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Prelude to Censorship: Media, Body 
Bags, and the Persian Gulf War

The image was chilling and the intimidating thought behind it appalling. 
The Vancouver Sun reported in January 1991 that the wife of a Canadian 
Forces naval officer had discovered a body bag dumped on her front lawn 
in Esquimalt, BC. Her husband was among those aboard HMCS Huron 
preparing to take part in Canada’s contribution to Operation Friction, 
the naval blockade of Iraq prior to the Persian Gulf War. The report spe-
cifically identified the body bag as the type used by the military but did 
not indicate how a civilian could have obtained one. The victim’s family 
allegedly was targeted through names published in local newspapers iden-
tifying those aboard the destroyer about to relieve others already serving 
in the Gulf. Canadian Forces spokesmen vowed that no effort was being 
spared to find out who was responsible for this and other harassment.1 

Reportedly, more incidents occurred, including callers identifying 
themselves as insurance salesmen advising the families to buy life insur-
ance for their husbands. Others claiming to be military officials phoned 
military wives to inform them of the death of their spouses.2 The follow-
ing day the Vancouver newspaper took an editorial position stating that 
the perpetrators “defile the ideals of the peace movement.”3 The Sun did 
not indicate how it knew the alleged perpetrators belonged to the peace 
movement.

The day after the body bag report, on 22 January 1991, Parliament 
voted 214 to 47 to support United Nations resolutions for the use of military 
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force to drive Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi troops from Kuwait. Iraq had invad-
ed its neighbour some five months earlier.4 Canada’s military contribution 
included twenty-four CF-18 Hornet jet fighter/bombers and 700 personnel. 
Over forty-three days, from January 17 to February 28, the 1991 Persian 
Gulf War—known as Operation Desert Storm—became the world’s first 
real-time televised war.5 Operation Friction was Canada’s contribution. 
Daily—from the comfort of their living rooms, offices, and wherever tele-
visions could be found—audiences worldwide could tune into a war that 
featured the devastating strikes of laser-guided smart bombs destroying 
their targets with pinpoint accuracy. How the American military and gov-
ernments managed the news media during that war and since has been 
studied extensively.6 Little, however, is known about the Canadian Forces’ 
management of the Canadian news media before and during the war, in-
cluding the reported body bag incident. It is fertile ground for study and 
explains in large part the security considerations and decisions during the 
1999 Kosovo air war. 

Five months before the Gulf War’s outbreak, Canadian Forces public 
affairs planners already had developed little-known but elaborate com-
munications strategies for the Canadian news media. It was announced 
on 10 August 1990 that three Canadian ships—HMCS Protecteur, HMCS 
Athabaskan, and HMCS Terra Nova—would be sent to the Gulf to enforce 
UN-mandated sanctions against Iraq as soon as possible. Just five days 
later, on August 15, a prototype Canadian Forces public affairs plan setting 
out methods of dealing with the heightened news media interest in the 
Forces was forwarded to National Defence Headquarters in Ottawa.7 Ma-
jor Canadian news outlets already had submitted requests to accompany 
the warships on their deployment to the Gulf. The Forces’ director-general 
of public affairs was ordered to assist with the development of a media 
pool of four national journalists aboard the ships.8 The Canadian military 
clearly saw the impending conflict as a golden opportunity to build popu-
lar support for the Forces. “This opportunity to maximize media coverage 
and encourage popular support for the Canadian Forces must be actively 
encouraged when viewed in a macro sense vis-à-vis the future of the Can-
adian navy in particular and the Canadian Forces in general.”9 

To that end, the news media would be accommodated as much as 
possible given operational considerations. The pre-deployment phase of 
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public affairs activities was deemed crucial. The news media was directed 
toward the eighteen- and twenty-year-old ships’ upgraded weapons and 
sensors at every opportunity, and to as many human interest stories as 
possible. The aim was to reinforce the “boy next door” sentiments of the 
public so audiences became personally involved in support for Canadian 
sailors and aircrew.10 

By November 1990, public opinion polls led military planners to con-
clude that their strategy was working. The general public and the news 
media had a keen interest in the Forces’ operations, planning, and com-
bat preparations. Between 64 and 69 per cent of Canadians approved of 
the government’s decision to become involved in the blockade. The com-
munications strategy was revised to enhance public understanding of and 
support for Canada’s role by nurturing and capitalizing on extant public 
interest. The military aimed for “maximum disclosure of information 
consistent with maintaining the operational security of Canada’s forces 
and those of other allied nations participating in the Gulf operations.”11 
In its after-action report on its public affairs planning, the Canadian mil-
itary stated it knew that the news media would play an influential role in 
that communications strategy because they would be the key conveyors of 
information about, and interpreters of, the war’s events to the Canadian 
public.12 Military public affairs planners made every effort to inform Can-
adians proactively. 

They sought to take command not only of the news media’s agenda 
but of virtually every sector of society, including its democratically elected 
institutions. The messages the military wanted portrayed to Canadians 
included: that Canada’s mission was to deter Iraqi aggression in Kuwait 
and enforce UN sanctions; that Canadian ships and aircraft were fully 
capable of conducting their missions; that morale was high and personnel 
were confident; that Canadians would operate under Canadian command 
and control; and, finally, that the Canadian Forces were participating with 
appropriate legislative and diplomatic approvals in addition to operational 
considerations.13 Those messages were to be conveyed to nine target audi-
ences (seven external audiences and two internal audiences) that military 
communications planners had identified. 

The first external audience targeted was the general Canadian public, 
in communication thrusts via news releases, public briefings, the news 
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media, debates in the House of Commons, and in replies to ministerial 
questions and inquiries. The second target was the news media, stimulated 
through background briefings, news releases, query responses, and oper-
ational theatre visits. The third audience was elected officials, who would 
be reached via briefings, questions in the House of Commons, committee 
presentations, and various elected officials’ visits to operational theatres. 
The fourth target audience was Canadian academics, whom the military 
planned to reach through background and technical briefings. The fifth 
audience was defence analysts, who would also be reached through tech-
nical and background briefings. The sixth audience was ethnic Canadians, 
who would be informed through media reports and public briefings. The 
seventh external audience was international publics that would be reached 
through foreign missions, briefings, and assistance to international 
journalists.14 

The first internal public identified was Canadian Forces members, 
who would be informed through internal information programs dis-
seminated by base newspapers, video releases, and briefings. The second 
internal public was Canadian Forces members’ dependents, who would 
be reached through command briefings, family support centres, internal 
information programs, and base newspapers.15 Although the internal pub-
lics are an important constituency from a Canadian Forces point of view 
and worthy of study, this chapter will focus on the external publics the 
Forces identified. The common thread throughout the military’s attempts 
to shape public opinion of Canada’s role in the Persian Gulf, with all but 
two exceptions, was the news media. The two external publics in which 
the news media were not identified to support the military mission were 
academics and defence analysts. Presumably, they did not need the news 
media for basic information and had a higher level of understanding of 
Canada’s military role in the Persian Gulf than the general public, parlia-
mentarians, and other government officials.

Given the Canadian news media’s high level of interest in the Can-
adian Forces Middle East (CANFORME) operations, on 9 November 1990 
the Forces developed a news media policy based on operational security 
requirements: 
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a. Within the scope of operational security, media will be 
accorded every possible assistance in the preparation and 
filing of their reports; b. Censorship will not be invoked by 
DND or by CANFORCOMME. The imposition of censor-
ship can only be derived from censorship policy of the Ca-
nadian government. Therefore, it is paramount that a good 
working relationship with the news media be established to 
ensure they understand the necessity to voluntarily com-
ply with in-theatre security screening guidelines. Accord-
ingly, media covering the roles, operations and activities 
of the Canadian Forces Middle East should be prepared 
to submit their copy for security screening only; c. There 
will be no suggestion that media expunge critical com-
mentary from their reports unless there is an impact on 
security of operations; d. Before they are provided access 
to in-theatre operations, all media are to be provided un-
classified briefings about Canadian Forces operations and 
activities in the Persian Gulf, security considerations and 
requirements, and what is expected of them while they are 
visiting CANFORME units; e. Media embarked in HMC 
ships may use ships’ communications resources, when ap-
propriate and available. The Canadian Forces will provide 
protective clothing and equipment to media representatives 
when they are embarked in HMC ships; f. All interviews 
with news media representatives will be “on the record’; g. 
Journalists will be requested to dateline their articles and 
reports generically, such as “. . . with the Canadian Forces 
in Bahrain/Qatar/Persian Gulf.” No specific locations will 
be used when filing stories; h. Media representatives will 
be assisted by on-site public affairs officers; j. Diplomatic 
clearances, visa and inoculations will be the responsibility 
of the media members; and, k. Media who are not prepared 
to work within these guidelines will not be provided access 
to CANFORME operations, activities and units.16 
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The only negative news reports that emerged from August to December 
from the deployment involved sailors’ morale problems aboard the three 
ships and questions about their ability to carry out sustained operations.17 
One month later, the Canadian Forces developed a further communica-
tions plan for the rotation of three more ships to the Gulf—HMCS Huron 
and HMCS Restigouche from the West Coast and HMCS Preserver from 
the East Coast—to sustain Canada’s commitments. It aimed to convey the 
messages that the rotation was the most cost-effective way to maintain 
operational readiness; it allowed trained personnel to relieve personnel 
serving since August; the ships’ state of readiness was good; and the new 
personnel were confident they could do the job of the crews they were 
replacing.18 To accommodate the news media covering the departure of 
HMCS Huron from Esquimalt, BC, the naval public affairs office was 
charged with handling all requests for media interviews with members of 
the ship’s company. No direction was given at that time to withhold the 
names of members of the ship’s company.19

In early January 1991, it appeared that Canada’s military effort in the 
Persian Gulf might be escalating. On January 2, Canadian Chief of De-
fence Staff (CDS) Gen. John de Chastelain met with key staff to discuss a 
public affairs policy that envisioned the Canadian military’s transition to 
war. The 9 November 1990 communications plan would remain in effect 
with the aim of enhancing public understanding and support of the Ca-
nadian military’s Persian Gulf role. The key elements regarding the news 
media were: that their activities be conducted within the constraints of 
operational security; there be no censorship; and that media members 
must accept the November 9 guidelines to be accredited.20 Events in the 
Persian Gulf, Washington, Ottawa, and around the world began to un-
fold rapidly after 12 January 1991, when Congress granted US president 
George Bush the authority to wage war.

By January 14, the Canadian Forces had developed a new media plan 
for the war. It called for the organization of a Canadian news media pool 
that would be assembled, deployed, and escorted by the public affairs 
office, with careful control of its access to air operations headquarters.21 
Canadian senior operations offices would hold regular unclassified brief-
ings on the Canadian Forces operations and activities for journalists at 
Bahrain and Qatar. But Canadian journalists would be largely on their 
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own if they wished to cover the Joint Allied Information Bureau in Dhah-
ran, Saudi Arabia, where the British and Americans were organizing jour-
nalists into pools to cover the forward land battle expected in Kuwait. 
The joint information bureau was located at the International Hotel. The 
Canadians similarly would be on their own in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, the 
location of the main American, British, and Saudi headquarters. There, 
senior US and British senior officers would brief journalists at the Hyatt 
Regency Hotel.22 As an indication of the priority the Canadian Forces 
placed on the control of messages it wanted Canadians to receive, on 
January 15, CDS de Chastelain ordered that only approved spokesmen in 
Ottawa could comment on Canada’s anticipated mission and roles in the 
Persian Gulf hostilities. The ostensible aim was ensuring consistency with 
government policy.23 

The next day, January 16, Prime Minister Brian Mulroney rose in the 
House of Commons shortly and announced that Canada had joined with 
other UN members in driving Saddam Hussein’s troops from Kuwait by 
force. To do so, Mulroney’s cabinet gave de Chastelain full authority for 
Canadian CF-18s to fly combat missions in the Gulf. Even as the prime 
minister spoke, the fighter bombers had begun to conduct sweep and es-
cort missions over Kuwait and Iraq, protecting Canadian and allied ships 
and personnel in the Gulf.24 Their first role was combat air patrol (CAP) 
missions to protect coalition warships against Iraqi Exocet missiles. The 
CF-18s eventually flew 770 CAP sorties.25 

Ten of the twenty-four CF-18s and about 160 personnel of the 700 who 
participated in the war came from 416 Tactical Fighter Squadron at CFB 
Cold Lake, Alberta. The rest came from Lahr, Germany, and Bagotville, 
Quebec. Retired Canadian Forces Brig. Gen. Ed McGillivray, commander 
of CFB Cold Lake in 1991, recalls that the news media were never particu-
larly interested in his people before the outbreak of the Gulf War. “When 
Iraq was attacked, all hell broke loose at Cold Lake. All of a sudden, we had 
media parked outside the base. Every media in Canada was there, every 
news agency, TV, radio, even to the point where they had satellite trucks.”26 

Initially, McGillivray took it upon himself to tell the news media how 
the 416 Tactical Fighter Squadron fit Canada’s contributions to the co-
alition war effort. The news media wanted more: they wanted access to 
relatives of the pilots to humanize their stories beyond squadron numbers. 
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Like many journalists across Canada, they wanted names and faces put 
to the pilots’ families, who could share their thoughts and feelings about 
their loved ones’ involvement in the war.27 

Marion Kendall, the wife of Cold Lake pilot Maj. Dave Kendall, agreed 
to become the unofficial spokeswoman for all the pilots’ families for the 
duration of the war. Kendall talked openly about how difficult it was for 
her children and other families who had never faced the spectre of war 
before. McGillivray relates: “She provided, shall we say, good news clips 
and they followed her, and they interviewed her all the time throughout 
the war to get her reaction as to how the war was going. Anytime they 
wanted a news clip, they’d give her a call and, generally, they’d get one.”28 

Like Americans who revelled in their hometown heroes,29 newspapers 
across Canada were awash in “boy next door” stories that provided hun-
dreds of local angles for journalists, which bonded Canadians to their 
military men and women. The Canadians were identified in stories and 
pictures by name and hometowns as pilots waiting to fly on missions and 
as medics mentally preparing for the grim potential of combat casualties.30 
Such identification is a standard North American journalistic practice, to 
engage readers and viewers. In most instances, journalists provide suf-
ficient identification of “persons, organizations, places, objects and even 
the event itself for the reader to orient himself immediately.”31 Canadian 
regiments usually are identified by their official hometown or towns.32 

Meanwhile, thousands of other Canadians across the country made 
headline news in the wake of Prime Minister Mulroney’s announcement. 
Anti-war protestors responded to the news almost immediately. In Toron-
to, crowds blocked traffic on busy streets, chanting “Get troops out of Iraq” 
as they headed toward the Progressive Conservative Party headquarters 
on Richmond Street.33 Outside the US consulate flags were burned. At city 
hall, 1,500 people demonstrated for hours. Upward of 500 demonstrators 
rallied in Halifax.34 In Ottawa, security was tightened following poisoning 
threats at two water treatment plants and at regional water storage tanks.35 
About 200 demonstrators formed a human chain blocking the entrances 
to the external affairs department not far from the official residence of the 
prime minister at 24 Sussex Drive.36 Across Canada, police, government 
officials, and religious groups readied themselves in case of terrorist acts 
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in reprisal for military actions in the Gulf. Security was increased at Can-
adian airports and at Ontario’s three nuclear power stations.37 

In Halifax, RCMP stepped up airport security, as did the Halifax Port 
Authority.38 In Quebec, the public securities minister boosted security at 
oil refineries, hydroelectric plants, and vital industrial plants, while local 
police forces, the provincial police, the RCMP, and the Canadian Secur-
ity Intelligence Service (CSIS) prepared a list of names of “persons of in-
terest.”39 In Ontario, security at border crossings, Pearson International 
Airport, and Ontario Hydro was intensified, while the RCMP consulted 
with CSIS over threats to Canadian security.40 In Vancouver, seventy-five 
demonstrators set fire to Canadian, United Nations, American, and Pet-
ro-Canada flags.41 All the above made national headlines. 

Despite the abundance of news related to the unfolding war, all was 
not well within the ranks of Canada’s news media. Unrest began to grow 
early in the campaign about “censorship guidelines” forced on their col-
leagues in the Persian Gulf. Defence minister William McKnight set out 
the guidelines in a letter to the Canadian Press. The Globe and Mail re-
ported on January 19 that military censors would review stories by jour-
nalists on Canadian ships to determine whether they could inadvertently 
jeopardize operations or the “security of Canadian or other allied forces.”42 
These were the 9 November 1990 guidelines developed months earlier by 
the military’s public affairs planners. 

News of these restrictions sparked debate over the practicalities 
of such restrictions and limits on the public’s right to know. University 
of Toronto history professor Paul Rutherford argued that censorship of 
Canadian journalists wouldn’t work because America’s Cable News Net-
work (CNN) had shown US warplanes taking off from Qatar for missions 
against Baghdad, effectively contravening the non-disclosure of mission 
points of origin other than simply land-based or carrier-based.43 It was re-
ported that the Canadian guidelines mirrored US Department of Defense 
guidelines that prohibited the details of military operations, size, location, 
or movement of intelligence activities or assessments of enemy camou-
flage. Prominent Canadian military historian Jack Granatstein argued 
that Second World War censorship forbidding the release of strategy, tac-
tics, and military movements represented reasonable limits on what could 
and couldn’t be reported in the news media. “Under no circumstances 
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should the public’s right to know jeopardize the life of one serviceman,” 
Granatstein said.44 

Freedom of press reporting from the Persian Gulf also was discussed 
briefly in the House of Commons. Prime Minister Mulroney was asked 
directly if the tradition of press freedom would co-exist with war zone 
security. Mulroney replied that the journalists had full freedom, subject 
to military authorities’ requirements.45 When asked on whose authority—
because the Canadian Association of Journalists had complained that the 
Canadians were subject not only to Canadian military guidelines but to 
US military censorship—defence minister McKnight took responsibility 
for setting out the Canadian guidelines but stated he had no ability to 
guarantee Canadians access to other countries’ military authorities.46 

On the next day, 21 January 1991, news broke about a body bag found 
on the lawn of a sailor’s home in Esquimalt and harassing phone calls to 
service personnel’s families on the West Coast.47 The news ripped through 
the Canadian Forces in other parts of Canada like wildfire. Matching 
and follow-up reports across Canada—wherever possible with quotes and 
comments from local military personnel giving the story local angles—
fanned the flames. It didn’t matter whether local military commanders 
indicated such harassment was not replicated at their bases. The story 
was reported anyway.48 One news article written from Ottawa exagger-
ated the report of one body bag to multiple bags left on the doorsteps of 
several military families, although it said the reports were unconfirmed. 
The story included graphic quotes of one harassing phone call saying: “I 
have family in Iraq and if something happens to them I will come and get 
you.”49 Another said: “You are murderers.”50 The only military source for 
the story was a Canadian Forces colonel who did not state on what author-
ity he could base his comments. 

Making the threats universal, Forces commanders in Ottawa con-
firmed reports of “isolated incidents” of harassment, although there were 
no specific details, including the base where the reported harassment took 
place. Lt. Gen. David Huddleston told a parliamentary committee that he 
could only assume the offensive incidents were related to the war. “The 
less we discuss this matter the better; every country has its cranks and the 
more we talk about offensive activities like that, the more cranks get the 
idea to repeat them.”51 
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On January 25, the CF-18s flew their first four sweep-and-escort sor-
ties. In the sweep role, one or two pairs of jets flew ahead of coalition heavy 
bombers aiming to engage enemy fighters. In the escort role, three pairs of 
CF-18s rode shotgun on the bombers, ahead of, beside, and behind them. 
Details of those missions were dutifully reported in the Canadians news 
media in great detail, courtesy of American wire services. Accompanying 
graphics included separation distances between individual airplanes fly-
ing in four-ship formations in the sweep role and the separations between 
CF-18s and heavy bombers when flying in the escort role.52 Across Canada 
and in the war zone, journalists localized Canadian pilots’ involvement in 
the war effort as best they could. From Kentville, Nova Scotia, a journalist 
identified Reg Forsythe as the father of Stephen Forsythe, who was photo-
graphed by the Canadian Press in Qatar and whose picture accompanied 
a local story. His family in Nova Scotia had seen Stephen on television 
numerous times.53 In Qatar, Capt. Doug Carter, of Prince Albert, Sas-
katchewan, and Maj. Russ Cooper, of Hamilton, Ontario, were identified 
by a Toronto Star reporter in a story saying the pilots were “psyched up” 
for the war.54 

When Canadian pilots embarked on the first flights escorting bomb-
ers, Captains Arnie Tate, of Orono, Ontario, and Jeff Tait, of Richmond, 
BC, were reported in the Toronto Star as saying they would go back and 
do it again.55 A follow-up story the next day localized that account even 
further, tracking down Capt. Arnie Tate’s father-in-law Gus McNeil in 
Orono, where Tate lived with his wife, Lisa.56 Lt. Col. Don Matthews, who 
was commanding officer of 439 Tactical Fighter Squadron, led the four 
CF-18s on their first sweep-and-escort mission. A Toronto Star photog-
rapher took Matthews’ picture after the first mission in Doha, Qatar. The 
information below the picture indicated Matthews was raising his hands 
in jubilation upon return.57 That was wrong.

Standard procedure is for the pilot, once you’ve come to a 
full stop, is to get your hands out of the cockpit. You hold 
them up high so they’re visible to the ground crew. That is 
the signal for the ground crew to go under the airplane and 
safe up your missiles. They don’t want to be under the air-
plane if the pilot has his hands in the cockpit. Unfortunate-
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ly, it was reported in a lot of newspapers and a lot of pictures 
that the colonel raises arms in victory after first mission 
into Iraq. Actually, the colonel was raising his arms so that 
the ground crew would trust him not to drop a bomb on 
their heads.58 

Several days later, a follow-up news report in Montreal on January 28 indi-
cated that Canadian Forces officials in Qatar had asked the media to break 
the convention of identifying service personnel by their hometowns. It 
said the servicemen had asked for that restriction, fearing harassment of 
their families. At that time, the main concern was harassing telephone 
calls. In the same report, the body bag incident was downgraded to a 
garbage bag made to resemble a body bag. The article reported that the 
Calgary parents of a Canadian pilot had received crank telephone calls.59 

The same day it was reported from Qatar that Canadian pilots’ wives 
in Germany had been evacuated from their homes as a result of a bomb 
threat that later proved to be false. There was no threat made. At that 
point, it was said that the Canadian pilots were turning their backs on 
the news media, possibly fearing harassment of their families.60 Also, the 
issue of harassment of the Forces’ families had taken on a life of its own. 
Even as the prime minister and his cabinet attempted to boost the Forces’ 
morale with high-profile visits in February 1991, a reference to the harass-
ing phone calls was reported from Ottawa as fact in the Globe and Mail.61 
The unattributed reference included an extended time frame. It stated as 
fact that on February 5, naval personnel in Esquimalt had been receiving 
threatening or nuisance phone calls not on an isolated basis but systemat-
ically since the outbreak of hostilities on January 16.62 

The Canadian Forces commanders in the Gulf reportedly took matters 
into their own hands. They took the family harassment issue a step further 
by advising CF-18 pilots to refrain from giving their names and home-
towns to journalists. The information was only voluntary: servicemen and 
women were free to give their hometowns if they wished. They provided 
some details of the harassment, including that families in Canada were 
being harassed by crank telephone calls. Being identified by name was 
described as “not a very bright thing to do.”63 The restriction was said to be 
the result of anonymous harassing telephone calls being made to military 
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families and an incident in which a garbage bag was made to look like a 
body bag used to ship home servicemen’s remains.64 

Ignoring for a moment that references to hometowns may have been 
put on hold as a voluntary policy, a qualitative sampling of newspaper 
headlines reveals a larger story of operational censorship. The news media 
was denied basic information about the Canadians’ operations in the Gulf. 
Military commanders would not even disclose the number of airplanes 
taking part in missions or if escort runs had been carried out or aborted, 
or even how withholding such details would reduce the risks.65 The media 
was becoming frustrated with the amount of information—or lack there-
of—that they were receiving from the Canadian Forces. “Shh . . . there’s 
a war on,” read one Calgary headline, and “Canadian journalists say they 
are frustrated by censorship,” read another in Vancouver.66 The overall 
sense of irritation was palpable: “Getting details of what Canadian sol-
diers, sailors and flyers are doing in the Gulf war is almost impossible. The 
Canadian military basically limits its answers to: Soldiering. Sailoring. 
Flying.”67 Most journalists in Riyadh who had not managed to get into the 
American-military-arranged news pools simply were stuck in their hotels, 
although those prepared to rent vehicles and lie at US army checkpoints 
could get close to the allied ground forces if they wished.68 The Canadian 
journalists in Qatar covering the CF-18s found themselves largely stuck in 
hotels “waiting for phone calls from press officers to say they can come on 
the base for carefully arranged interviews.”69 

The Canadians were not alone in this development. Doubts were 
emerging in the United States about the completeness of information 
Americans were receiving about the bombing campaign. Although the 
video images of a guided missile repeatedly shown on television striking 
its target over and over again were flashy, the Center for Defense Informa-
tion in Washington said it was suspect. Describing the video as obviously 
the “best of the best” in the US military’s catalogue, one analyst said that 
100 per cent of the missiles launched could not be striking their targets 
dead centre.70 

In Canada, one week into the bombing campaign, frustrated Liberal 
opposition MPs complained their only source about the campaign was 
American television. Concerns were raised publicly that even the gov-
ernment, including the minister of national defence, was getting its war 
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information from television.71 Journalists laughed cynically over the lack 
of information they received from military briefers. When they asked 
where Canadian jet fighters had flown escort missions, they were told the 
mission took place “over a Kuwaiti-Iraqi land mass.”72 The Canadian mil-
itary couldn’t provide any detailed information because it had no control 
over allied intelligence data and couldn’t release allied data.73 By February 
20, the Canadian Forces’ public affairs personnel had had more than a 
month to study restrictive news media guidelines developed by the Amer-
ican and British militaries. As result, the Canadian military developed 
a new set of written guidelines combining those developed for the Can-
adian navy and by the American and British militaries for the Canadian 
news media briefings in Bahrain and Qatar. The guidelines were osten-
sibly “to provide the greatest permissible freedom and access while at the 
same time protecting the safety and security of Canadian and other allied 
forces. The Canadian Forces wish to be as open and candid as possible. 
However, operational security will and must take precedence.”74 

In the guidelines developed by the Canadian Forces, the following 
subjects could not be reported: 

a. For military units, specific numerical information on 
troop strength, aircraft, weapons systems, on-hand equip-
ment or supplies (e.g. radars, missiles, trucks, water), in-
cluding amounts of ammunition or fuel moved by support 
units or on hand in combat units. Unit size may be described 
in general terms such as “company size,” “squadron,” or 
“naval task group.” Number or amount of equipment and 
supplies may be described in general terms such as “large,” 
“small,” or “many”; b. Any information that reveals details 
of future plans, operations or strikes, including postponed 
or cancelled operations; c. Information, photography and 
imagery that would reveal the specific location of military 
forces or show the level of security at military installations 
or encampments or information on defensive equipment 
capabilities.75 
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One day later, on February 21, the new guidelines were put to the test after 
the Canadian government ordered CF-18 crews in Qatar to begin drop-
ping bombs and firing rockets on the Iraqi military. A Globe and Mail 
correspondent in Riyadh was denied access to the CF-18 pilots for inter-
views. The best he could do was quote, by name, a CF-18 pilot reached by 
telephone in a recruiting office in Hamilton, Ontario. The pilot, who was 
friends with the Canadians in Qatar, had an inkling of what the Canadians 
would be doing in their new role but couldn’t divulge it. He could only say 
that the pilots felt good to be taking on the new combat role, because they 
had felt like poor cousins flying escort to other coalition warplanes.76 Five 
days later, the journalist who remained in Riyadh still could not obtain 
any information whatsoever other than that the Canadians had dropped 
iron bombs on military targets. Some reporters in Qatar were shown CF-
18 bomb loads before four jets took off, but that was the extent of their 
access.77 

A qualitative review of selected English language newspapers’ war 
coverage revealed that the journalists best able to report on the war were 
based either at Qatar or Bahrain. In Qatar, the journalists independent-
ly assessed the CF-18s’ activities without military briefings. While they 
weren’t learning specific details about the missions, they learned the 
frequency and number of jets in the air by watching and counting. Over 
time, they began to know the pilots’ names.78 With the historical benefit of 
having both the military’s media guidelines from 1990 and 1991 and the 
news coverage that followed, the best that can be said is that the guidelines 
were applied inconsistently. When two CF-18 pilots attacked an Iraqi pa-
trol boat believed to be armed with Exocet missiles, they were identified by 
name. Some news reports contained the exact locations of the enemy en-
countered, the armaments used, and the weapons and defensive capabili-
ties of the CF-18s—all specifically prohibited by the guidelines. One pilot 
named was Dave Kendall, the husband of Marion Kendall, who had taken 
on the high-profile role as spokeswoman for the CF-18s crew members’ 
spouses at CFB Cold Lake.79 The pilots’ names were repeatedly published 
in follow-up stories. Depending on the newspapers read, the pilots either 
were reprimanded for firing on the Iraqi ship80 or commended for firing 
on it.81 
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The voluntary prohibition put on the use of service personnel’s names 
and hometowns was not always invoked for non-combat personnel. Many 
women were identified by name and hometowns in one feature story on 
what it was like to work in a male-dominated environment in Qatar.82 
Some of the very women who should have most worried about navy ser-
vice personnel’s spouses being harassed didn’t seem to care about the 
issue. In a Canadian Press news story datelined Esquimalt, several sailors’ 
wives were identified by name, as were their husbands, after they travelled 
to Esquimalt to be with their spouses before the HMCS Huron departed 
for the Gulf.83 When the Canadian CF-18 pilots’ combat role in the Persian 
Gulf was changed from flying sweep-and-escort missions to an offensive 
ground attack role on 21 February 1991, pilots were identified by name in 
pictures and the body of one Halifax newspaper.84 

One also possibly can develop a sense of the media restrictions’ incon-
sistent results after the CF-18s’ role was changed to bombing missions. A 
Globe and Mail correspondent in Riyadh reported that military officials 
in Qatar refused to make pilots available to talk about their new role.85 
His difficulty in obtaining information was highlighted in a report several 
days later that said Canada had joined America, Britain, and France in im-
posing a total news blackout on air operations to avoid jeopardizing land 
war offensives that had begun in Kuwait.86 While the Globe’s correspond-
ent struggled for information about the Canadian air operations, the To-
ronto Star’s correspondent in Bahrain, aided by the Canadian Press, iden-
tified pilots who took part in the first bombing run by name, hometowns, 
targets, and flight durations.87 The Chronicle-Herald in Halifax shows that 
a Canadian Press correspondent in Qatar was briefed by military officials 
who, despite the news blackout, identified the lead pilot by name and his 
Owen Sound, Ontario, hometown.88 

Covering the air war from Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, when the Canadians 
were based in Doha, Qatar, put the Globe correspondent at a disadvan-
tage. His report could only be as complete as the information he received. 
While the Star’s correspondent was in Manama, Bahrain, his editors may 
well have been able to incorporate the Canadian Press report into his work 
in a way that the Globe editors could not. All that can reasonably be con-
cluded is that the readers of all three news sources would have differing 
perspectives on that day’s events, while those who read both the Toronto 
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Star and the Globe and Mail could be forgiven for being a little confused. 
The question is: Why? 

That confusion likely started from a problem identified in the Can-
adian Forces’ after-action report on public affairs activities in the Gulf 
War. There were two coalition media centres in the Gulf. American, Brit-
ish, and Saudi Arabian officials had joint headquarters and a joint infor-
mation bureau in Riyadh, while another was established in Dhahran for 
journalists attempting to cover the land forces on the Saudi-Kuwait/Iraqi 
frontier. Given the single-entry visa available to the news media in the 
Gulf, journalists could not move from one country to the next, restricting 
their ability to report. Where they arrived at the beginning of the war 
was where they had to remain for its duration.89 Access to information is 
everything to journalists. Without information they have nothing to base 
their work on. Geography coupled with restrictive military information 
policies made war correspondents’ work difficult at best and nearly im-
possible at worst. 

On February 20, defence minister William McKnight announced that 
Canada would switch to a more offensive role: Close Air Support (CAS) 
sorties or bombing missions. They eventually flew fifty-six CAS sorties.90 
The only problem after the announcement was retrofitting the CF-18s for 
the bombing campaign and training for the new role. Matthews explained: 

We went through a period there where I was told that I was 
going to have to bomb. OK, no big deal. We have bombs. We 
know how to do that. The only thing was we spent all of our 
careers preparing to fight in Norway, the plains of Northern 
Germany or the rolling hills of southern Germany. We were 
very, very good, one of the best NATO contingents for drop-
ping bombs from low level, from a low-level attack. 

In the Gulf, we were going to be asked to drop our 
bombs, to roll in at 30,000 feet in a six-degree dive, or drop 
them from level flight at 35,000 feet. We’d never done that, 
never trained for it, had no concept. The only guys that had 
even thought about it were the fighter weapons instructors 
and they did that on their Top Gun course. So, I was told 
in total confidence, in total secrecy, that this was going to 
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happen. I said, “OK, we can handle this. What we’ll do is 
we’ll fly some training missions here in Qatar just so that we 
know how to point ourselves in a six-degree dive and drop 
the bombs without killing ourselves or friendly troops.” We 
managed to get a few people trained with eight bombs for 
high-level delivery before the actual first day of bombing.91 

Just four days passed between the announcement that the Canadians 
would begin a bombing role and their first missions. All the while, 
Matthews said the Canadians continued to fly sweep-and-escort missions 
and combat patrol missions. “I mean we had jets flying twenty-four hours 
a day. We had a minimum of two F-18s airborne throughout all combat. 
We flew night; we flew day; we flew escort; we flew combat air patrol; and 
then, during the land offence—which was only about three days—we flew 
bombing missions.” The Canadian news media never was told what the 
bombing targets were or any other details about the Canadians in combat. 
For the first time since the war began on January 17, Canadian military of-
ficials in Bahrain suspended its media briefings.92 Nonetheless, Matthews 
says the main focus of their bombing missions was the so-called “Highway 
of Death.” 

After US ground troops flooded into Kuwait, annihilating Iraqi troops 
in their path, Iraq announced it was withdrawing its forces from Kuwait 
but refused to acknowledge UN sanctions. Iraqi tanks, armoured vehicles, 
trucks, and troops by the thousands fled the allied onslaught. In doing so, 
they formed huge queues on the road north from Kuwait to the southern 
Iraqi city of Basra. High above them, the allied forces launched a devas-
tating bombing campaign on the fleeing troops, killing thousands.93 Mat-
thews recalled Canada’s involvement on the final days’ bombing missions: 
“I think we dropped 100 tons of bombs in about three days, but, you know, 
as it turned out, the weather was terrible and all of the smoke from the oil 
well fires. We ended up dropping most of them from level flight at 30,000 
feet on convoys that were five kilometres long. It was carpet bombing.”94 

The Canadian military’s assessment of its news media policy after the 
war identified three issues: journalists’ pools; providing journalists with 
military personnel’s hometown information; and the release of operation-
al information. Regarding pools, the Canadian military had no influence 
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over issues negotiated before the war by the media in London and Wash-
ington. Canadian journalists in theatre could not negotiate their way into 
them. One solution was that Canadian pool membership should be nego-
tiated before future outbreaks of hostilities.95 

Secondly, the after-action report said the release of operational in-
formation to the news media was problematic because public affairs offi-
cers operated under two conflicting imperatives: a political imperative of 
openness and operational security. In hindsight, the report acknowledged 
that the Canadian Forces were more reluctant to divulge operational in-
formation than their allies. The British eagerly made available information 
on air-mission targets and released videos as proof. Canadian headquar-
ters forbade giving out similar information, but public affairs officers in 
the field could not explain why the British could release such information 
and they could not.

Also, the news media in Qatar could readily obtain operational infor-
mation simply by looking out their windows and observing CF-18s taking 
off and landing. Over time, the news media became familiar with CF-18 
armaments, their numbers, and whether their missions were combat air 
patrol, sweep and escort, or close air support. The Canadian Forces only 
had one Boeing CC-137 air refuelling tanker, which the media could see 
whether it was flying or not. The after-action report said: “It was therefore 
ludicrous to not confirm such details, but to do so often conflicted with 
direction from higher headquarters. Recommendation: We should stan-
dardize with our allies who have had more operational experience than we 
have and adopt their more liberal release of info policies.”96 

The third lessons-learned issue was the release of military personnel’s 
hometown information. Without being specific, the report said it proved 
to be hazardous, causing “a few instances of harassment of family mem-
bers in Canada that resulted in an unwillingness of some members to be 
interviewed at all.”97 The difficulty was that the Forces had provided such 
information readily before hostilities began and the news media could not 
understand why such information was withheld after hostilities began—
until after the harassment received publicity.98 

For example, several days after the body bag story broke, it was re-
ported from Ottawa that Canadian Forces women had been ordered to 
wear civilian clothes in unidentified parts of Canada to avoid abuse. At 
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the same Ottawa briefing where that development was announced, the 
deputy chief of defence staff, Lt. Gen. David Huddleston, confirmed that 
harassing phone calls had been made to the wives of husbands serving in 
the Gulf, who were told their husbands had been killed.99 

On the same day, it was reported in Toronto that military police were 
probing threats made to military families in Victoria. The language shift 
from the original story was subtle, but the story said the military would 
not confirm that body bags had been left on the doorsteps of some military 
family homes, nor how many threats had been made, against whom, or 
where.100 There is a substantial difference between military police having 
no physical evidence that harassment had taken place and a statement that 
they would not confirm incidents. The implication was that the military 
had information it would not divulge. The other detail of note was that 
body bags were left on doorsteps, not on lawns. Although numerous news 
reports perpetuated the story of harassment of military family members, 
what was not widely disseminated through the media was information in 
a follow-up Globe and Mail story indicating that civilian police in Victoria 
and civilian and military police in Esquimalt had not received any physic-
al evidence about the alleged harassment.101 

The news reports and the military’s after-action report on the harass-
ment never offered proof that the most egregious incidents, the alleged 
dumping of a body bag on the lawn of a naval home in Esquimalt and 
harassing telephone calls to wives, ever happened. The military’s recom-
mended procedure for dealing with such incidents was to make the mil-
itary police aware of them. The police found no evidence to support the al-
legations.102 A complete search of Department of National Defence records 
from August 1990 to 31 January 1991, for military police records involving 
the alleged dumping of a body bag or a threat analysis, found nothing.103 

A search of the origins for the 1991 Vancouver Sun story about harass-
ment of naval spouses from Esquimalt ran dry in Victoria, BC. None of 
the wives were quoted either by name in the story or in any of the num-
erous follow-up news reports. The 1991 source about the body bag being 
an actual type used by the military was a sub-lieutenant who was not part 
of the Canadian Forces public affairs structure. All attempts to reach him 
through the Canadian military or public resources—beginning with the 
CFB Esquimalt public affairs officer at the time who knew him—failed.104 
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Paul Seguna was the public affairs officer at CFB Esquimalt who was 
quoted in Globe and Mail and Toronto Star stories about the harassment.105 
In the Globe story, Seguna said there had been roughly a dozen complaints 
and in the Star story about six.106 Both military and civilian police were re-
ported to be investigating the incidents, asking families who had received 
threatening messages to turn them over to police as evidence. Seguna was 
quoted at the time saying women had received calls from people claiming 
to be senior military officials, stating their husbands had been killed in 
action, even though their ship, HMCS Huron, was not even going to the 
Gulf. Astonishingly, without facts to back it up, Seguna told the Globe, 
although he was not quoted directly, about allegations that one wife found 
a crude imitation of a body bag on her front lawn.107 Families were told to 
keep evidence and turn it over to police, but Victoria and Esquimalt police 
received no such evidence.108

To the best of Seguna’s recollection, he first heard about the incidents 
not from military family members but from a CHEK 6 television news 
report in Victoria. A search of the television station’s archives revealed no 
evidence that such a story was ever aired.109 Nonetheless, Seguna felt duty 
bound to meet military spouses at the military Family Resource Centre 
in Esquimalt. He told them that, having let the cat out of the bag to the 
news media about the alleged harassment, they must deal with the media 
and should verify facts. “In essence, we made it clear, you know, that once 
you’ve opened the door you just can’t shut it.”110 

Brig. Gen. McGillivray, commander of CFB Cold Lake in 1991, knew 
there were war protests taking place in Canada. But there was or were 
no incident or incidents of a body bag or body bags thrown on the lawns 
of air force personnel in Cold Lake.111 The only other place the CF-18s 
fighting in the Gulf came from was Baden-Soellingen, Germany. Lt. Col. 
Matthews, who flew in the war, was commanding officer of 439 Tactic-
al Fighter Squadron based in Baden-Soellingen. Although armed guards 
stood around the military homes in Germany and on the base’s school 
buses, there was no concern about attacks in retribution on fighter pilots’ 
family members. His wife remained in Germany while he was flying mis-
sions in the Gulf, and she was in constant contact with military families in 
both Canada and Germany. The biggest concern among the families was 
in Canada and not in Germany, a striking observation in that pilots’ wives 
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in Germany were once evacuated from their homes in a false bomb-threat 
incident. 

She thought the Canadian perspective was a little bit over-
blown. I mean, she actually had armed guards at her front 
door and everybody in Canada was much, much more afraid 
than she was overseas. She was taking care of the families in 
Germany while we were off fighting. They were calling from 
Canada and they were just terribly concerned. My wife was 
saying: “Well, you know, I’m here and I’ve got an armed 
infantryman in my yard and I’m not nearly as concerned 
about all this as you appear to be back in Toronto.”112 

Given the far-ranging effect on Canada’s democratic institutions years 
later of an urban myth, the body bags, its origins are worth pursuing. The 
Times Colonist in Victoria, on 2 January 1991, reported on the Greater 
Victoria peace organization’s plans to protest the departure of HMCS 
Huron for Halifax. Its crew was slated to relieve the crew of the HMCS 
Athabaskan in February. The two last sentences at the bottom of the story 
suggest that the myth may have its origins in a protest that took place 31 
December 1990, outside the gates of CFB Esquimalt. 

Meanwhile, members of the Greater Victoria Disarma-
ment Group, some dressed in homemade body bags “linked 
hands for peace” at the Canteen Road entrance to CFB Es-
quimalt on Monday. The body bag dress was to dramatize 
the possibility members of the Persian Gulf force will come 
home in body bags—something that does not need to hap-
pen if sanctions and mediation continue instead of war, the 
group argues.113 

The departure of 280 servicemen aboard the Huron for Halifax via the 
Panama Canal was big news for the Times Colonist, which dispatched a 
reporter and a photographer to spend three days aboard the supply ship 
HMCS Provider accompanying the Huron on its first leg to Long Beach, 
California. They planned to spend one night on the Huron writing stories 
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about and taking pictures of the local men and women headed for the 
Gulf via Halifax. On 4 January 1991, the newspaper published the names 
and ranks of all 280 crew.114 The first news story that reported that ha-
rassing phone calls made to military families was published in the Times 
Colonist on January 16. It contained a body bag reference. A military 
wife whose husband was on the HMCS Huron said: “Some of the wives 
have had phone calls saying their husbands will be the next ones in those 
body bags,” she said. “Others are just vulgar calls, the ‘if you’re lonely just 
call me,’ calls,” she said.115 One spokesman claimed harassing calls tell-
ing women their husbands were dead had come from a man identifying 
himself as a Canadian Forces lieutenant colonel. He spoke during a rally 
of military wives and girlfriends in front of the legislature in Victoria to 
support their spouses. 116

Following the UN-sanctioned attack on Iraq, security was tightened 
at CFB Esquimalt. The base information officer, Lieutenant Seguna, de-
clined to comment to the Times Colonist about the security measures or 
whether they were in response to a terrorist threat.117 The tension was raw. 
The same day, military personnel were evacuated from HMC Dockyard 
following a bomb threat that turned out to be a hoax.118 

The next story about harassment appeared in the Times Colonist on 
January 19. It was focused primarily not on military family members but 
on Victoria’s peace activists, who claimed they were being harassed with 
calls for harassing military wives and throwing garbage on ships in Van-
couver. Toward the end of that story, the harassment of wives was said 
to take the form of people claiming to be insurance agents attempting to 
make appointments with women whose husbands were aboard a ship.119 
An insurance official with London Life Insurance reported that bona fide 
insurance agents required both spouses to be present for an interview, but 
such calls could be made by accident to such a solitary military spouse. 
The way to avoid that, the insurance company official said, would be to 
circulate the list of HMCS Huron’s crew members among insurance com-
panies and agents indicating their families were off-limits.120 Two days 
later on January 21, the Vancouver Sun wrote about a navy wife who had 
an actual military body bag on her lawn and harassing phone calls. 

The Times Colonist followed up on the Vancouver Sun story six days 
later. On January 27, it quoted base information officer Lt. Seguna saying 
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the military wives were reluctant to make complaints to military police. 
Whereas Seguna previously had told the Globe and Mail there had been 
roughly a dozen complaints and the Toronto Star about six, when asked 
again how many complaints there were, he would only say: “Several—I 
don’t want to give a fixed number.”121 Seguna said, for all he knew, all the 
harassment could have been the work of one person. “One person can cre-
ate a lot of havoc, which is why we need these women to get the reports 
into the police.”122 By then, readers would have found it difficult to separate 
fact from fiction. The story reported: “Families of men on HMCS Huron 
were the focus of national media attention after some women reported 
being phoned by a man purporting to be a senior officer telling them their 
husband was dead, or of having body bags strewn on their lawns.”123 One 
of the spouses—April-Ann Hamilton, wife of Leading Seaman Harold 
Hamilton—was identified by name. She did not confirm the body bag 
story. What Hamilton did, however, was put her finger on the nature of 
the problem. She said second- and third-hand reports of the harassment 
were made public before police could properly investigate them, and the 
rumours started flying.124 

The military wives formed a media committee to shed positive light 
on their experiences, but it was too late. The nation’s news media weren’t 
getting their information from them anymore. They were feeding on 
themselves, cutting and pasting various versions of the story’s most ap-
palling angle into their own reports. Some of the Times Colonist story 
was focused how some of the harassment incidents had been overblown. 
But second-hand accounts of phone calls saying that husbands would be 
coming home in body bags on January 16 had become body bags strewn 
on lawns by January 27. In years to come, two things happened when-
ever Canadian CF-18s were called upon to take up a combat role. First, 
the Gulf War lessons-learned report recommending that the Canadian 
Forces should learn from more operationally experienced allies and adopt 
more liberal policies regarding the release of operational information to 
the news media were either forgotten or ignored. Second, the half-remem-
bered images of body bags strewn on the lawns of naval family members 
in Esquimalt took on mythical proportions. 

Murray Edelman writes: “The word ‘myth’ signifies a belief held 
in common by a large group of people that gives events and actions a 
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particular meaning; it is typically socially cued rather than empirically 
based.”125 Myths simplify a complex world and promote conformity to 
a pattern of thought and behaviour.126 With profound consequences for 
Canada’s democratic institutions, that socially cued body bag myth be-
came burned into the memories of Canadian Forces members, some of 
whom assumed higher command years later. The 1991 myth rose like a 
Phoenix when Canadian CF-18s soared into combat in the skies over Serb-
ia and Kosovo in 1999. 






