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B
y February 2006, the focus of Canada’s military 
effort in Afghanistan had traversed from the 
relatively stable central region of Kabul to 
Kandahar province as the Canadian-led 
Multinational Brigade conducted a “relief in 

place” with the US 173 Airborne Task Force Bayonet, and 
assumed responsibility for the volatile area known as Regional 
Command South (RC South). Canadian military leadership in 
Ottawa enthusiastically embraced the opportunity to assume 
this leadership role within the NATO community, yet from 
their earliest meetings with their American counterparts at 
Kandahar Airfield (KAF), it was apparent to the leadership 
on the ground that this operation was different and much 
more dangerous than anything in Canada’s recent history.

I will never forget the electric sense of shared enter-
prise between Lieutenant-Colonel Ian Hope and 
myself as we returned to Afghanistan in October 
2005 to begin the final preparations for the mission 
in Kandahar. Were we really going to be taking our 
units, Canadian battalions, into a war? It seemed 
impossible and yet the handover briefings from our 
American counterparts kept bringing us back to the 
inevitable truth. You could see this on every line of 
every one of their faces. It is dangerous here.

Lieutenant-Colonel John Conrad

What the Thunder Said: Reflections of a Canadian 
Officer in Kandahar, provides a very personal and dramatic 
account of the Canadian Army’s earliest experiences in 
southern Afghanistan. While the majority of historical docu-
ments on war and its devastation are offered from the per-
spective of the front-line soldiers and their battle-hardened 
leaders, this book by Lieutenant-Colonel John Conrad pro-
vides us with a brilliant and honest perspective of the unsung 
heroes of the modern-day battlefield – the logistics soldiers. 
As the commander of the National Support Element (NSE), 
Conrad takes us into the heart of his admittedly understaffed 
support organization, introducing us to some of his troops 
and sharing their most harrowing and personal experiences. 
At first glance, the reader may assume that this book is 
nothing more than a series of recollections and diary notes. 
However, Conrad uses this anecdotal approach to draw atten-
tion to the need for our military leaders to truly appreciate 
the role of logistics in modern-day conflict, an issue that has 
plagued our military since the end of the Korean War. 

Conrad makes a bold yet accurate statement on the 
military’s attitude towards its support resources, the men 

and women of the logistics and medical trades. Despite their 
history of providing first- rate support with minimal 
resources, “…military logistics in the Canadian Forces is 
viewed as something less than merely non-elite. Military 
logistics in Canada is viewed with near disdain.” It is a 
statement that finally sets free the innermost thoughts and 
feelings of a generation of logisticians and support person-
nel, whose sole existence has been to ensure the success and 
survivability of those they serve. Yet, despite the years of 
neglect and less-than-equal treatment, Conrad demonstrates 
the depth of commitment and determination exercised each 
and every day as these soldiers laboured to provide the 
much-needed front line support. 

The battlefield has changed drastically over the past 
two decades, and the traditional front and rear lines have 
been replaced with unpredictable attacks and random explo-
sive devices that can take a life anywhere and at any time 
throughout the country. Conrad paints a vivid picture of the 
new challenges and dangers facing the support personnel as 
they venture out in slow-moving convoys through hostile 
territory to deliver supplies and to recover broken vehicles. 

The logistic soldier in Kandahar rides with passive 
optimism that he or she will come up swinging after 
the attack. But whether you live or die, whether you 
get to come up fighting, depends not on your physi-
cal fitness, your intellect, or your prowess with the 
rifle. Instead your survival hangs on such random 
factors as vehicle armour, proximity to the blast, and 
pure luck. Providence. That is hard to accept.  

Although a mere 239 pages long, What the Thunder 
Said includes a brief history of Canada’s military logistics 
and the vital lessons learned by some of our most successful 
and influential leaders. Lessons that have been forgotten 
through decades of budget cuts and disinterest are now 
resurfacing in dangerous and life-threatening scenarios on 
the battlefields of Afghanistan. Conrad stresses the urgent 
need for our leadership to become more active in under-
standing the vital role of logistics and the principles of sup-
port planning before the threads of support dissolve com-
pletely. The success of the NSE in Afghanistan is solely due 
to the courage and determination of its personnel to con-
tinue to achieve effects well out of proportion with its size 
and capabilities.  

My battalion, with its bland and non-sexy title of 
National Support Element (NSE), deployed to 
Afghanistan in February after nearly 40 years of 
intellectual neglect of combat logistics by the 
Canadian Forces. As it would turn out, sustaining 
Canada’s Task Force Orion in southern Afghanistan 
in 2006 would be a very near run thing: a brush with 
failure that was all too close.    

What the Thunder Said: Reflections of a Canadian 
Officer in Kandahar is a courageous and honest attempt by 
Conrad to acknowledge the accomplishments of the NSE 
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I
t is testament to Lieutenant-Colonel Conrad’s writ-
ing ability that I read this book in one sitting. While 
it has become a cliché that “amateurs study tactics 
while professionals study logistics,” very few pub-
lished works on combat logistics manage to retain a 

reader’s attention. John Conrad, however, has succeeded 
brilliantly. 

What the Thunder Said provides previously absent 
insight into the personnel and operations of Canada’s first 
combat logistics battalion, or National Support Element 
(NSE), deployed to Kandahar in 2006. Conrad commanded 
that battalion, and he speaks with eloquence, passion, and 
honesty about both its successes and failures. 

He is unflinching in his indictment of the Logistics 
Branch’s senior leadership, noting how their neglect of tac-
tical acumen in embracing civilian business approaches 
failed the soldiers carrying the weight of “the last 300 
metres of the supply chain.” He attributes this to an aver-
sion to professional reflection, which left logistics doctrine 
woefully out of step with contemporary combat operations. 
He is equally scathing in outlining the history and results of 
Alternate Service Delivery (ASD), and the gutting of the 
Brigade Groups’ Service Battalions.

Conversely, he is just as passionate in his praise for the 
soldiers within his command. After setting the stage with a 
view of the mission, supporting Lieutenant-Colonel Ian 
Hope’s 1PPCLI Task Force Orion, Conrad dedicates a chap-
ter each to the main sub-components within the NSE. These 
provide more than simply a description of the supply func-
tion or the maintainers’ routine, but also enlightening insight 
into the daily challenges inherent in supporting operations 
in remote locations. One of the methods used to illustrate 
the human costs and soldiers’ innovative solutions is to 
introduce readers to various individuals and let their stories 

carry the narrative. It is Conrad’s expres-
siveness, through this writing device, that 
truly brings the story to life. It is the sol-
diers’ ‘can-do’ attitude and stoic determi-
nation that made the sustainment effort a 
success; a “…very near run thing: a brush 
with failure that was all too close.”

In telling the logistics story through 
his soldiers, broaching the reality of combat deaths and 
injuries is inevitable. Explaining the multiplicity of tasks – 
medical evacuations, vehicle recovery, and repatriation of 
the deceased – Conrad also shares with us the emotions of 
losing troops under his command. I confess that this portion 
of the book was particularly difficult for me, it having 
rekindled personal Afghanistan memories. Yet, I thank him 
for bringing this darker aspect to the public’s attention.

The book is well laid out. Conrad makes excellent use 
of endnotes to provide further details, or to provide cita-
tions to other source material. The index is thorough, and 
the foreword by Christie Blatchford sets the tone nicely. If 
I had any criticism of the work, it would be Conrad’s per-
haps excessive use of superlatives: “…the magnificent 2nd 
Battalion in Shilo,” “Canada’s fabled Army of the West,” or 
“Canada’s superb Command and Staff College.” This com-
plaint, however, would be pedantic, and is but a very minor 
irritant when considering the substantive content, which is 
above reproach.

In all, Lieutenant-Colonel Conrad has produced an excel-
lent book, which contributes to a seriously neglected aspect 
of warfighting. Perhaps this is changing. As he notes “…it 
has been a long time since logistics mattered to the extent that 
it does in combat. Fighting in far away places where you need 
medical evacuation and you can actually run out of diesel has 
a way of increasing interest in neglected corners.”

As a soldier and an academic, I thank Lieutenant-
Colonel Conrad for shining some light into those corners, 
as well as for sharing some of his personal war with us. “Za 
canadai askar yam.”
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support personnel during their time in 
Afghanistan, and to bring to the forefront 
the need for a significant change in atti-
tude within the Canadian Forces. Whether 
being viewed by a frustrated logistician 
looking for change, or an inquisitive mem-
ber of the combat arms, this book is an 
uncomplicated and engrossing read, rec-

ommended to round out any military edu-
cational reading list.
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