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			The untrained mountain soldier has two foes—the enemy and the mountain. But he can make a friend and ally of the mountain by learningto know it. The mountain can give him cover and concealment,  points of vantage and control, even, at times, food, water, and shelter.

			— “Proposed Manual for Mountain Troops,“ Mountain Training Center, October 1943
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			“The story is a good one . . . [Jenkins] is intent on describing the grim realities of battle.” —The New York Times Book Review

			“Researched thoroughly, written clearly and dramatized with aplomb, this presentation of the U.S. 10th Mountain Division�s WWII exploits increases our knowledge of the war�s Italian theater�and of the postwar American outdoor recreation industry.” �Publishers Weekly

			“Ambrose is gone, but journalist-historian McKay Jenkins capably works the same territory in The Last Ridge, exploring individual and group heroism in a little-known corner of WWII history. . . . A roaring good story, with requisite run-ins with pesky brass and plenty of villainous foes to dispatch.” —The Hollywood Reporter

			“Compelling.” —The Denver Post

			“[A] gripping war story . . . brutal and amazing . . . riveting . . . Jenkins brilliantly blends the nuts-and-bolts battle history with the view from the front in the words of soldiers and their commanders.” —Omaha World-Herald

			“Like The White Death, Jenkins’ new book portrays the drama and heartache that can result when people are pitted against the environment, in this case, during wartime.” —Naples Daily News 

			“Jenkins’ direct descriptions of combat leave no room for euphemisms. . . . [A] competent composition.” —Booklist

			“Engaging . . . a fine acccount, for WWII and outdoor adventure buffs alike.” —Kirkus Reviews

			“The Last Ridge tells a great, untold story of mountaineering and war. It’s a terrific read, sharp with characters, full of real drama, and, best of all, it’s true. I can almost see the movie.” — RICHARD PRESTON, author of The Hot Zone

			“Stymied by army bureaucrats, forced to climb snowfields without ice axes or crampons, trained in skills that were never properly exploited, the soldiers of the 10th Mountain Division nonetheless became the stuff of myth. Without McKay Jenkins’ meticulous research, the achievements and eccentricities of this remarkable group of men could easily have been forgotten. Instead, they have been brought to life.” —ANNE FADIMAN, author of The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down

			“The 10th Mountain Division was the only American Alpine unit to fight during World War II, and its heroic and daring exploits during the final months of the Italian campaign are fully documented by McKay Jenkins in this stirring, first-rate account of men at war.” —CARLO D’ESTE, author of Eisenhower: A Soldier’s Life

			“Few have written about the Army’s elite 10th Mountain Division, and no one has done so as dramatically and with such passion and insight as McKay Jenkins. The perfect war story has, at long last, found the perfect storyteller.” —ANDREW CARROLL, editor of War Letters: Extraordinary Correspondence from American Wars
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			HIGH IN THE COLORADO ROCKIES, nearly two miles above sea level and a good three-hour drive from Denver, the cracked foundations of sixty-year-old army barracks lie along the Pando valley floor like ancestral bones. Walking these grounds and the sharp valleys that rise above them, one cannot but feel the presence of the remarkable experiment that gave birth to this country’s first unit of mountain soldiers.

			Like anyone who has spent time in the mountains of the American West, I have long been aware of the legacy the men of the 10th Mountain Division left after World War II. All over the Rockies, ski resorts from Aspen to Vail to Sun Valley were founded or operated, or had their ski schools directed, by division veterans returning from Europe. Paul Petzoldt, known as “the highest man in the world” after climbing to 26,000 feet on K2 in 1938, served the division as a mountain rescue instructor and later founded the National Outdoor Leadership School. After returning from the front in Italy, David Brower would go on to become the executive director of the Sierra Club. In the course of my own recent research, I met an inspiring division veteran named Bob Frauson, now a retired park ranger and wilderness rescue expert. The more I learned of these men, the more interested I became in what had moved them to lead such dignified lives working in and protecting our native wilderness; to me, the work so many veterans did after the war has been every bit as honorable as anything they did on the battlefield—perhaps more so, in that it provides us with an alternative vision of what excellent physical training and wilderness experience can mean to the national character. What these men learned during their astonishing years of mountain training made them far more than elite soldiers; it made them worthy of the great American landscape. Though this book is entirely about the 10th Mountain Division’s foundation, training, and wartime experience, its imaginative origins are in a postwar legacy that has gilded virtually every mountain range in the country.

			The 10th Mountain Division was officially disbanded soon after the war. In 1948, the 10th Infantry Division was reactivated at Fort Riley, Kansas; it played a role in training soldiers for the Korean War and supporting NATO in Europe. In 1958, the division was once again disbanded. In 1985, it was reactivated and moved to Fort Drum in upstate New York, becoming the first division formed since 1975 and the first based in the Northeast since World War II. Units from the division have served in the Persian Gulf during Operation Desert Storm in 1991; in Somalia during Operation Restore Hope in 1994; in Haiti a year after that; and in Bosnia in 1997. As of this writing, mountain troops have recently returned from six months on the front lines in the war against the Taliban and the Al Qaeda network, most dramatically during Operation Anaconda on Afghanistan’s mountainous border with Pakistan. Three weeks into the war against Iraq, units from the division were beginning to move north into Iraq from Kuwait, initially to help upgrade roads and airfields.

			But this book is concerned with the division’s origins and its original members. It is based primarily on more than a thousand pages of personal letters written by soldiers during their training and battle experiences, and many hundreds of pages of military and extramilitary documents written during the division’s years of training and months of fighting. All of this material is meticulously catalogued and lovingly cared for by the remarkable staff of the 10th Mountain Division Resource Center, part of the Western History and Genealogy Department of the Denver Public Library. It is to this staff that I owe my greatest debt. Debbie Gemar and Barbara Walton assisted my research in ways that are truly beyond measure; their patience, diligence, and meticulous knowledge of the division’s history made this project not only possible but a real pleasure. Bruce Hanson and others at the center, both staff and volunteer, were also helpful, guiding me through files and copying box upon box of documents.

			I also wish to thank in the deepest way possible two division veterans, Conrad Brown and Edward “Nick” Nickerson, who not only contributed hours of interview time but scoured this manuscript from top to bottom. Brown, a retired editor, and Nickerson, a retired journalism professor from my own department at the University of Delaware, represent what Nickerson wryly calls “the Writing Tenth,” a remarkably talented collection of scholars, writers, and professors from within the division’s ranks whose postwar numbers sometimes seem to challenge their wartime reputation as “the Skiing Tenth.”

			The vast majority of the letters quoted and paraphrased in this book were taken from the collections of Denis Nunan, Stuart Abbott, Hugh Evans, and Dick Wilson, for reasons that will become apparent to anyone who reads them. All four were not only remarkably prolific but vivid and passionate writers. I was fortunate enough to interview Evans and Wilson in Boulder, Colorado, and Grantham, New Hampshire, respectively; Abbott and Nunan I also came to know through their families. My thanks in this regard to Timothy Nunan, Denis Nunan’s son, and Abbie Kealy, Stuart Abbott’s niece.

			John Imbrie, who has become the division’s unofficial majordomo of research, has been an invaluable resource; his assistance, both personal and through his meticulously updated database, helped keep facts straight. There were times during the researching of this book that he—and through him, his wife, Barbara—answered a half dozen of my inquiries a day. Newc Eldredge, the division’s film archivist, also helped solve a number of perplexing problems.

			I also wish to thank the veterans who gave so generously of their time during dozens of hours of personal interviews, particularly Bob Frauson, John Litchfield, Arthur Delaney, Gene Hames, Dick Wilson, Hugh Evans, Earl Clark, Howard Koch, and Harry Reinig. In Exeter, New Hampshire, Bob Bates, one of our pioneering mountaineers (and a member of the team that got Petzoldt to 26,000 feet) became, through his equipment-testing expertise, one of the cornerstones on which the division was built. Bates remains, in his nineties, an inspiration and elder statesman for those dedicated to exploring wilderness worldwide.

			Dan Kennerly, whose taped oral histories provide what has to be the most vivid recollection of the division’s wartime experience ever recorded, deserves thanks not only from me but from anyone interested in the division’s history, or in World War II history broadly conceived. Listening to nearly two dozen hours of Kennerly’s recollections was one of the most pleasurable experiences I have had as a writer; his skill, humor, and understated pathos as a storyteller place him firmly in the greatest southern tradition. For other details and anecdotes, I have also relied on a number of memoirs published by division veterans, including those written by Bill Putnam, Robert Ellis, Hal Burton, and Harris Dusenbery. Division histories, particularly Flint Whitlock’s Soldiers on Skis, were also of great value, as was, for details on the Aleutian campaign, Brian Garfield’s The Thousand Mile War.

			In Denver, Chips and Gail Barry offered room and board during my frequent trips west, even during months when they were themselves nearly incapacitated. Ingrid Hinckley’s place in Vail made my field research around Camp Hale rather less than onerous. Bruno Bartolomei, innkeeper at the Hotel Monte Grande in Vidiciatico, Italy, not only served as generous host and field guide, he taught my son, Steedman, to climb stairs.

			Once again, the staff at the University of Delaware’s interlibrary loan office proved themselves invaluable in locating out-of-print material from all over the country. My research assistant, Stacey Carlough, contributed not only hours of research and copyediting but a cheerfulness that made working with her a delight. Wes Davis and Chris Sheldrick, looking over sections of the manuscript, offered their usual mix of intelligence and wit; their friendship remains very dear. At Random House, Elena Schneider, Lee Boudreaux, Laura Ford, Sybil Pincus, and Lynn Anderson all helped move this book through the pipeline, and to them I am grateful. Both my editor, Scott Moyers, and my agent, Neil Olson, proved themselves remarkably able readers of military history. I owe them both deep thanks not only for their depths of knowledge but for their unwavering encouragement and support.

			My wife, Katherine, and my son, Steedman, were by my side at Camp Hale, on top of Riva Ridge, and on the shores of Lake Garda. They are my tribe.
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			PROLOGUE

			THE NORTHERN APENNINES, WINTER 1944

			BY DECEMBER 1944, the eighteen-month Allied effort to slit the soft underbelly of Europe had banged up against the last hard bone of the northern Apennine Mountains, a rugged line of peaks belting the width of northern Italy below the Po River valley. What had been conceived as a way to drive a knife into the Axis had instead turned into a bloody and ambivalent slog up a jagged peninsula against an enemy that had proven far more ferocious and resilient than Allied strategists had predicted. The fact was that Europe’s underbelly had never been soft; Winston Churchill, who had coined the term, had gotten it tragically wrong. Italy was mountains from south to north. At best, the campaign had become a drain on Hitler’s army, a third front. At worst, it was a cursed and forgotten war, where tens of thousands of men from both sides died fighting over a piece of ground that seemed to have nothing to do with the rest of the campaign in Europe.

			After a great triumph in Sicily, even the Allied victories in Italy had gradually faded from view. The grim battles of Salerno, Cassino, and Anzio had given way to General Mark Clark’s triumphant taking of Rome in June, but only two days later, the world’s eyes had turned to the beaches of Normandy. Every week since then, it seemed, divisions had been pulled from the staggering campaign to support the push in France. The defensive genius of German Field Marshal Albert Kesselring had turned even the Allied successes into a chain of Pyrrhic victories. The advancing troops staggered north not with aplomb but with despair, news photographs capturing men’s faces pulled down by months of incessant carnage.

			Although the steadfastness of the Allied push up the Apennine chain had its admirers, the campaign’s slow, costly progress—covering just 315 miles in 365 days—gave rise to voices critical of the entire Italian strategy. “Why should we not be frank about Italy and admit that Kesselring, on a very small budget, has done a masterful job in making a primary Allied force pay bitterly for every dubious mile of a secondary battlefield,” Eric Sevareid wrote in The Nation in December 1944, “that no matter what heroism our superb fighters showed, the monstrously difficult terrain of the peninsula, with its few roads winding through precipitous mountains, made encirclement and destruction of a retreating enemy impossible at any stage; that the terrain was not an unknown quantity when the original plans were made? The Allied peoples—and history—may well ask whether the bloody Italian campaign has been a ‘victory,’ whether, indeed, it has accomplished anything of a decisive nature.”1

			If Italy were ever again to matter, General Mark Clark’s Fifteenth Army Group, which oversaw the American Fifth and British Eighth Armies, would have to break the German grip on the Apennine Mountains running between Florence and Bologna, chase the retreating troops through the Po River valley, and cut them off before they escaped through the Brenner Pass into the Alps. Throughout the summer and autumn of 1944, Allied troops had attacked the mountain fortifications with a strategy one German general compared to “jabbing a thick cloth with a sharp spear.” Built on the backs of forced Italian labor, the final German defensive barrier had been dubbed the Gotenstellung, or “Gothic Line,” by Kesselring, an unshakable optimist who hoped to invoke the heroic Italian kingdoms ruled by Germanic tribes in the sixth century.

			Finally, in late September 1944, the American Fifth Army broke through the Futa and Il Giogo Passes; to the east, the British Eighth Army pushed through Rimini and had begun making its way north along the Adriatic. “Nothing that the Fifth Army had done since it landed at Salerno has been harder than this breakthrough of the strongest defensive works in Italy, which the Germans thought impregnable,” The New York Times reported on September 25. “The much vaunted Gothic Line now lies a shattered mass of rubble and battered fortifications still littered with the bodies of the enemy.”2

			The trouble was, the Apennines to the north of the Gothic Line would not crack. “Jerry’s retreating, all right,” a frontline joke went, “but he’s taking the last ridge back with him.” Twice the Americans tried to punch through the German fortifications on a round hump of a mountain called Mount Belvedere, and twice they were rebuffed. Just fifteen miles southwest of Bologna, Belvedere was the German linchpin, the most heavily fortified position in a strategically crucial series of mountain ridges. It offered German artillery positions a clear sight line onto any movement along the only north–south route in the region, Highway 64. In addition to leading to Bologna, the road was also a trunk line into the densely populated Po River valley, one of the most important industrial regions under German control and a critical source of food for the German war effort. A century and a half earlier, Napoleon had called the Po River valley “Europe’s granary.”

			With winter fast approaching, Allied strategists grew increasingly anxious, and not simply for strategic reasons. Despite General Dwight Eisenhower’s triumphs in France, and despite broad doubts about the wisdom of prolonging the fight in Italy, General Clark continued to push northward, hoping to reclaim some of the glory lost so soon after the capture of Rome. Hammering the Germans into the Alps by the end of autumn, he thought, might just also end the war in Europe.

			But as had been the case since the beginning in Italy, the cliffs still facing the Allies were like a stiff palm. The Germans, taking advantage of a comparatively gentle slope on their side of the range, had spent months placing heavy weapons all along the ridgelines. Under the technical direction of the Todt Organization (founded by Dr. Fritz Todt, who had designed the German autobahns before the war), engineers had sunk into the hillsides hundreds of concrete machine-gun pillboxes and turrets of tanks equipped with 88-mm guns, and strewn landmines on every flatland approach. They had more than eighty large guns covering Highway 64 alone. Worse, the Germans had such a panoramic view that they could see not only every lone soldier walking down a dusty road but everything behind the Allied lines. It was, it seemed, a perfect defensive stronghold. Journalists looking in from outside the military command—and not a few soldiers looking up from below it, bled white by their seemingly unending march through Italy—began to wonder about the wisdom of continuing the quixotic drive northward. Attacking such a mountain range seemed more and more like suicide. “It is awful to die when you know that the war is won anyhow,” Martha Gellhorn wrote in Collier’s on October 28. “It is awful, and one would have to be a liar or a fool not to see this and not to feel it like a mystery, so that these days every man dead is a greater sorrow because the end of all this tragic dying is so near.” The effectiveness of the German defensive position, Gellhorn wrote, made her physically ill.3

			After eighteen months of continuous fighting, followed by weeks of bitter paralysis in which twenty-seven exhausted Allied divisions could do little more than stare up at the positions held by thirty-three Axis divisions, an American general by the name of George P. Hays flew from Washington to Naples. On January 8, in the midst of a hard freeze and a blanketing snowfall, Hays made his way to the town of Traversa, where he met with General Lucian Truscott, recently named the commander of the Fifth Army. Truscott laid out his maps and described his army’s frustrations. The mountains, he said, had become too daunting, the German positions too formidable. It was like looking up at a series of castle turrets and seeing sentries waiting with cauldrons of boiling oil.

			General Hays replied that every defensive position in the mountains had a keystone. Knock out the keystone, and the entire position would collapse. While soldiers firing down from mountaintops are as secure as soldiers can be, Hays argued, a ridge-top defense, once broken, crumbles as fast as any other. Or faster. A hundred years before the war in Italy, Carl von Clausewitz had written that mountain defenses can quickly become as pitiless to retreating soldiers as they had been to those on the attack.

			After scanning aerial maps and poring over intelligence reports, Hays decided—as other strategists had before him—that the one remaining keystone in the Apennines was the heavily fortified Mount Belvedere, the southwestern butt of a four-mile ridge that also included, farther north, Mount Gorgolesco and Mount della Torraccia, with a series of smaller rises filling in the ridge between. Belvedere was the key.

			The trouble with Mount Belvedere was that it was completely protected laterally by a dramatic five-and-a-half-mile escarpment, a series of nearly 5,000-foot peaks rising above the Dardagna River. The ridgeline looked over the lump of Mount Belvedere like a panther stalking a sow; the deeply gouged flanks facing the Allies were all sinew and coiled muscle. Running from Mount Spigolino to the mountain town of Rocca Corneta, the ridge was banded and broken by fractured limestone cliffs, a geologic formation that gave the escarpment its name: Riva Ridge, for its prehistoric position at the edge of the sea. Marine fossils could still be found all along the summit ridgeline. The ridge provided an easy position of defense and a clear line of sight for artillery observers watching over Mount Belvedere. Through aerial reconnaissance, Hays could see another reason the line had proven so attractive to the Germans: the western slope of the ridge, a rolling series of hills and plateaus, offered easy access for German resupply trucks from the towns of Sestola and Fanano.

			An attack on Mount Belvedere, Hays decided, would be successful only if German artillery observers could first be knocked off Riva Ridge. Once Riva Ridge was taken, Americans could more easily direct fire on the rest of Mount Belvedere, covering an assault from the valley floor. 4

			Impossible, Truscott said. The Fifth Army had been working this line for months. Riva Ridge could not be climbed. Reconnaissance reports indicated that the German defenses were manned by soldiers from the 1044th Grenadier Regiment and the 232nd Fusilier Battalion; hundreds of reinforcements remained below, in Fanano and Sestola, where the 4th Mountain Regiment had its headquarters. How many men might be on the ridge itself was hard to estimate. Some thought 50; others thought it was closer to 170. However many there were, they all had bunkered down in wellfortified positions, with clear views over all angles of approach. With the mountain slopes behind them so gradual, the men on top could also easily be reinforced; after all, they had the entire German army in Italy to their rear. The German positions had been exceedingly well laid out along the series of the ridge’s promontories, each one overseeing the other and all able to fire straight down onto any enemy attacks. So clear was the view from the top that a handful of machine gunners could fend off most attacks; indeed, the Germans were so certain of the invincibility of their position that they made no secret of their weapon emplacements. Just for kicks, it seemed, they would peer over the lip of the ridge and send down a volley or two from their burp guns just to remind the Americans of the superiority of their position.

			Worse, the flanks of the mountains were locked up in ice and snow by one of the coldest winters in recent memory. What were friable, crumbling cliffs in summer were impossibly slick now. After so many months at the front lines, Truscott’s men were too exhausted to fight on flatland, let alone on steep, frozen mountain slopes.5

			To these cautions, General Hays had an audacious answer: The Germans can’t shoot us if they can’t see us. We’ll climb the ridge at night. I’ve got just the men to do it. They’re fresh, they’re exceedingly well trained, and they know a thing or two about high country. They have just completed three long years of the most rugged training in U.S. military history, on some of the continent’s highest and most forbidding terrain. Though they have yet to see a single enemy bullet, they are among the most famous soldiers in the American army. They are the 10th Mountain Division, and within a few weeks they will be right here, camped out beneath Riva Ridge.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			SKIERS

			IN JULY 1942, THIRTY MONTHS before General Hays first cast his eyes on Riva Ridge, a strong-minded Irishman named Denis Nunan boarded a troop train at California’s Camp Roberts and headed north to join an experimental training center at Fort Lewis, near Washington’s Mount Rainier. Soldiers on the train slept in four Pullman cars and were fed in a baggage car outfitted with a wood-burning field stove bolted to the floor. Nunan had grown up in Short Hills, New Jersey, just outside New York City, and had never before seen the great mountain ranges of the West. As the train clicked north through the mountains and vast forests of the Pacific Northwest—past Mount Shasta, past Klamath Falls, and into the Cascades—Nunan found himself overcome with delight. The majesty of the landscape so transfixed him that he amended his brimming eagerness to join the fight overseas. He had thought of himself as training to liberate Europe from the Germans, he told a companion. Now, he declared, he was training to protect his own beautiful country.1 

			Immediately after Pearl Harbor, Nunan had left a desk job at IBM, and he was already well into his basic training at the infantry replacement center at Camp Roberts. Upon his arrival on the West Coast, Nunan had instantly noticed a dramatic difference in the sense both soldiers and civilians had about the war. San Francisco Bay was full of warships; military planes cruised along the Marin headlands; armed guards were ubiquitous in the city streets. “You really know there’s a war on out here,” he wrote home. “Too bad the East isn’t as awake as they are here.” When he told his military superiors about his business experience, they automatically pushed him to run the base’s IBM machines, but Nunan begged off. Although he was thirty-two, much older than the average enlisted man, he was determined to fight on the front lines as a private. War was a grave business, and he was unwilling to take refuge behind the boys with their necks on the line. Indeed, Nunan’s relative maturity inoculated him from the unbridled bravado native to the typical nineteen-year-old soldier. Already an adult with an established career, Nunan had no illusions about establishing his manhood on the battlefield. He signed up not with bloodlust or pride but soberly, a citizen offering to risk his own death in a war he considered unambiguously just.

			Yet Nunan’s seriousness of purpose was always leavened by a twinkling sense of irony and playfulness. For months he had been reading about a remarkable collection of world-class skiers and mountaineers being trained as the country’s first mountain troops, and though he hardly fit the mold, he knew instantly that he wanted in. The soldiers dressed in winter camouflage, white hoods pulled over faces painted with white grease, their eyes protected from high-altitude snow blindness by glacier goggles. They rappelled over cliffs, marched over glaciers, and learned to ski in military formation. Nunan wanted to join them, even though, by his own admission, the highest he had ever climbed was “to the top of a Fifth Avenue bus.”

			If nothing else, Nunan figured, the training he would receive as a mountain soldier would serve him well at the front. Mountaineering and combat were alike in that the physical dangers native to each—be they avalanches and rockfalls or sniper fire and land mines—required learning to live with extreme psychological stress. Training at high altitude, under the tutelage of experienced mountain men, would be a good way to prepare for the terrors of war, wherever his unit was sent. Mountain training also offered a chance to develop capacities that would be useful long after the war ended: superior physical conditioning, high-altitude navigation and rescue skills, intimacy with the great mysteries of the wilderness. All things a young man would be unlikely to learn in an office job in New Jersey. Indeed, from everything Nunan could gather from the newspaper coverage trumpeting their arrival, the mountain troops were a kind of mythical brotherhood, its members descending like gods from mountaintops all over Europe and North America to save the world from the advancing shadows of evil dictatorship.

			By the time Nunan arrived in the Cascades, the training at Fort Lewis had been under way for just six months, but already the camp had attracted dozens of the best skiers in the world. The first man to appear at Fort Lewis had been the former captain of the Dartmouth College ski team, Charles McLane. When he showed up wearing his ski team sweater, McLane asked a guard at the main gate where the mountain troops were. After calling headquarters and checking McLane’s papers again, the guard looked McLane over and said, “Lad, you are the Mountain Infantry. You’re a one-man regiment!” 2

			McLane was not lonely for long. As word began to spread that the army was forming its first-ever mountain units, Fort Lewis began to seem more like an Olympic ski lodge than an army base. Hard-eyed European mountaineers—many having barely escaped Nazi imprisonment in Austria and Norway—had been recruited to turn mostly teenaged Americans into skilled Alpine soldiers. What the Europeans brought to the fledgling troops, in addition to the technical skills necessary for survival in the high mountains, was a tradition of warfare entirely unknown to an American military establishment. Fighting in the mountains required not only specialized equipment and practice, none of which American soldiers possessed, it required an entirely different degree of psychological preparation. American soldiers were used to training at warm, flatland bases in California and the Deep South, and that alone, regardless of how well the men learned their trade, would be a decided disadvantage against an army with centuries of mountain and cold-weather fighting in its history. This history was well known to General Frido von Senger und Etterlin, the commander of the Germans the American mountain troops would eventually face. When it came to fighting in the mountains, physical preparation and military training were only part of the equation, Senger would write. Far more important was for soldiers to overcome the natural dread of dying alone on an exposed slab of Alpine rock. For soldiers accustomed to fighting only in flat country, he wrote, mountains “intensify all fears.” 3

			THE FIRST CHALLENGE in training elite American mountain soldiers was finding men who knew how to make use of the mountains. Fortunately, given the number of expatriate Austrians, Swiss, and Norwegians eager to return to Europe to fight Hitler’s armies, the continent’s finest skiers began pouring in from the very beginning. You couldn’t swing a ski pole, it seemed, without hitting a gold medalist. Among the most admired was Walter Prager, the elegant thirty-three-year-old Swiss coach of Dartmouth’s team, who had grown up skiing the glaciers around Davos, Switzerland, and later became a two-time winner of Europe’s Gold Kandahar ski race and, in 1931, world champion. From New Hampshire’s Cannon Mountain came Peter Gabriel, an expatriate Swiss ski instructor and mountaineering guide who had led noteworthy expeditions in the Alps and Alaska. From Sun Valley came the future U.S. Olympic coach and Aspen ski resort founder Friedl Pfeiffer.

			Among the best known of the Europeans were Austrian and Norwegian expatriates who had joined up with the express purpose of liberating their countries from German occupation. They included the Austrian Ludwig “Luggi” Foeger, an internationally known ski jumper and the director of the Yosemite Ski School, and Ernst Engel, the former ski coach at Cornell, who had escaped from Austria four months after the German invasion. Perhaps the most famous was Torger Tokle, a small, chunky Norwegian ski jumper who had fled to Brooklyn in 1939. Within three years, he had won forty-two ski-jumping championships, broken records on twenty-four hills, and set the world record of 282 feet in front of twenty thousand spectators at Michigan’s Pine Mountain. In camp, Tokle became something of a legend for his astonishing leg strength. To impress his bunkmates, he would strap a sixty-pound pack on his back, walk over to a coal bin or the tailgate of a truck, and, from a standstill, spring the three vertical feet like a cat.4

			The presence of this many glamorous figures in one outfit was irresistible to the army’s public affairs office. In the early years of the war, long before most of them had seen a minute of action, the men pitched to the world variously as “the Ski Troops” or “the Mountain Fighters” had already become one of the most celebrated units in the U.S. Army. Reporters and photographers churned out giddy articles celebrating these young men as if they were explorers training for an expedition rather than recruits preparing for war. “When the time comes to climb the Caucuses or pack a gun over the mountains of Norway or plant the Stars and Stripes on the button of Fujiyama, Uncle Sam’s new mountain troopers will be ready,” ran an article in Popular Mechanics over photographs of soldiers in training, dressed in all-white camouflage gear, storming a forest near the Canadian border. “They are getting in trim by leaps and bounds—leaps from paratroop transport planes into ten-foot snow banks and bounds up the rocky facades of some of our best western mountains. To these lean, hard, bronzed mountaineers, a polar expedition would be little more than a weekend holiday. They’ll scout miles through forests and across treacherous ice fields, often with thousand-foot cliffs falling away at the one side of the trail, and then turn in at night to slumber snug in a two-pound sleeping bag at 50 degrees below zero.”5

			A headline over a January 1943 article in The Denver Post gushed that “None but Real He-Men Need Apply.” The article told how reporters had been “shown how the ski and mountain troops are trained to live out in the open in the high, snow-capped mountains; how they must ski under full pack; the mountain command’s method of lowering men over cliffs in toboggans; the method of loading and sledding of mountain artillery, as well as packing howitzers and travel by muleback.”

			“In short,” the article concluded, “this is no ‘sissy’s life’—it’s a military job for only real men of the great outdoors.” 6

			From its very first months, the mountain troops represented something distinct to the American public, something that transcended the general fever and anxiety of war. In the face of a still largely mysterious Japanese army to the west and a terrifyingly mechanized German army to the east, the country was encouraged to fall in love with a group of young men training for war in the most anachronistic manner possible: on snowshoes, on skis, on muleback. In the hands of the nation’s newspapers and filmmakers, the mountain troops were used to reassure a frightened nation that old-fashioned, even virtuous, soldiering would stand up to the Axis threat.

			The country was told that the men filling these ranks were cut from an entirely different cloth than other men pressed into service. These men were a combination of European panache, Rocky Mountain muscle, and East Coast intelligence: lumberjacks, alpine guides, college skiers, forest rangers, trappers. They formed a remarkably self-assured group of men that took its pride not from a region, such as the famed 36th (Texas) Infantry Division, but from a distinct subculture of outdoorsmen that to the public at large seemed to represent a kind of masculine ideal. Rumors circulated that the ski troops had the highest collective IQ of any division ever recorded; stories abounded about soldiers discoursing in the barracks about Schopenhauer and on training hikes on the subtleties of astronomy. Some two thirds of the men were qualified for Officer Candidate School, better than twice the army average. Even while still in training, the mountain troops reached a kind of hero status as a romantic substitute for the millions of Americans who would never see the front lines themselves. Attention so focused on the men’s physical prowess and athletic skills that newspaper coverage of their military training seemed as appropriate for the sports pages as for the sections devoted to war preparations. In this way, the mountain troops allowed Americans to imagine something besides the relentless death and fear that the war had begun dropping on their doorstep. They represented the perfect blend of self-confidence and spirited patriotism that a nation that had never lost a war expected from its soldiers. This was an army unit the country could believe in.

			Yet beneath the mythmaking was a bitter irony that within a couple of years would become all too tragically apparent: the men training to become elite mountain troops would one day be slaughtered like any other soldiers. As part of a unit training to lead an assault’s “sharp end” (a term that also applies to someone leading a climb up a dangerous rock face), the mountain troops could expect—and would indeed experience—dramatically higher than typical rates of violent casualties and deaths. As remarkable as their skills, as competent as they were in surviving the worst a high-altitude wilderness could throw at them, the world’s finest skiers and mountaineers were as vulnerable as anyone else to the brutality of shrapnel and machine-gun fire. If there was something magical about imagining men training in the high mountains, there would be something equally ugly about contemplating, and eventually tabulating, their deaths and dismemberments, like imagining Thoroughbred horses being ground into dog meat. None of the fame cloaking these men, in other words, could protect them from war.

			Not that any of this was on the minds of the men rushing to sign up. The media blitz served not only to make heroes of the men before they ever left their training camp, it also served as the finest possible recruiting tool. As rumors spread about this unprecedented gathering, applications began to pour into a small recruiting office located not in the bowels of the War Department but in a building at 415 Lexington Avenue in New York City. It was the only time in U.S. history that military recruiting had been entrusted to a civilian organization, and for good reason: when it came to skiing and mountain safety, the cumulative knowledge of the entire military establishment could have fit into the zippered pocket of a relentlessly cheerful amateur skier named Minnie Dole.

			ON A SATURDAY NIGHT in February 1940, Charles Minot Dole sat by a log fire at the Orvis Inn in Manchester, Vermont, having drinks and talking about the war in Europe with Bob Livermore, Roger Langley, and Alex Bright, three of the most prominent skiers in the country. The talk quickly turned to the remarkable battle the Finns were fighting against the Soviets on the Karelian Isthmus, a frozen quagmire that provided the Finns with one of their only advantages over the vastly larger Soviet army: landscape and the specialized training to take advantage of it.

			As columns of khaki-clad Russian soldiers, tanks, and armored cars advanced down country roads—never having bothered to send out patrols or investigate the forests on either side—Finnish soldiers, dressed head to ski boots in white, attacked on cross-country skis with rifles and bottles of gasoline to make Molotov cocktails. After the attacks, they sped away on skis or, when near frozen canals, on ice skates. The effectiveness of the attacks left the Russian troops not only wounded by gunfire but freezing to death; they were described as living “like Arctic foxes that had not developed a winter coat.” Red Army officers figured they had greatly underestimated the size of their foe, when in fact the Finns were vastly outnumbered; their success resulted only from their training, equipment, and the ingenuity born of familiarity with the frozen terrain. While the Russians stuck stubbornly to the main roads, the Finns built parallel trails in the woods that would accommodate their mechanized vehicles. They camped in log-roofed dugouts and used stoves rather than campfires to eliminate the columns of smoke that gave away the positions of the huddled and terrified Russians. The Finns jammed birch saplings into the treads of Russian tanks. When Russian commanders demanded more ski troops, help arrived from the Siberian ski brigade, but these men too were doomed. Trained to ski only on open plains, they were flummoxed by the thick forests. Whenever possible, they would try to cross frozen lakes, often to be slaughtered by Finns waiting in the woods.

			By the end of the second week of fighting, some 36,000 Russians had been killed, two and a half times the number of Finns. Finally, the infuriated Russian army set up a frontal attack on the Karelian Isthmus and a concurrent attack from the Gulf of Finland to force a concession from the overwhelmed Finns. For the men in white, the war was over.7

			As it happened, a former Dartmouth ski racer named David Bradley had served as a military observer during the Russian invasion of Finland, and when he returned from the front he provided Minnie Dole with a detailed report. Within a few months, virtually everything he advised found its way, through the efforts of Dole, to Army Chief of Staff George Marshall and Secretary of War Henry Stimson.

			“No one can say when or where this plague will reach our shores,” Bradley wrote in his report, “and so there is no sense in predicting the absolute function of ski troops—any more than the unfortunate Norwegians could have predicted it—but it does seem more than likely that our Alaska territory, Canada and Greenland may have to be held by shock troops of one kind or another, and that necessitates a good deal of familiarity with skis and mountain conditions. The strength of the ski troop is not so much in its concentrated organization, but rather in the unpredictable initiative of each member. The Finnish skiers were their own armies, their own general staffs, and many is the boy who tackled and downed a tank with no more weapon than a log of wood or a gasoline bottle tied to a hand grenade.”

			American ski troops, Bradley advised, should organize themselves accordingly. Rather than force traditional military discipline on its expert skiers and mountaineers, ranking officers should encourage the natural ingenuity and self-reliance its recruits already possessed. “I would have every member able to take care of himself alone, if need be,” he wrote. “All should be able to handle an ax, pack a mule, light a fire in the rain, and know the very special technique of survival in winter conditions. Their training ought to include all of these things in addition to the technique of handling skis, and rock climbing and camping.”

			Bradley provided detailed descriptions and simple drawings of the equipment the Finns had relied upon, from mittens with trigger fingers to the proper bindings for military skis. He ended his report with the recommendation that any American ski troops should build on a foundation of top civilian skiers, both native and foreign-born—including his former coach and teammates at Dartmouth—who were currently running the country’s brand-new ski schools. “There is little use wasting all the time and energy teaching a bunch of southerners how to ski. I should think the army would call in the thousands of experienced skiers, send them to a good training place in Colorado, and from them build the nucleus of an expanding winter defense force.”8

			In the Vermont ski lodge, Dole reminded his friends that winter warfare was not unknown on the North American continent. During the French and Indian Wars, colonial troops had used snowshoes to fight Native Americans in the snowy Champlain Valley. But compared to virtually all the other countries fighting or threatened in Europe, the United States was woefully underprepared to fight in the mountains or in winter conditions. On the flatland bases where American soldiers trained in California, Georgia, and Louisiana, the coldest thing in town was the beer the men drank on Saturday nights. The United States had never been forced to invade or defend a mountain range, at home or abroad, and until very recently had had barely a handful of citizens interested even in playing in the mountains, let alone fighting in them.

			Given the current saber rattling in central Europe and the anxiety over American involvement, the inadequacy of warm-weather military training should have seemed increasingly obvious. By the late 1930s, the German army had three mountain divisions and one mountain corps headquarters; by the end, it would have fourteen divisions and eight headquarters. The United States had none. Europeans had been fighting in one another’s mountains for centuries and had deep and honored traditions of skiing and mountaineering to draw on for specialized training. Until the early 1930s, skiing and mountaineering in the United States were sports practiced largely by a handful of New England college students—and by smaller pockets of adventurers in the Rockies, Tetons, and Sierras—who had picked them up during trips to Europe. In the late 1930s, though, interest in skiing had begun to boom. Lodges began popping up in Vermont, New Hampshire, and Sun Valley, Idaho, to accommodate well-to-do skiers arriving on well-appointed tourist trains. New England was far and away the most popular region for skiing, and if the United States was looking for mountain troops, its mountains would be the place to begin recruiting.

			Dole knew the mountains of New England, and the people who played in them, as well as anyone alive. He had grown up in Andover, Massachusetts, the son of a wealthy paper manufacturer and the grandson of a man who had, in 1849, steamed around Cape Horn to California and become president of the 49ers Association. Dole entered Phillips Andover Academy at thirteen and taught himself to ski. After the United States entered the First World War, Dole enlisted in the army as soon as he was old enough. He arrived at Camp Lee, Virginia, the day the armistice was announced. “What meant life and a new day for Europe, I could only interpret as a personal tragedy,” he later moaned in his memoir Adventures in Skiing. Left to find some way other than soldiering to prove himself as a young man, Dole managed to convince camp administrators to let him stay on and go through some basic training. If the experience didn’t turn him into a soldier, it did leave one lasting mark: his nickname. Still so fresh-faced that a razor had never touched his cheek, Dole found himself, one morning, staring into the face of an angry sergeant. “Candidate, why didn’t you shave this morning?”

			“I didn’t think I needed to, sir.”

			“You don’t say. What’s your name?”

			“Charles Minot Dole, sir.”

			“Well, from now on, Candidate, we’re going to make it Minnie, not Minot. Minnie Dole, got that?”

			“Yes sir.”9

			The moniker could have stuck only to a man with a fully developed sense of humor. Although he had been a three-sport athlete at Andover, Dole’s slight 130-pound frame did not impress the coaches at Yale, where he enrolled after the army. So, like his father, he decided to sing instead. He joined Yale’s elite a capella group, the Whiffenpoofs, and some years later he would turn down a professional recording contract that would subsequently be offered to Rudy Vallee. Soon after graduation, Dole quit a dull job in the wool business to join a millionaire Princeton friend on a grand tour of Europe. In Italy in 1926, the two declined an invitation to back the development of a string of earthquake-proof apartment buildings in Rome. The offer had come from “a bald-headed bullfrog of a man” named Benito Mussolini.10

			By the early 1930s, Dole had begun to devote himself to his true love, skiing, which was becoming increasingly popular among the moneyed set in New England. The Boston and Maine Railroad had dispatched the first “snow train” from Boston’s North Station to the sheep meadows of Warner, New Hampshire, in 1931. Within a decade, close to a hundred thousand skiers had used trains from Boston and New Haven to get to the mountains. Over the New Year’s holiday in 1936, Dole went skiing at Stowe with a friend named Frank Edson and his wife. During a downhill run early in the trip, Dole fell badly and severely injured his ankle. Lying on the soaking-wet ski slope as two companions went to look for help, he went into shock. Those few who did ski by offered little help; at one point, a young man from Maine zipped by, sniffing that “anybody fool enough to hurt himself on this dumb trail deserves what he gets.” Finally two men arrived with a sheet of tin roofing long enough to immobilize Dole’s leg, but as they slid him down the mountain Dole’s backside dragged in the snow. An uncomfortable trip and ten miles later, Dole finally made it to the hospital, where he was told that the break was too complex for the local doctor to treat. He was outfitted with a temporary aluminum splint and sent on his way. With the pain in his leg too acute for the nine-hour drive back to Greenwich, Dole and his wife climbed aboard the Vermont Railroad’s Washingtonian, which left Waterbury at midnight; the trip was made bearable only by a bottle of scotch and a handful of codeine.

			As traumatic as Dole’s injury was, it took another, far worse moment two months later to cement his ideas about the need for organized ski patrols. In February 1937, Frank Edson, who had been with Dole during his accident, told his friend that he was thinking of entering a race near Pittsfield, Massachusetts, sponsored by an organization called the Amateur Ski Club. The race was to be held on a course known as “The Ghost Trail.” Dole knew the trail, and he felt sure his friend was not an accomplished enough skier to enter the race safely, let alone competitively. When he called to find out how the race had gone, Dole learned that his friend had taken a terrible fall and crashed into a tree. He had broken both his legs and shattered three ribs, fragments of which had apparently punctured his lungs. Once again, the untrained ski patrol had been unable to care for such a traumatic injury, and although Edson made it to a hospital, he soon died.

			“Frank’s death, the first that most of us had ever heard about in skiing, shook me badly,” Dole would write. “It was a shock to us all. We were not only shocked, but we could feel the shock reverberating in the very body of the sport of skiing.”

			Edson’s death forced the officers of the Amateur Ski Club to figure out how to provide emergency medical service both at the club’s sanctioned events and for the rapidly expanding recreational ski industry as a whole. For research into ski safety and as a gesture of respect to their fellow skiers, the officers turned to Frank Edson’s best friend, Minnie Dole. Dole’s first act was to circulate among the region’s ski resorts a questionnaire about skiing accidents and the best ways to prevent them. To say the least, it did not receive a universally positive response. One came back saying that the ski club’s worries were the product of “sissies, spoilsports, and frighteners of mothers.”11

			Dole persevered. He asked two of the country’s best skiers, Alex Bright and Bob Livermore, the latter a member of the 1936 Olympic team, to help get ski clubs to organize and train their own safety patrols. When the National Downhill and Slalom Races were awarded to Stowe in 1938, with entrants from France, Germany, and Austria as well as the United States, Dole was asked to run the ski patrol for the races. During the preparations for the races, Dole met Roger Langley, a Massachusetts schoolteacher and president of the National Ski Association, and Dick Durrance, an Olympic skier from Dartmouth. Looking over the mountain’s trails, the three men decided the notorious Nose Dive Trail should be divided into three sections, with patrols equipped at each station with toboggans, blankets, splints, bandages, and thermoses of coffee. Each station would be within sight and hailing distance of the stations above and below; no matter where an accident might happen, a fallen skier would be instantly attended to and, if necessary, triaged, taken off the mountain, and transported to a hospital. Rescue would be systematic and intricately planned.

			So impressive was Dole’s system that Langley asked him to apply it on a larger scale as head of the brand-new National Ski Patrol. With Dole’s leadership, Langley hoped to establish—and, more important, professionalize—ski patrols at all the resorts beginning to pop up in the mountains of New England. Dole agreed and immediately asked a Red Cross doctor named L. M. Thompson to be his medical director. Thompson had recently published the first  Winter First Aid Manual, a book that helped dispel some foolish myths about winter rescue techniques, such as drinking liquor to warm up or rubbing patches of frostbite with snow. Under Dole’s and Thompson’s direction, the ground rules of mountain rescue became scientific and codified. Injured people, for example, were not to be moved from where they fell except by trained patrolmen. Dole convinced Harold Hirsch, a clothing maker, to create ski parkas in a color—rust—that he would sell to no one but a certified ski patroller. He divided the ski patrol into five divisions covering the mountains across the country and started recruiting top skiers to run each division’s patrols, with Bob Livermore agreeing to oversee the busy eastern division. Even the best skiers agreed to take first-aid training from the Red Cross. Alex Bright took his training so seriously that during a lesson on the body’s pressure points, he held his thumb beneath his “patient’s” jaw so long that the man became faint, wandered outside, and fell and broke his leg—an accident that led to Bright’s first real lesson in traction splinting.12

			By the spring of 1940, the year the organization officially changed its name to the National Ski Patrol System, Dole had set up a remarkable web of the country’s best skiers that in the next decade and a half alone would care for forty-nine thousand people hurt in skiing accidents. It would save at least sixty-six lives. With U.S. involvement in the war brewing in Europe, Dole felt there must be some way to put all this training and manpower to the nation’s service. On June 10, Dole sent a letter to the members of the National Ski Patrol System, asking for permission to offer their services to the War Department. The response was overwhelming: 90 percent were in favor.

			Dole and Langley wrote Secretary of War Henry Stimson with the offer. The response, from the army’s adjutant general, was curt; it thanked the ski club for its “patriotic motive.” Army Chief of Staff George Marshall wrote that the offer of “informal advice and assistance in the technique of skiing and the purchase of equipment is appreciated” and seemed to hope the eccentrics from New England would go away. Plainly, the War Department did not know Minnie Dole.13

		

	
		
			 

			 

			For my parents, Donald and Carla Jenkins,
and my son, Steedman McKay Jenkins
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