty shipping

containers and multiple rolls of razor wire. This high barrier made it more difficult for local inhabitants

to infiltrate into the camp in search of food or other items to steal. In addition, some trip flares were set

up between the rows of razor wire, but these were often set off by the omnipresent stray dogs. In spite

of these barriers some local inhabitants did indeed try to infiltrate the camp, but were generally

detected by the night guards equipped with Night Observer Device Long Range (NODLR). When this

happened, the quick reaction force or others within the camp were mobilised to apprehend or chase

away the individuals involved.
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View of Camp from observation post
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Aerial view of Camp Maple Leaf in Haiti
Photo taken from Souvenir Booklet

There were two entrances to the camp, the main entrance which led out onto a main street and a

secondary entrance that opened onto the airport, where the utility helicopter squadron kept its

helicopters. Both entrances were equipped with guards around the clock. The guard at the main

entrance sat in a small building between the incoming and outgoing lanes, both which were equipped

with gates that were raised to allow vehicles to pass. Near the front gate, an armed observation post

was established in a tower, providing additional support for the guard at the gate. The guards at the

gates were armed and equipped with large lights and night-vision googles that could be used to inspect

incoming vehicles and monitor the surrounding area.

Mike doing his tour of duty at the front gate
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Outside perimeter of camp
Photo provided by Mike Craig

In terms of accommodation, Mike shared a modular tent with the three other junior members of his

section. The two senior members, being the troop warrant and the troop officer, had their own

quarters. Mike’s tent served as both his living area and his work area. One of the important roles of the

command section was to manage the supplies and equipment for the troop. When any radios, batteries
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or other pieces of equipment broke down or were used up, they were returned to Mike’s tent. Mike

would then issue new ones and get replacements or manage the repair process.

His personal space in the tent area included a sleeping area, a storage area and a desk. He slept on a cot

with a thin mattress and covered himself with sheets that he had brought himself. It was much too hot

to use the standard issue sleeping bag. Over his bed, he installed mosquito netting, as despite the fact

that the camp was sprayed to reduce the number of bugs, there was still a risk of catching malaria.

Modular tent that was both Mike’s quarters and
workspace at Camp Maple Leaf
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Work desk at left with spare radios and sleeping
accommodation on right
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Not far from the tent, there were common washrooms and shower stalls. It was not unusual to see

small lizards scurrying through the shower stalls. For meals, the soldiers went to a central kitchen and

dining hall, which resembled a screened-in porch.

Central dining hall at Camp Maple Leaf (Haiti)
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Weightlifting room at Camp Maple Leaf (Haiti)
Photo provided by Mike Craig

During their personal time, the troops could participate in team sports such as basketball, baseball or

volleyball, or swim in a small pool. They could also go to a relaxation area, a TV room, the mess or the
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gym. At the mess, each soldier was given a ration card that entitled them to no more than two alcoholic

drinks per day, if they were not on duty. The gym was basically a weight-training room under a modular

tent. Since Mike abstained from alcoholic drinks, he spent much of his free time reading and doing

physical training and became very physically fit. He would lift weights then go for a run or a bike ride on

the road that ran around the inside of the protected area at the airport. He also usually read two or

three books per week.

Probably once a week, the members of the section were called upon to help guard the camp, man the

observation posts within the camp, or man an observation post (OP Oscar) that had been established on

top of a tall hotel nearby, the Hotel Montana. Mike took his turn in each of these roles.

On other occasions, members of the command section were asked to replace soldiers in the

reconnaissance sections. This happened generally when the regular members of the sections were on

vacation or were sick. Early in the rotation, this happened more frequently when many section members

were afflicted with diarrhea.

The patrols carried out by the troop were principally in the city of Port-au-Prince and its suburbs. On

occasion, long-range patrols were undertaken. Most of these long-range patrols necessitated transport

by helicopter. The troop would fly out one day, patrol an area or small town, stay overnight and return

the next day.

Travelling by helicopter for a long-range patrol
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Aerial view of Port-au-Prince taken through open
helicopter door
Photo provided by Mike Craig

The patrols generally followed the same pattern. The patrol group would check their dress and

weapons, mount up in their vehicles and depart camp, first to meet up with the UN-sponsored

policemen, who were housed at separate barracks. Then, the combined group would go to a specified

Haitian National Police post and, in conjunction with the local police, plan the activities for the day or

night. Then, the combined patrol groups would fan out into the city, patrolling and completing various

tasks.
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Patrol moving through congested area with market on
right
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Patrol taking a break on road with typical modes of
Haitian transport on right. The armoured vehicle
behind the patrol is from the Quick Reaction Force
Photo provided by Mike Craig

The focus of the combined patrols was to support the local police with a view to reducing criminal

behaviour. After the political difficulties in 1995, the level of disorder and criminality had increased

significantly. A significant portion of the population was very poor and struggled to eke out a living. In

the confusion, many of them of them resorted to theft or other criminal activity. Further, armed gangs

were established and became strong enough to, at times, threaten the national police. Some critics

thought that some of the police might have been involved in some of the gangs themselves. This was a

plausible theory given that the Haitian National Police received very little support from the government.

They were poorly equipped, poorly paid and they experienced long periods when they did not get paid at

all. By helping the Haitian National Police have a continuous presence in the streets, either in vehicles or

on foot, and providing effective police role models, the UN force was hoping that the level of police

effectiveness would increase and that the level of criminality would subside.

When Mike first went on patrol, he noticed some significant differences between Canada and Haiti. One

of the principal differences was the condition of the roads. The Haitian roads were in very bad shape

and the traffic was very chaotic. The roads were often very narrow and they were overflowing with

pedestrians on both sides. The road maps were not always accurate, especially in the poorer parts of the

city where new houses or shanties were sometimes built in a way that blocked former streets. Mike also

found it strange that large piles of garbage seemed to accumulate in the streets emitting strong odours.

Despite this, people continued going about their normal business. Many small business people

established stands along the road, selling food and goods, often the exact same merchandise as the

stand beside them.
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Street vendors on the side of the road.
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Mode of transport referred to as a Tap-tap
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Many small vehicles moved up and down the streets blowing their horns and providing a bus-taxi service

to the population. They were referred to as tap-taps because passengers would tap on the side of the

vehicle when they wanted to disembark. The traffic on the streets slowed at night but was still very

active, even in the darker parts of the city. At night, the richer neighbourhoods and the airport were

provided with continuous electricity and public lighting. The poorer parts of the city, however, went

without or had intermittent power. In the poorer parts of the city, it was not uncommon to see

homeless or very poor people sleeping outside in the parks, on the steps of a building, or beside the

road.

Mike’s typical view with driver on left and troop leader
on right
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Patrol taking a break, but troops were still alert – local
kids gathered around
Photo provided by Mike Craig

While on patrol, the soldiers sometimes stopped, dismounted, and interacted with the local population.

Kids would often gather around to see what was happening. On occasion, the patrols would find or be

alerted to the presence of a cadaver on or near the road. In these instances, they would stop and

control the area, then refer the situation to the Haitian National Police who would investigate and make

the necessary arrangements to have it removed. On other occasions, the patrols would stop, or be
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hailed to stop, when they came upon the scene of an accident. It was not uncommon for pedestrians to

be hit by a bus or truck. Amazingly, over the course of the rotation, the Canadian patrols came across

and gave assistance, on nine separate occasions, to women in labour who had apparently fallen into

distress while on or near the road. Some of the soldiers actually helped deliver babies. Mike remembers

when his vehicle was hailed to stop at a place where a man had climbed an electrical pole and been

electrocuted, burning holes right through the bottom of his shoes. Whenever necessary, the Canadian

soldiers provided first aid and referred the case to the Haitian authorities for the appropriate follow-up.

Members of the command section would also deploy with the troop officer or troop warrant when one

or the other left the camp to supervise one or more patrols in the city. When the members of the

command section deployed off base, Mike and one other soldier would go with the officer, and the other

two soldiers would go with the warrant officer. Usually only the officer or the warrant left the camp at

any one time. In the officer’s vehicle, an Iltis jeep, the other soldier acted as the driver while Mike acted

as the officer’s bodyguard. Mike sat in the back seat ready to intervene in case of trouble.

One night when the command group was out, one of the patrols entered an area and were fired upon by

several Haitian men. The members of the patrol immediately dismounted and took up defensive

positions where they could cover the police officers they were escorting. The gunfire ceased almost

immediately as the Haitian men fled but the members of the patrol maintained their position while the

police tried to determine what was happening or had happened. Mike recalls that the troop officer

directed his vehicle to the scene and had it parked behind the section’s vehicles. The three occupants of

the vehicle dismounted and approached the scene. Mike could see the members of the patrol in

kneeling and prone positions ready to return fire. He was alarmed when the troop officer turned on his

flashlight and started walking from person to person to find out what was going on. As the person

responsible for the defending the officer, Mike was concerned that the officer, by using his flashlight,

was needlessly exposing himself up as a potential target. Mike followed the officer closely, and

continuously scanned the area for any potential threat. In the end, the person or persons who had fired

the shots could not be found, so it was thought that the patrol might have surprised one or more people

who were up to no good, and who had covered their departure by firing off some shots.

On another occasion, the troop officer was scheduled to leave camp and supervise patrolling operation

when he invited an administrative officer from the camp to accompany him to see what it was like

¨outside the fence.¨ As they stopped on one of the streets in town, and Mike dismounted and took up

an over watch position beside the jeep, a man on the other side of the street started firing a pistol

straight up into the air. Mike quickly dropped to a kneeling firing position and targeted the individual,

but held his fire because the UN’s terms of engagement prevented its soldiers from firing unless they are

being fired upon. After some tense moments, the man, who was not in uniform, identified himself as a

member of the Haitian National Police. He explained that he had fired into the air at that spot because

he had been fired upon himself at the same location the previous night. He thought that if he fired first,

one day later, he would scare the potential attacker away before he himself was attacked. After

satisfying themselves that the individual was indeed a policeman and that there was no threat to

themselves or anyone else, the command section continued on its route.
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On yet another occasion when Mike was escorting the troop officer, and they were moving between

sections, they came upon a group of disturbed people standing alongside the road. The officer indicated

for his driver to stop and asked the people what was happening. It turns out that they were relatives of

a man who had been murdered earlier that day in his truck, which was still parked there alongside the

road. The body had been removed, but his relatives now wanted to move his truck back to his home, but

feared that the murderers might still be in the area and might also attack them. The officer then offered

to have his vehicle escort them back to their home, as a precaution. When Mike suggested that they ask

one of the patrols to join them, the officer stated that he felt it was not necessary. At that point, Mike

accepted this decision but, because he wanted to be ready if indeed the murderers were still close by, he

put on his helmet and protective vest and loaded his weapon. He already felt hampered because it was

difficult to handle a C7 rifle from the back seat of an Iltis with the removable top still on. As the person

responsible for the security of the vehicle, and now of the family, Mike wanted to anticipate the worst

case scenario. Fortunately, no problems were encountered during the escort, so the officer and his crew

were able to return to the task of supervising the patrols.

Arrival at Haitian National Police station
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Truck used by Haitian National Police
Photo provided by Mike Craig

On another day, Mike remembers the Regiment being involved in a show of force. This was organised

the day after a gang had attacked a police station in the city. The show of force was aimed at indicating

that this type of conduct would not be tolerated. While the troops in the battery normally alternated

patrol duty, on that day and night, all available troops were deployed outside the camp. All wore their

blue helmets rather than they caps or berets and all wore their bulletproof vests. They made a point of

being very visible and particularly active. In addition, the helicopter squadron flew over the city multiple

times to reinforce the message. At night the helicopters flew over using large spotlights. While it was

not known if any subsequent attacks were planned, none did in fact occur, so the show of force may

have been effective.
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Haitian National and UN policemen discuss an
operation while a Canadian soldier provides light
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Mike posing with a member of the Haitian National
Police
Photo provided by Mike Craig

One of the indicators of the level of criminality which the UN tried to monitor was the frequency of

gunfire heard at the camp, in the observation points and while on patrol. Mike remembers hearing

frequent bursts of gunfire when he first arrived. These incidents occurred both during the day and night.

They sometimes even woke him from his sleep. When on duty in an observation post, he had to report

them over the radio to the command post, and record them in a log book. From information passed

down by his superiors, Mike understood that the frequency of shots fired during his rotation was lower

than for the previous rotation and that it declined even further during his rotation. Further, it was

reported that the annual carnival was held with very few problems, unlike the previous year. All this was

interpreted by the Canadian headquarters as an indication that progress had been made - that the

Haitian National Police were better organised, more pro-active and more respected by the population.

Despite the apparent reduction in criminality there was one incident during the tour where the Quick

Reaction Force had to be deployed and that was to evacuate some members of the Haitian National

Police force from a location on Gonâve Island, where they had been cornered by a nasty criminal gang.

Vacations and leave

During his rotation, Mike was entitled to two weeks leave, which he took back in Canada. He enjoyed

returning to visit family and friends. However, he had to return to Haiti before Christmas, so that

soldiers with families could be home for the Holidays. He was also entitled to a 4-day leave. A section

called the ¨(Soldier) Welfare¨ section in the camp was responsible to organise these trips for the troops.

For the 4-day leave, he travelled with a group of soldiers to the Dominican Republic on a chartered bus

and stayed at a 5-star resort hotel called the Hamaca Beach Resort. While Mike appreciated the relaxed

atmosphere, the sun and the sea, what he appreciated the most was that he was able to sleep in a

bedroom alone, outside of a controlled environment.
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Tents decorated with Christmas lights
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Soldiers enjoy Christmas dinner served by officers and
senior non-commissioned officers
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Finally, any soldier, who was not on duty on a Sunday, could sign up for a trip to the Haitian Club Med

Resort. The soldiers would travel by bus and return the same day. They visited the beach and the pool,

and ate and enjoyed refreshments at the bar. Mike was able to participate on several of these

excursions.

Posing at Club Med sign during day trip to resort
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Soldiers relax on beach at Club Med
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Return home and life thereafter

At the end of the tour, Mike was one of the first people to depart. As he left, he was replaced by

another Master-Corporal from western Canada, who worked with the troop warrant during a transition

period. Mike turned in his weapon, packed his kit and got on the military passenger plane for the flight

to Quebec City. When the troops landed, they returned to Valcartier and were sent on a three-week

leave. After the leave, Mike returned to Valcartier for one day so he could be officially released.
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Providing security for one of the unit’s helicopters
during a long-range patrol
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Departing to Canada at end of tour
Photo provided by Mike Craig

Back home, he adapted slowly back to civilian life. After living in a controlled environment in close

proximity to others, he felt that he needed to spend some time alone having no particular plan or

obligation. He did this by relaxing at the family cottage. When he did go out in public, for a time, he

found that he was always alert, looking at people’s hands, checking to see if they were holding a

weapon, a habit he had developed while on patrol in Haiti. Finally, he found that he was constantly

feeling cold. His friends, who had shed their winter clothing with the arrival of spring, were surprised

when he stayed bundled up in a parka.

After he was released from the deployment, Mike continued to attend unit training. In his civilian life, he

returned to his former job at Zeller’s, an employer who was a very accommodating with respect to the

military. In 1997, he met his future wife, and in 2000, after completing his crew commander’s course, he

was promoted to sergeant. In 2001, he was hired by the Correctional Services of Canada and shortly

after moved to Kingston, Ontario. In 2003, when the distance, family life and career demands made it

difficult to continue, he retired from the Hussars. At the time that he was interviewed for this

document, he was working as a correctional officer.

Overall, Mike appreciated the opportunity to participate in the mission, see a different culture and get a

better appreciation of third world problems. After seeing the difficulty that the Haitians underwent each

day just to survive, he found that the problems being experienced by Canadians were rather trivial. It

allowed him to appreciate how well off and safe Canadians are. Overall, he thought it was a good

experience and was happy to have participated in the mission.


