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INTRODUCTION

The Korean War has often been characterized as Canada’s forgotten war.1 Fought
on a remote peninsula in the Far East by a brigade-sized force composed primarily
of professional soldiers, the conflict failed to capture the nation’s attention in the
same way that the mass mobilization of the two world wars had done. Indeed, had
the United States not decided to intervene in the conflict, the successful invasion
of South Korea by the country’s communist North in June 1950 might well have
become a footnote in the history of the Cold War. As it was, Washington’s willingness to rescue the Seoul regime caught the Canadian government off-guard, while
the Americans’ ability to internationalize the conflict made it difficult for Canada
to remain on the sidelines. Aided by a temporary Soviet boycott of United Nations
proceedings, the United States enlisted the support of that international body
in organizing resistance to the North Koreans’ aggression. The creation of an
American-controlled United Nations Command with military contingents from
eighteen countries (four of which sent only medical units), in addition to the forces
of the United States and the Republic of Korea, made the conflict the UN’s first
peace-making operation.
Despite the leading role Canada had played in the formation of the United Nations, Ottawa was initially hesitant in responding to the UN’s call for military
force. By early August, however, the public’s demand for a significant contribution
to the UN Command could no longer be ignored. Because the regular army included only three infantry and two armoured units, the government decided to
recruit a new three-battalion brigade group, the 25th Brigade, by drawing on the
large pool of Second World War veterans who had returned to civilian life in
1945-6. A flood of volunteers quickly filled the Canadian Army Special Force, and
by December 1950 the first of the new units, the 2nd Battalion, Princess Patricia’s
Canadian Light Infantry (2 PPCLI; the Special Force infantry units were designated 2nd battalions of the three regular infantry regiments), had been dispatched
to the Far East. The Patricias arrived just as the UN forces – which had seemed on
the verge of total victory in November – were being driven out of North Korea by
the intervention of the communist Chinese. Over the next six months, offensive
and counteroffensive would shift the front line up and down the peninsula, with 2
PPCLI’s stand on a hill north of the village of Kap’yong in April 1951 becoming the
best-known Canadian action of the war. The rest of the 25th Brigade arrived a
month after that to take part in the UN’s final advance to a defensive line just
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north of the thirty-eighth parallel. In July 1951, the Canadian brigade joined with
British, Australian, and New Zealand troops to form the 1st Commonwealth Division, the formation in which they would spend the remainder of the war.
The opening of truce talks that same month suggested that both sides were finally
willing to accept the division of the two Koreas along the line of contact, but the
optimism that greeted the armistice talks eventually turned to exasperation as the
negotiations bogged down over the issue of repatriating prisoners of war against
their will. While the tense first year of rapidly changing fortunes may have captured the Canadian public’s imagination, the protracted stalemate – both on the
ground and at the conference table – meant that the war gradually faded from the
headlines. Soldiers continued to fight and die on the peninsula for another two
years, but it was already obvious that there would be no clear-cut victory. With no
major offensives planned and operations restricted to small unit engagements, by
December 1951 the Korean conflict had become a war of patrols.
As Canada’s ground force commitment dragged on into a second year, Ottawa
decided to replace the Special Force units with those of the regular army. The
professional soldiers of the 1st battalions arrived in the spring of 1952 to take their
place in the Commonwealth Division’s static positions and continued to hold the
front line for the next year, mounting the occasional raid against the Chinese while
having their own entrenchments raided in turn. The regular units were then replaced by the 3rd battalions for the final months of fighting until an armistice
agreement was signed on 27 July 1953.
Although the Canadian formation carried the same designation throughout the
war, this annual rotation of units and personnel meant that, in essence, three separate brigades served in Korea during the war: the Special Force units under John
M. Rockingham; the regular army’s 1st battalions under Mortimer Patrick Bogert;
and the original training units, the 3rd battalions, under Jean V. Allard. The yearly
changeover in personnel meant that arriving units had little detailed knowledge
of the brigade’s previous operations and were unaware of the shifts that had occurred in the Canadians’ defensive methods and tactics. This lack of continuity
led to the false assumption – made by soldiers at the time and historians afterward
– that the brigade’s defence of its static positions must have been conducted in
much the same manner by whichever battalions were holding the front. Once the
shooting war had ended, few, if any, Canadians were interested in what had actually happened during the twenty months of stalemate.
Before the war could pass completely from the public’s consciousness, the army’s
historical section published Canada’s Army in Korea in 1956.2 This short official
account is a collection of articles by Capt. Frank McGuire, the 25th Brigade’s historical officer during the last year of the war, that originally appeared in the Canadian Army Journal. Ten years later, the historical section produced the Army’s
official history, Strange Battleground, by another Korea veteran, Lt.-Col. Herbert
Fairlie Wood, a former commanding officer of 3 PPCLI.3 Despite the first-hand
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experience of the authors, these accounts were primarily descriptions of events,
with Wood’s history providing only the occasional suggestion that the brigade
might have run into some tactical problems. Strange Battleground did, however,
convey the professional army’s disdain for the Special Force volunteers of the 2nd
battalions. Placing the blame on an overhasty recruiting process, Wood gave an
official endorsement to the public’s perception that the Special Force had been a
collection of misfit soldiers of fortune, men who were later replaced at the front by
the spit-and-polish professionals of the regular 1st battalions. Even the publication of an official history did little to stimulate Canadian interest in the Korean
War. Only a handful of popular histories were written in subsequent decades, with
the first of these, published in 1983, appropriately subtitled Canada’s Forgotten
War.4 Memoirs and first-person accounts have also been slow to appear – most
have been published only in the 1990s – but are generally more useful, with the
best being Robert Peacock’s memoir, Kim-chi, Asahi and Rum, and John Gardam’s
collection of interviews, Korea Volunteer.5
Academic studies of Canada’s involvement in the conflict are even fewer. Canadian diplomacy during the war was the subject of a 1974 book by Denis Stairs, The
Diplomacy of Constraint: Canada, the Korean War and the United States, but its
concentration on the US-Canada relationship meant that only passing reference
was made to the situation on the battlefield. Nearly twenty years later two other
historians, J.L. Granatstein and D.J. Bercuson, included three chapters surveying
Korean operations in their War and Peacekeeping: From South Africa to the Gulf –
Canada’s Limited Wars. Published in 1991, the book provided only a basic narrative
of events, with less analysis than the Canadian official history had contained twentyfive years before.6
Nor was the war of particularly great historical interest beyond Canada’s borders. A year before War and Peacekeeping appeared, the British finally published
the first instalment of their two-volume official history of the war.7 Also written
by a Korea veteran, the British history provided useful context for the Canadian
experience, particularly in its use of Chinese sources, but like the earlier American
army and marine official histories8 had little new to say about the Canadian contingent other than what was already to be found in Strange Battleground. Aside
from recognizing 2 PPCLI’s stand at Kap’yong, other British and American historians have also made little reference to the Canadian brigade.9
The second volume of the Australian official history, published in 1985, on the other
hand, contained several paragraphs that criticized the 25th Brigade’s operations, particularly the Canadians’ failure to patrol in sufficient strength to keep the enemy
away from their entrenchments.10 These criticisms were expanded upon by another
Australian historian, Jeffrey Grey, in his 1988 study, The Commonwealth Armies and
the Korean War.11 The Australian perceptions of Canadian battlefield performance
appear to confirm the reminiscences of Maj. Harry Pope, a company commander
in Korea with both the 1st and 3rd battalions, published in the Royal 22nd Regiment
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periodical, La Citadelle.12 Pope’s articles shed further light on the views he had first
expressed in two 1953 memoranda critical of the brigade’s defensive methods.13 Although the Canadian official history had acknowledged Pope’s criticisms, it largely
dismissed them as ‘generalizations ... based, in the main on his experience as a regimental officer. The application to other units of all his statements would probably
not be valid without more evidence than is available.’14 As we shall see, the evidence
already existed. What was required was more research and analysis.
Pope’s memoranda and the Australian comments led me to include a description
of 25th Brigade shortcomings in a chapter on the Korean War that I wrote for a
history of the Canadian Army, We Stand on Guard, in 1992.15 The material uncovered in preparing that chapter suggested that the operations of the Canadian
brigade merited a book-length academic study, one that could provide the sort of
analysis lacking in Strange Battleground. As this manuscript was nearing completion
in 1999, however, David Bercuson’s Blood on the Hills appeared, the first academic
treatment of the Canadian Army in Korea since Wood’s history had been published over thirty years earlier. Bercuson’s book picked up on the shortcomings
outlined in We Stand on Guard (there had been no mention of Pope or the Australian histories in War and Peacekeeping) but failed to appreciate their significance. Like the Australians’ blanket assessment of Canadian difficulties, Blood on
the Hills made little distinction among the operations of the brigade under each of
its three wartime commanders. Indeed, Bercuson took the patrolling criticisms
Pope had made from his observations of the 1st battalions in 1952-3 and applied
them primarily to the 1951-2 operations of the Special Force battalions, units that
the R22eR major had never seen in action. In almost every respect, Blood on the
Hills accepted the official history’s distinction between the regulars and the volunteers of 1950. Bercuson, however, expanded on Wood’s original distinctions to conclude, inaccurately, that the professionals must have outperformed the men of the
Special Force on the battlefield. He characterizes the 2nd battalions as hurriedly
‘slapped together’ and rushed off to Korea after a ‘badly conceived’ training program, while describing the professional soldiers in the 1st battalions as being ‘far
better prepared to fight’ when they arrived in the theatre. Indeed, Bercuson goes
on to state that the 1st battalions ‘were probably the best-trained ground force that
Canada has ever put directly onto a field of battle. They were professional soldiers
in every respect. When called on to use the skills they had acquired, they did so
with determination and courage.’16 Blood on the Hills failed to follow that analysis
with a discussion of the tactical differences between the Special Force and regular
army units. Failure to recognize the operational differences of the various infantry
battalions also weakens Brent Byron Watson’s Far Eastern Tour, published in 2002.
Problems, according to these historians, resulted primarily from inadequate weaponry and poor training.17
This book offers a new, comprehensive account of the entire Canadian campaign while placing 25th Brigade operations in their proper context within the
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Korean War as a whole. It provides a detailed study and critical analysis of the
training, leadership, operations, and tactics of the main Canadian Army units
employed during the war and, in so doing, challenges many of the earlier assumptions about the Canadians’ battlefield performance. In assessing the formation’s
strengths and weaknesses, this book examines, for the first time, the brigade’s
operational methods under each of its three wartime commanders: those that distinguished the Special Force 2nd battalions of 1951-2 from the regular army’s 1st
battalions that replaced them, and the reforms instituted by Allard when he took
command of the brigade in April 1953. As the arm in closest contact with the enemy,
the infantry battalions’ abilities largely determined the brigade’s success, and the
infantry units are the primary focus of this study.
In contrast to Strange Battleground and Blood on the Hills, I will argue here that
the officers of the Special Force units exhibited greater professionalism in their
approach to operations than the regulars of the 1st battalions, a difference encapsulated in the ‘active defence’ of the former and the ‘inactive defence’ of the
latter. Although up to half of the Special Force enlistees had seen army service
during the Second World War, it was the combat experience and leadership of the
2nd battalions’ officers and NCOs – men who demonstrated a clear understanding of the profession of arms – that gave these units their operational superiority.
The Special Force was also fortunate in being led by one of the most dynamic
brigade commanders the Canadian Army has ever produced. Not only was
Rockingham able to hone the Second World War battle experience of his men
before departing North America, his forward style of combat leadership also ensured that his officers kept on top of the tactical situations confronting them once
they arrived in theatre. Far from being ‘slapped together’ and rushed off to war,
the 25th Brigade was, in fact, the best-prepared and most combat-ready force
Canada has ever fielded at the outset of a conflict. Coming only five years after the
country had mobilized a mass citizen army to fight the Second World War, the
Korean War’s timing made the conflict unique in Canadian military history. With
the nation’s wars usually spaced some twenty years apart, certainly no other formation Canada has sent overseas has been able to draw on as much recent operational experience in preparing itself for battle.
A tactical study of the differences in the 25th Brigade’s operations under each of
its three commanders also provides a valuable insight into the nature of successful
battlefield command, with the Canadian experience in Korea demonstrating both
how and how not to conduct military operations. The problems the brigade encountered in 1952-3 under Bogert’s command resulted primarily from poor leadership, at both the formation and unit level, rather than inadequate weaponry. While
most soldiers agreed there were no new lessons to be learned in Korea, it is clear
from their lethargic performance that the 1st battalions’ officers either did not
clearly understand the old ones or, more likely, lacked the drive and initiative that
is so necessary to success in combat. The Second World War veterans who officered
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the Special Force battalions volunteered specifically to fight in Korea and understood the demands of combat when they joined. Slightly better armed than they
had been in defeating the German army in northwest Europe five years earlier, the
Special Force units proved to be skilled soldiers who believed in their superior
military abilities and were not afraid to dominate the enemy. The regular officers
of the 1st battalions, on the other hand, while also veterans of the 1939-45 conflict,
had volunteered for a peacetime Canadian Army and were posted to the war zone
simply as part of their job. At that stage of their military careers, some of them
may not have been as highly motivated for combat as they should have been. As
this book will demonstrate, this showed in their battlefield performance.

