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Poison Arrows:  North American Indian Hunting and Warfare, David E. Jones, University of Texas Press, 1 February 2007.
“War is waged with weapons, not with poisons” is the saying the Roman army used in response to the Germanic practice of 

poisoning wells. This has given some scholars the mistaken notion that poisoned weapons were historically rare. Poison Arrows 
adds to the growing body of knowledge on how unexceptional poisoned weapons were in antiquarian societies.

After a crude introduction to the general history of chemical-biological warfare, the author explains why many scholars may 
have missed the importance of using poisons in the North American Indian society and how they were employed for nonmilitary 
purposes such as hunting and fi shing. The rest of the book focuses on poisoned arrows, including an extension to poisoned bullets 
and the conjecture of prehistoric hunting with poisoned arrows.

The disappointment in Poison Arrows is the frequent listing of references to various poison concoctions created for use with 
weapons. This renders the publication to a scholarly text of special interest, with a long list of sources from fi rsthand observers. 
There is no attempt to validate the correctness of the concoctions in terms of potency, with the author freely admitting that many 
may have been more ceremonial in origin. 

Nonetheless, it is fascinating to see the similarity of many of the poisons and the specialized design of weapons. For Soldiers 
who have an interest in early American history, Poison Arrows will bridge the gap between profession and hobby; but for others, 
the book is too short and specialized to hold one’s attention.

A Poisonous Affair:  America, Iraq, and the Gassing of Halabja, Joost R. Hiltermann, Cambridge University Press, 18 June 2007.
After World War I and the Abyssinian War, the Iran-Iraq War represented the next major use of chemical weapons. In this 

book, the author writes a detailed account with emphasis on the attack on Halabja. Using many primary sources and interviews 
collected over the years, the story has no heroes—the Iraqis used chemical weapons, the Iranians had their own atrocities, the 
Iraqi Kurds sided with Iran, and the United States turned a blind eye and sent inconsistent diplomatic signals.

The author worked for Human Rights Watch as a consultant and was in Iraq in 1992 to compile a study on Iraq’s Operation 
Anfal. He later returned to Iran (in 2000), Iraq (in 2002), and elsewhere in the Middle East on a series of grants to complete his 
research. His detailed research has made one of the most complete accounts of chemical operations during the Iran-Iraq War and 
the political-diplomatic subterfuge surrounding those events. Many past accounts focus on chemical weapons proliferation. 
A Poisonous Affair brings clarity to the chemical battlefi eld, describing the motivations and strategies of Iraqi chemical strikes 
in a series of engagements.

Later in the book, the story changes from Iran-Iraq to the internal confl ict between Iraq and Kurdish separatists. A traditional 
means of counterinsurgency throughout history has been the slaughter of the innocent and the resulting loss of popular support.  
As a U.S. Civil Defense poster once stated, “civilians—without them there is no reason to fi ght.” The attack on Halabja made 
grotesque strategic logic and disintegrated Kurdish resistance. Even with this psychological defeat, Iraq took it a step further with 
the mass execution of civilians to change the ethnic makeup of the remaining communities.

This book examines the diffi cult relationship and fi ckle alliance between the United States and Iraq during the war. The 
context of this relationship is the U.S. reaction to the Iranian revolution, avoiding the larger U.S.-Soviet context that was still 
formidable in the minds of policy makers at the time. The persistent claim by the United States that Iran used chemical weapons, 
which the author fi nds unfounded, disrupted an international response against Iraqi chemical attacks.

The information reports of chemical casualties in battle are valuable and necessary to understand chemical-weapon effects (and 
the magnitude of difference between chemical fatalities and casualties). It also demonstrates the political dynamics of chemical 
allegations and the motivations of Iraq. To Iraq, chemical weapons ultimately kept Saddam Hussein in power by limiting the 
degree of military defeat from his misguided leadership and, eventually, ended the war with the threat of chemical attacks on 
Iranian cities.

Mr. Kirby is a project manager for Bradford and Galt. He holds a bachelor’s degree in valuation science from Lindenwood College, 
with a minor in biology and special studies in behavioral toxicology and biotechnology. 
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