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C
anada’s combat mission in Afghanistan may be 
over, but for an entire generation of Canadian 
soldiers the memories of 
war will never be fully 
expunged. Most will 

probably never share their stories with 
the outside world. They are simply too 
personal for those who have no concept 
of what it is like to carry a C7A2 assault 
rifle across an Afghan grape field. Yet 
some, such as Master Corporal (now 
Sergeant) Ryan Flavelle, a recent gradu-
ate of the University of Calgary’s Master 
of Strategic Studies program with the 
Centre for Military and Strategic 
Studies, will constitute a small minority 
of Afghan combat veterans who will 
share their intimate experience with a 
wider audience. Consequently, memoirs 
like The Patrol: Seven Days in the Life 
of a Canadian Soldier in Afghanistan 
will come to define how the Canadian 
public understands the nature of the 
Afghanistan War, and what it is like to 
be a soldier on patrol.

As a reservist with 746 Communications Squadron, 
Flavelle augmented the seven-month rotation of Second 
Battalion Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI) 
in 2008. Attached as the signaler to the officer commanding of 
Bravo Company, he spent the majority of his deployment at 
‘Castle Greyskull,’ better known as Patrol Base Sperwan Ghar 
in the northern region of Kandahar Province. Flavelle lived, 
worked, and patrolled ‘at the sharp end’ of the Afghan con-
flict, far removed from the Tim Hortons, shopping outlets, and 
“mind numbing boredom” of Kandahar Airfield (KAF). 
Although The Patrol frequently details Flavelle’s thoughts of 
home, Afghanistan, and the Canadian military in general, its 
focus depicts a single seven-day combat patrol between 
Sperwan Ghar and Mushan that “served as the focal point” of 
his Afghan experience and how Flavelle came to “see myself 
as a man.”

The Patrol is exceptional for several reasons.  Most obvi-
ously, it is the particular insight it provides into combat 
patrolling in Afghanistan. Simply put, patrolling is the ritual 
and tradition of the infantryman (or woman). Its basics can be 
easily learned - “keep your spacing, cover doors, and take a 
knee” - but Flavelle makes it painfully obvious that patrolling 
is more of a physical and mental challenge than a technical or 

tactical challenge. The unrelenting heat of Afghanistan, the 
weight of a seventy kilogram kit, the unquenchable thirst, and 
the constant threat poised by unknown IEDs characterize just 
a few of these challenges. In many ways, the Taliban combat-
ant exists almost as an afterthought. And yet, central to the 
tradition of patrolling is the soldier’s devotion to endure any 
hardship without complaint. To display any form of reluc-
tance or weakness is to disrupt the ritual and to question your 
capability as a soldier in front of your peers. At one point, 
Flavelle risks succumbing to heat stroke rather than admitting 
weakness by seeking immediate medical assistance. This is 
only one of the several examples of personal endurance that 

Flavelle describes. 

The Patrol is also somewhat unique 
in that it describes the many identity 
conflicts existing within the current 
Canadian military. As a reservist aug-
mentee, Flavelle often feels excluded 
from the close-knit camaraderie of the 
regular force PPCLI. As a signaler, 
Flavelle self identifies as a nerd, more 
at ease in repairing a radio than among 
the “high school locker room” of regu-
lar soldiers. He identifies these soldiers 
as “warriors,” but quickly dismisses - 
perhaps a little too quickly - any such 
notion that he is one of them.  Instead, 
Flavelle simply remains honoured to 
have lived and patrolled among such 
dedicated warriors. 

Another contradiction exists 
between the officer and soldier “WOGs” 
(an undefined derogatory term) of KAF. 
There is an instant disdain for anyone 

that wears a red maple leaf insignia, bloused trousers, or field 
caps, the clear identifiers of soldiers that do not journey “out-
side the wire,” and have thus not shared the burden of the 
army’s patrolling tradition. But perhaps the most interesting 
contradiction is Flavelle’s ‘take’ with respect to the “new” and 
“old” army.  Specifically, he challenges the notion that today’s 
soldiers are somehow part of a softer, kinder, and gentler 
army. Toward the more senior members of the “old” army, 
Flavelle gripes that he is “… tired of hearing about how drunk 
you were back when you were peacekeeping in Cyprus.” 
Although there were certainly dangers to Canada’s long-stand-
ing peacekeeping mission to Cyprus, they are simply incompa-
rable to those of the Afghan war. “Cyprus,” retorts Flavelle, 
“is where we go to vacation.”  The “new” army may appear to 
some as soft, yet the operational hazards it endured in 
Afghanistan were unparalleled since Korea.

Ultimately, the strength of The Patrol is derived from two 
different sources. The first is in the nature of Flavelle’s mem-
oir. In the main, the power of The Patrol is in its depth, not its 
breadth. Instead of broadly recapping his seven-month deploy-
ment and simply providing the cursory details and highlights 
of his war experience, Flavelle focuses upon the single event 
that is unquestionably forever etched into his memory.  Thus, 
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the reader gains a deeper appreciation of patrolling, the life of 
a Canadian soldier, and the war in Afghanistan in general than 
would otherwise have been achieved in a more expansive and 
superficial memoir. The second strength is Flavelle’s honest, 
naked portrayal of the events contained within the patrol. The 
emotions are raw, and there is no attempt to make himself into 
a hero or political motivation to justify the Afghan War. 
Instead there is only an attempt to understand himself and his 
constitution as events unfold around him. 

This memoir is deeply personal, vulnerable, and refresh-
ingly candid. It is highly recommended to anyone interested in 
Canada’s military involvement in Afghanistan, or those that 
ponder the nature and traditions of soldiering.

Marshall S. Horne is a third year PhD Candidate with the Centre for 

Military and Strategic Studies at the University of Calgary.
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W
hat does the ocean mean to people – to 
individuals and to society as a whole? 
That is the question 
Brian Whitehouse 
answers in his first 

book, A Sense of the Sea. An avid sailor, 
oceanographer, and former Executive 
Director of the influential Alliance for 
Marine Remote Sensing, Dr. Whitehouse 
charts a fascinating course through the 
history, technology, and popular culture 
of the ocean. The journey is a personal 
one, drawing upon Whitehouse’s child-
hood with his British navy father, his 
experiences on ocean weather ships as a 
young university graduate, and his 
deepening understanding of the sea as a 
professional oceanographer. 

A Sense of the Sea consists of two 
parts, The Ocean We Know and The 
Ocean We Perceive. The first part pres-
ents the development of the science of 
oceanography and the methods used to 
observe the ocean. Compared to other 
disciplines, oceanography is a very new science. Our ability 
to understand the dynamics of the ocean is based upon tech-
nologies that matured as recently as the 1990s – Earth obser-
vation satellites, supercomputers, and the Internet.  
Whitehouse explains the importance of being able to model 
and forecast the ocean. Not only is it critical for naval opera-
tions, but the next advance in weather forecasting depends 
upon ocean modelling. That is because the weakest link in 
weather forecasting today is accounting for the influence of 
the ocean upon the atmosphere. 

Of particular interest to readers of the Canadian Military 
Journal is Whitehouse’s contention that the science of physi-

cal oceanography grew out of military research – funded 
mostly by the US Navy, but also by the former Soviet Union, 
France, and a few other countries. The argument that military 
research created modern oceanography is made convincingly 
in A Sense of the Sea. Even the Foreword is written by 
Secretary of the Navy Chair in Oceanography at Scripps 
institution of Oceanography, Dr. Walter Munk. Thus, during 
the Cold War, while the public viewed the ocean as a bio-
logical wonder, thanks largely to Jacques Cousteau’s 
Undersea World TV series, navy-funded marine scientists 
concentrated upon the physics of the ocean. Today, opera-
tional oceanographers provide deployed naval forces with 

forecasts of every conceivable ocean 
quantity including currents, sound 
speed profiles, through-water visibility, 
waves, and even bioluminescence.  

In The Ocean We Perceive, 
Whitehouse examines the ocean 
through the prism of popular culture. 
The underwater scenes in the 1965 
James Bond movie Thunderball gave 
the impression that technology could 
enable people to live easily underwater. 
Yet, the story is inspired by the real-life 
Cold War conflict that played out 
underwater as it did upon land and in 
space.  Whitehouse uses the 2004 
movie The Day After Tomorrow, where 
melting polar ice causes a global cli-
mate crisis, as a vehicle to explain the 
world-wide ocean sensing infrastruc-
ture that is much more extensive than 
the public realizes.

Whitehouse recounts the story of Jacques Yves Cousteau’s 
and Émile Gagnan’s invention of the underwater breathing 
apparatus they called the aqualung (later known as Self 
Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus, or SCUBA). 
SCUBA was a significant development in exposing the public 
to the beauty and mystery of the undersea world, yet ulti-
mately it did not contribute much to our understanding of the 
physical ocean. That role fell to more remote technologies, 
such as drifting autonomous buoys, Earth observation satel-
lites, and sea gliders.

Whitehouse’s early perception of the sea was derived 
from his father, a Royal Navy NCO who emigrated to Canada 


