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in 1953 and became an officer in the Royal Canadian Navy. A 
tour of Canada’s last aircraft carrier, HMCS Bonaventure, 
made a great impression upon the author as a boy. One chapter 
of A Sense of the Sea traces the decline of the Royal Canadian 
Navy, from the 1950s through integration of the Canadian 
Forces in 1967, as seen by a young man with a navy dad. 
Frustrated with the navy during the 1970s, the elder 
Whitehouse imparted a key piece of advice to his son: “Don’t 
join the navy.”

Following his father’s advice, Brian Whitehouse satisfied 
his fascination for the ocean by spending three years working 
on ocean weather ships in the North Pacific. This experience 

led to graduate school at Dalhousie University and a career as 
an oceanographer, and it is part of the inspiration for A Sense 
of the Sea.

A highly original book, I found A Sense of the Sea thor-
oughly engaging. It gave me pause to reflect upon and to 
appreciate my own connections with the sea. My next stroll 
along the beach will be a deeper experience because of it.

Dr. Dan Hutt is a defence scientist with Defence R&D Canada – Atlantic 
in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. He is currently Head of the Underwater 
Sensing Section.
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T
his book was a pleasant surprise. Admittedly, 
when I looked at the dust jacket cover art my 
first reaction was to think, “not yet another ‘kill 
‘em all and let God sort 
them out’” history on spe-

cial operations forces (SOF). However, 
once I cracked the cover, it became 
abundantly clear that the book was a 
very well-researched, well-written his-
tory of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam Special Operations Group 
(MAVSOG).  

The book starts with an overview 
of American involvement in Vietnam 
and special operations prior to the cre-
ation of MACVSOG in 1964. The author 
then takes a chronological approach, 
methodically running through the life of 
the organization from 1964-1972, when 
the formation was dismantled. Each 
year becomes a chapter, and Gillespie 
provides an overview of key events, 
concepts, operations, organization, and 
programs. Furthermore, each year fol-
lows a similar template or construct, so 
it is easy to track evolution and changes within MACVSOG, 
as well as its activities. As such, the book becomes an excel-
lent primer and resource tool. Due to the very nature of this 
approach, the book does not provide the definitive word on all 
aspects of the organization, activities, or events in Vietnam, 
but the author has done an admirable job of balancing quality 
and significance of content with quantity. Although topic 
areas are handled in a relatively succinct manner, he has 
expertly filtered the data, and he provides an incredibly com-
plete and concise summary for each of the years covered, and 

their respective content. He has, in essence, created a marvel-
ous source book.

What is impressive, aside from the tight narrative, is the 
fact that the book balances its succinct fact-based approach, 
rich with detailed statistics and data, with dramatic and excit-
ing vignettes that capture the courage, drama, and heroism of 
the MACVSOG operators themselves. Specifically, he pro-
vides vignettes of winners of the US Congressional Medal of 
Honor, and also vignettes applicable to some specific opera-
tions. This adds a degree of action to an otherwise-historical 

summary.  It also adds context to the 
operations, and their degree of difficulty 
in the context of the greater conflict and 
the geographical location.

The book is also filled with won-
derful little-known facts. It  brings for-
ward the reality that within the realm of 
military affairs, there are very few new 
problems. The book covers the introduc-
tion of computers needed to sift through 
data; the problems associated with 
coalition operations, specifically, work-
ing with and trusting allies; the impor-
tance of air assets and communications; 
and the difficulty of fighting a limited 
war under considerable military and 
political constraints.

Of great interest is the author’s 
coverage of the psychological warfare 
component of MACVSOG and the 
group’s efforts at infiltrating the North, 

and conversely, trying to stymie the avalanche of troops, 
equipment, and supplies flowing into the South by way of the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail. The accounts of agents trying to infiltrate, 
the phantom drops and agents, the counter-intelligence battle, 
and the use of special tactics to stop SOG teams interdicting 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail were fascinating. For example, the 
SOG teams were so successful that the North Vietnamese 
were forced to take dramatic action. They began to employ a 
layered defence of trail watchers, individuals maintaining 
observation on all possible landing zones [LZs] (in fact, by 
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1969, almost every possible LZ in Laos was under observa-
tion), patrols, rear area security units, tracker dogs, and 
hunter–killer units.     

Overall, the writing is crisp, clear, and easy to follow. The 
book is well-researched, and it contains a wealth of endnotes 
that provide both sources and additional information. The 
author is clearly knowledgeable about the subject, and has 
utilized seminal sources, both secondary and primary, includ-
ing previously classified documents.  

Another extremely valuable aspect of the book is its bibli-
ography with commentary, which will help the researcher or 
enthusiast sift through the vast amounts of literature, and focus 
in upon the more pertinent and authoritative sources. The vol-
ume also contains a detailed index and a glossary of abbrevia-
tions and acronyms to help the reader circumnavigate the mili-
tary jargon that is always present in a work of this nature.   

One disappointing element of the book was the images 
provided to augment the text. The author chose to go solely 
with portraits of the MACVSOG commanders. It would have 
been greatly beneficial to include other photographs that cap-
ture the terrain, personnel, and equipment used in order to 
bring some of the text to life.

In the end, this is a very valuable resource dealing with 
American special operations forces used during the Vietnam 
War. It is highly recommended for military professionals and 
enthusiasts, as well as anyone studying the conflict, SOF, or 
counter-insurgency operations.   

Colonel Bernd Horn, OMM, MSM, CD, PhD, is the Chief of Staff Strategic 

Education and Training Programs at the Canadian Defence Academy. He is 

also an Adjunct Professor of History at the Royal Military College of 

Canada and Norwich University.
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W
ith the end of the Second World War and 
the dawn of the nuclear age, governments 
faced a new threat that posed new chal-
lenges—the possibility of total, national 
annihilation. In Canada, federal civil 

defence (CD) planners were responsible 
for developing strategies to protect citi-
zens in the event of a nuclear war. 
Andrew Burtch’s Give Me Shelter traces 
the evolution of CD planning during the 
first half of the Cold War, and outlines 
the obstacles planners faced in preparing 
for the worst. Burtch is an historian at 
the Canadian War Museum specializing 
in the post-1945 period, and he is there-
fore well-suited for writing a book on 
this topic. Covering nearly 25 years of 
Cold War Canada, Burtch provides what 
is, for the most part, a chronological 
analysis of CD’s planning evolution.

The author argues that civil defence 
was a “failure,” but the criteria upon 
which he judges “success” is never made 
explicit. He explains failure in this way: 
“Civil Defence Canada…had sought to 
prepare the public for [a nuclear crisis]. 
Yet when it happened, people did not 

know how to protect themselves, nor were they equipped with 
the necessary resources to survive….”  It appears that success 
is defined by CD’s ability to provide the public with the means 
of survival (education, workable plans, and resources) which 
itself was dependent upon citizen contributions. His argues 
that CD planners needed to develop policies for survival, and 
success of these plans rested upon linking civic duty to the 
state, to the need for civilians to participate in fulfilling sur-
vival plans. However, he shows how Canadian citizens did not 
‘buy into’ the concept that the costly and dangerous emer-
gency responses necessary after an attack were responsibilities 
they, as citizens, were expected to bear. 

The main emphasis of the book is upon planning and the 
difficulty involved in developing survival policies within the 

context of a rapidly changing political, 
strategic, and technological Cold War 
environment, and this is wherein the 
greatest success of the book lies. Burtch 
adeptly traces the history and develop-
ment of the CD organization, and the 
major characteristics of the different 
strategies that were devised in response 
to an environment of change. The plans 
fell into three broad categories: The first 
was a strategy active from 1948 to 1954, 
and based upon firefighting and first aid. 
This was followed by one of urban evac-
uation from 1954 to 1959, and finally, 
strategies from 1959 emphasized shelter 
construction. 

Using letters from citizens, CD 
meeting archives, and newspaper articles, 
the author posits how citizens never fully 
accepted the responsibility for nuclear 
civil defence or the concept of the obli-
gation-based model of citizen as 


