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Another highlight of A Season in Hell is its relevance to 

hostage training and non-governmental detention. It is apparent 
that Ambassador Fowler had some hostage training, and he 
relied upon it for his survival. In this manner, Fowler’s book 
reads similar to Colonel Nick Rowe’s Five Years to Freedom, or 
Out of Captivity, authored by the Northrop Grumman contrac-
tors held by the FARC until 2008. Fowler’s ingenuity, demeanor, 
and unwavering efforts to guarantee his own survival and sanity 
are noteworthy. Furthermore, they are useful for study and emu-
lation.  A Season in Hell should be added to the reading lists of 
hostage training courses, specifically for diplomats, military 
personal, and civil servants who serve worldwide.

Ambassador Fowler’s book does, however, have its short-
comings. This book is not written for academic purposes, 
because Fowler has chosen to write about his own personal 
experiences, observations, and opinions, rather than providing 
the requisite supporting references that would withstand aca-
demic rigour. He wanted this to be his story, a therapeutic 
exercise to get this experience committed to paper. Given 
Fowler’s long civil service, which include being the foreign 

policy advisor for three Prime Ministers of Canada, his per-
sonal opinions carry a great amount of weight.

With only minor discrepancies, Fowler’s text is readable, 
and it provides a never before seen look inside the underworld 
of Al Qaeda, and its affiliate, AQIM. Further, this book can be 
used as a foundation for additional research. Chapter Nine in 
Part Two, entitled “Us and Them,” breaks down the fundamen-
tal core beliefs and composition of AQIM. The broader implica-
tions of this book are cause for re-analysis of our assumptions 
of the fledging AQ affiliates and their very real Islamist ideol-
ogy. As Ambassador Fowler discovered, his captors were not 
merely, “bandits, opportunists, thugs [or] psychopaths... [but] 
deeply committed religious zealots.”   Fowler’s observation 
serves as a warning, yet it sets the stage for a renewed campaign 
to snuff out the remaining embers of Al Qaeda’s global jihad.  

Major Richard Nessel is a US Army Special Forces officer with sev-
eral deployments within North Africa under Operation Enduring 
Freedom Trans-Sahara, specifically targeting Al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM).
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T
his is a powerful book. But, it sneaks up on you. 
Ron Corbett, award winning writer, journalist, 
broadcaster, and university educator, takes a very 
personal look at the 17 April 2002 friendly fire 
incident when two American 

F-16 pilots mistakenly engaged Alpha 
Company, of the Third Battalion of the 
Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light 
Infantry, while they were conducting live 
fire training at Tarnak Farm in Kandahar, 
Afghanistan. The split-second decision to 
drop a 500 pound bomb resulted in four 
dead soldiers and numerous wounded. 

The event had a dramatic impact in 
Canada. The dead soldiers were univer-
sally described as the country’s first com-
bat fatalities since the Korean War. 
Canadians publicly mourned their dead. 
The Friendly Fire incident arguably 
became a turning point. It graphically 
symbolized the resurgence of Canadian 
support for its men and women in uni-
form, support which had dramatically fal-
tered and had reached an all time low by 
the end of the 1990s, due to a series of 

scandals and loss of trust in the institution by both the govern-
ment and the people of Canada.  The tragic friendly fire inci-
dent also helped prepare the nation for the difficult service in 
Afghanistan that transpired in the years that followed.

Corbett tells this emotional story in journalistic fashion. 
The text is quick moving and very personal. He uses the com-
manding officer at the time, Lieutenant-Colonel Pat Stogran, 
specifically his journey to speak to the families of the fallen, 
as the vehicle to recount the story.  Within this narrative he 
weaves in the historical details and events, and embeds the 
personal stories of those affected by the tragedy. He starts by 
recounting the road to that chaotic night at Tarnak Farms, 
touching on each of the fallen and their families, and then 

transitions to the aftermath of the event 
and the impact it had upon those left 
behind. In many ways, it is more a story 
of loss and grief than it is a historical 
recollection of events. Corbett tackles 
the difficult issue of grappling with loss, 
as well as the rationalization of the cost 
of military operations. The insights at 
times are quite revealing.

Here is where the book’s impact 
sneaks up on the reader. A fast read, 
with, on the surface, little ‘heavy slog-
ging’ to understand political or historical 
nuance or undercurrents, all of a sudden, 
the readers find themselves entwined in 
the personal stories, tragedy, and strug-
gle of those involved directly or indi-
rectly in the friendly fire incident. It 
brings home the impact that was played 
out across the country so many times 
during the ensuing war.
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For those looking for historical and operational detail on 
the mission itself, however, the book will ‘fall a bit flat.’ There 
is scant attention paid to the actual combat mission. Brief 
overviews of some of the tasks and operations are given, but 
they provide little real substance or understanding of the mis-
sion or its challenges. The description of the friendly fire 
incident itself, however, is quite dramatic and moving.  

To support the text, the author has included 30 black-
and-white photos that depict key personalities, as well as 
some of the events surrounding the story in question. As indi-
cated earlier, the book really has a journalistic bent. There are 

no endnotes, references, or even an index. It is, in the end, a 
story of some personal journeys through tragedy.

Overall, the book is engaging and powerful. The writing is 
strong, and the emotional narrative moves quickly. I strongly 
recommend the book to anyone interested in the event in gen-
eral, and the impact upon those it touched in particular.

Colonel Bernd Horn, OMM, MSM, CD, PhD, is Chief of Staff Strategic 
Education and Training at the Canadian Defence Academy.
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S
enator Romeo Dallaire entered into the main-
stream public fora with his award-winning book 
Shake Hands with the Devil, a compelling and 
heart wrenching personal account chronicling his 
time as Commander, United Nations Assistance 

Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) during the 1994 Rwandan 
genocide. It was here where he first articu-
lated chilling accounts of his encounter 
with child soldiers. Today, the use of child 
soldiers remains prevalent throughout the 
world, and They Fight Like Soldiers, They 
Die Like Children provides an insightful, 
and, at times, a brutal account of an evil 
that continues to plague humanity.

Dallaire uses a unique blend of fiction 
and non-fiction within this book to convey 
his message of eradicating the use of child 
soldiers. While this combination of fiction 
and non-fiction is meshed together some-
what awkwardly, the fiction tends to evoke 
an emotional response connecting facts 
with fiction, thereby evoking powerful 
images, and, in turn, solidifying the mes-
sage in the conscience of the reader. The 
chapters dedicated to how a child soldier 
is made, trained, and used are equally as 
thought provoking as they are disturbing. 
Of note, Dallaire highlights that approximately 40 percent of 
all child soldiers world-wide are girls, as girls are often con-
sidered more valuable than boys being used for everything 
from sex slaves, to cooks, to combatants. The emotional and 
psychological effects upon professional soldiers encountering, 
and, at times, killing child soldiers, also fictionalized in the 
book, are equally vivid and disheartening. Dallaire righty 
highlights the intense moral dilemmas present in professional 

soldiers if and when required to kill child soldiers, and he 
legitimately questions how long professional soldiers can 
engage in such acts before their ‘brains fry.’

Perhaps one of the more controversial aspects of the book 
is Dallaire’s classification of child soldiers as “weapons sys-
tems.” Dallaire’s hypothesis articulates that if child soldiers 
are a weapon system of choice for commanders, then it should 
be possible to decommission or neutralize that weapon system 
in order to eradicate the use of child soldiers, not the child. In 
order to “unmake a child soldier,” Dallaire highlights the dif-
ficulties associated with the current approach though 
Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration programs 
and he calls for the use of a “comprehensive approach” – 
bridging gaps, integrating efforts and resource allocation 

among disparate actors in the field– “… 
to eradicate the scourge deliberately 
inflicted on children by adults.” Indeed, a 
comprehensive approach wholly applied 
to this complex phenomenon seems 
entirely logical, perhaps offering the best 
chance for success in eradicating the use 
of child soldiers. However, as Senator 
Dallaire has observed throughout this 
work, the difficulty of bringing the mili-
tary and humanitarian communities 
together for this common purpose should 
not be underestimated.

Dallaire uses the final chapters in the 
book as a call to action highlighting his 
Child Soldiers Initiative. In speaking 
about the book, he has drawn parallels of 
his life mission to the abolition of slavery, 
once a commonly-accepted international 
norm. Slavery was abolished in part 
through the use of norm entrepreneurs 

(master enablers of normative change) and the use of several 
diffusion mechanisms (how international norms make their 
way into states). They Fight Like Soldiers, They Die Like 
Children, and the establishment of the Child Soldiers Initiative 
anchored at Dalhousie University, clearly represent cogent dif-
fusion mechanisms, and indeed, Romeo Dallaire represents a 
norm entrepreneur himself. However, it took approximately a 
century of sustained effort by norm entrepreneurs as well as 


