
Printed with permission
Wood, James “Matters Canadian” and the Problem with Being Special: Robert T. Frederick on the First Special Service Force.”  
Canadian Military History 12, 4 (2003)











without notification, to any theatre that was not

specifically ruled out. Instead, the acting Chief 
of General Staff{CGS) in Ottawa, Major-General 
J.C. Murchie, suggested that Canada retain Us
right of approval prior to any deployment, but
conceded that once lbis approval had been given,
"the Canadian Government should no! further
reserve the right to withdraw the Canadian
element from participation."16 

Comparing the FSSF to other examples 
of Canadians serving alongside Allied forces, 
Murchie agreed with Frederick that the 
circumstances of the Force were entirely different 
from those affecting other commands: 

In the event that a Canadian force, acting in 
combination with the forces of our allies, did 
not propose to proceed Tuith a given operation. 
this would not affect the independent action of 
the forces of the other allies involved .... Should, 
however. the Canadian element of the First 
Special Service Force be similarly withdrawn, it 
would mean, in effect, the disappearance of the 
Force as such, and the cancellation of the project 
to which it had been assigned." 

Canadian Government should relinquish the 
right to withdraw the Canadians of the FSSF 
once approval for the general project bad been 
given. In a letter to the Canadian Minister of 
National Defence, Murchie slated his opinion that 
once Canadian approval had been given ... "we 
can safely leave the operational planning lo the 
United States authorities. They are not given to 
rash military undertakings." 18 

On 30 October, the US War Department 
accepted Murchie's recommendations as the 
basis of continued Canadian participation in 
the Force. In Washington, Frederick's staff began 
to consider alternate missions for the FSSF, 
including operations in the Mediterranean or the 
Soviet Caucasus. 19 At the Force training grounds 
in Helena, Montana, the intensive program of 
physical conditioning, tactical problems, and 
battle drill continued, alongside a rigorous 
program of instruction in skiing, mountain 
clin1bing, and winter warfare. 20 

By February 1943, however, the unit was still 
in training and no new mission had materialized. 
Soon it would be spring and. with tl1e snow 
already disappearing in Europe. the Force would 
be stuck in training for another year. Seeing no 
possible use for the FSSF in the \\-inter of 1943, 
on 3 February, Frederick wrote U1e following to 
Lieutenant-General McNarney:21 

MEMORANDUM FOR THE DEPUTY CHIEF OF STAFF: 

Subject: First Special Service Force 
The time has been reached when it is necessary to decide 
the future of the First Special Service Force. The First Special 
Service Force was created specifically for the accomplishment 
of the Plough Project at the request of Brttish authorities, 
but in October, 1942, the Project was dropped due to the 
impracticability of executing it during the winter of 1942-
1943. Reasons for abandoning the project were that planning 
information furnished by the British mission assigned to the 
project was faulty and erroneous, airplanes to drop the Force 
into the combat area are not available, and the Norwegian 
Government did not favour the project or its objective. 
At the time that the Plough Project was dropped, a new 
mission for the First Special Service Force was sought. After 
consideration of several possible missions, it was directed 
that the Force complete its winter training with a view to 
its employment in Sicily, Sardinia or Italy early in 1943. In 
accordance with the last directive, the Force has continued 
its winter training and an attempt has been made to prepare 
the Force for any operation in which it may be employed. 

Private John Johnston of Montreal, Quebec, is seen 
here in the Radicosa area during the Winter Line 
campaign of January, 1944. He is carrying a Johnson 
automatic rifle - one of the special weapons carried 
by the Force and an unusual sight in the European 
Theatre. 











� �
Brigadier General Robert T. Frederick discusses the ffi 

results of an FSSF raid with lieutenant Colonel Robert '; 
S. Moore. A US Fifth Army tank is burning in the �

background, 1 5 April 1944. 8 

b) Discontinue the Force. >:c 
To continue the Force with its characteristics is not possible � 
under existing circumstances. The successes the Force has � 
achieved in combat have been the result of special training and c 

gthe development of certain qualities and spirit in the officers m 
and enlisted men. This training and development required a ! 
comparatively long time under favorable training conditions. ::i 
Comparable results cannot be accomplished by the Force if � 

(0 its casualties are replaced vlith men who are not specially � 
trained, nor without its full complement of officers who have c:'; 
been indoctrinated with the spirit and combat methods of the w 
command. 
There is no existing source, either United States or Canadian, 
of trained replacements for the Force. A limited number of 
officers can be obtained by commissioning non-commissioned 
officers from the command, but this source is not great and 
officers without trained enlisted men cannot accomplish those 
missions considered normal for the Force. 
If the Force is to be continued, it must be withdrawn from the 
combat zone to a place where suitable training conditions and 
facilities are available. After the arrival of new personnel, a 
period of four to six months should be allowed to accomplish 
their training. 
The organization of the Force must be adjusted to the type of 
operations in which the Force is being employed. The present 
organization was created for a specific mission and was based 
solely on the conditions surrounding the accomplishment of 
that mission which was totally unrelated to the missions in 
which the Force has actually engaged. 
Likewise, the equipment of the Force must be changed so 
that the Force will be properly equipped for the missions it 
is to be assigned, rather than to engage in combat with the 
handicap of unsuitable and inadequate equipment . .  Many 
essential functions, such as medical service, communications 
and supply during combat have not been provided and create 
serious problems during the type of combat in which the Force 
has engaged . 
Originally, the Force was to be made up equally of Canadian 
and United States personnel. This joint composition was 
agreed upon at the request of Allied officials who were neither 
American nor Canadian. It has no military basis, nor is it a 
sound arrangement. 
The Canadian Army furnishes no service troops, and all 
overhead and administrative functions for the Force, except 
for Canadian records and pay, are performed by United 
States personnel. The Canadian officers and enlisted men are 
subjected to strange conditions and to policies and practices 
not encountered in the Canadian Army . . .  The United States 
has, by necessity, furnished all clothing and equipment for 
Canadian as well as United States personnel. This has 
required the Canadians to use weapons and equipment with 
which they have no previous experience. 
While the amalgamation of personnel of two amJies into a 
single unit has worked successfully, it is basically unsound 
and difficult, and it has worked only because those intimately 
associated with the administration and supervision of the 

Another complication is that employment of the Force must 
be approved by Canada as well as the United States. In the 
past, this has resulted in the Force not being sent to a theater 
to which the War Department desired to assign it. In addition, 
because of the inclusion of Canadian personnel in the Force, 
the British Government has had to be consulted and its 
agreement obtained for the Force's employment. 
The Canadian government has established a figure of seven 
hundred (700) officers and other ranks as the Canadian 
personnel to be assigned to the Force. This figure . . .  was 
based on an early estimate of the personnel to be required 
for the original mission. It does not represent half the Force, 
nor even half of the combat echelon. As a result of training 
losses and losses that have occurred since arrival in this 
theater, Canadian officers and other ranks now assigned to 
the Force total slightly more than three hundred (300). The 
Canadian Army headquarters in Ottawa decided that no 
Canadian replacements were to be furnished for the Force, 
and this decision appears to be firm. 
If the Force is to be continued as a joint United States
Canadian unit, the Canadian Army should furnish officers and 
other ranks to bring the Canadian strength up to half of the 
total strength of the Force. To absorb new Canadian personnel 
it will, of course, be necessary to withdraw from the combat 
zone for an extended period so that the Canadians can be 
given m�cessary training. 
If the Force is to be continued as a United States unit without 
Canadian personnel, problems of organization, equipment, 
and qualified replacements and training still exist. In addition, 
other problems less tangible but more far-reaching are 
introduced. The international character of the Force has placed 
it in the position of representing the extent to which the United 
States and Canada can cooperate in an undertaking. It is an 
exceptional example of complete integration of personnel 
of two armies into a single unit. The Force has become 
well known as a joint American-Canadian force, particularly 
in Canada where knowledge of its existence has become 
widespread. For the Force to continue in existence without 
Canadian personnel might bring about serious repercussions, 
particularly in Canada where the elimination of Canadian 
participation in the Force may be misconstrued . . .  
The elimination of Canadian personnel from th e  Force would 
deprive the unit of many of its key officers and men. When the 
Force was activated, the Canadian Army furnished, in general, 
better qualified officers and enlisted men than did the United 
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