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Epigraph from A Farewell to Arms by Ernest Hemingway. Copyright © 1929 by Charles Scribner’s Sons. Copyright renewed 1957 by Ernest Hemingway. Reprinted with the permission of Scribner, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc. All rights reserved.





  This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents, Flora and Jack Isserman, who would have laughed at being described as part of any “greatest generation” but certainly were to me.


 


  Also to two other personal heroes of my acquaintance, Donald B. Potter, H Company, 85th Mountain Infantry Regiment, 10th Mountain Division, my colleague for many years on the faculty at Hamilton College, and Harris Dusenbery, HQ Company, 1st Battalion, 86th Mountain Infantry Regiment, 10th Mountain Division, fellow Reed College alumnus, in his case Class of 1936.



In the late summer of that year we lived in a house in a village that looked across the river and the plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river there were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun, and the water was clear and swiftly moving and blue in the channels. Troops went by the house and down the road and the dust they raised powdered the leaves of the trees. The trunks of the trees too were dusty and leaves fell early that year and we saw the troops marching along the road and the dust rising and leaves, stirred by the breeze, falling and the soldiers marching and afterward the road bare and white except for the leaves.

The plain was rich with crops; there were many orchards of fruit trees and beyond the plain the mountains were brown and bare. There was fighting in the mountains and at night we could see flashes from the artillery. In the dark it was like summer lightning, but the nights were cool and there was not the feeling of a storm coming.

— Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms, 1929

Thanks to the failure of the press, and to the stupidity of Hollywood, the Home Front has no real conception of war, and only by [soldiers’] letters home can the truth be made known.


  — Sergeant Denis Nunan, C Company, 87th Mountain Infantry Regiment, 10th Mountain Division, to his mother from Castel d’Aiano, Italy, March 23, 1945



Introduction: “Always Forward”



On February 16, 1945, Major General George Price Hays, Commander of the US Army’s 10th Mountain Division, spoke to men from the unit’s 85th Regiment. In three days they would lead the attack on dug-in German defenders holding the high ground of Mount Belvedere in Italy’s northern Apennines. Although new to combat, the 10th Division soldiers were uniquely qualified for the audacious mission they were being assigned.

General Hays was a seasoned soldier. As a young officer in 1918 he had been awarded a Medal of Honor in France, and in the current war had commanded artillery units in fighting in both Italy and France before taking command of the 10th the previous autumn. Hays was wiry, weather-beaten, and plainspoken, and reminded one of the young soldiers gathered to hear him on a mountain hillside near Belvedere of a tough old cowhand.

The men he addressed were well trained, fit, and eager to join the fight against the Nazi war machine. But unlike their commander, they were unseasoned. Their division, some of whose members had been training for combat for three full years, was the next to last the US Army would send to fight in Europe, arriving in Naples in late December 1944 and early January 1945. Their first weeks as frontline soldiers had been relatively uneventful, with little real fighting and few casualties. And yet the general, who was not given to flattery or flowery words, told them they were “the finest troops I’ve ever been associated with.” He counted on their rigorous training and their exceptional esprit de corps to see them through the coming days of fighting. And because of that, he was going to do something he had never done before as a senior combat commander: personally discuss the details of an upcoming attack with the enlisted men, NCOs, and junior officers who would risk their lives to carry out the assignment ahead of them. Hays’s own son was serving as a platoon leader in another regiment in the 10th Mountain Division, the 87th, and was scheduled to take part in the attack—a fact he decided not to share with those he addressed now.

Standing before them in a large natural outdoor amphitheater, Hays described the plans for the next few days. As he spoke, he pointed out enemy positions on a large map, his voice and leather-gloved hand cutting through the cold mountain air.

Mount Belvedere and adjoining peaks were the key to the German defensive line in the North Apennines, and their capture was essential to the success of the Allied offensive in Italy in the fighting to come in the spring. Twice before, other divisions had attempted to secure the position and failed. Now it was the 10th’s turn. Hays gave the men some stern advice on what to expect and how to conduct themselves. Most important, he stressed the need for speed and audacity: “You must continue to move forward. Never stop. If your buddy is wounded, don’t stop to help him. Continue to move forward, always forward, always forward.”

Dan Kennerly, a twenty-two-year-old private from rural Georgia, serving in D Company of the 85th Mountain Infantry Regiment, recorded the gist of Hayes’s words in the diary he kept in Italy. Before enlisting, he had spent a season playing football for the University of Georgia. Now he was moved to comment on the eve of his first battle, “The General would make a hell of a football coach.”

Private Jack R. Smolenske, from Denver, Colorado, twenty years old and serving in Headquarters Company, 3rd Battalion of the 85th, gave a briefer account of the general’s talk in an entry the following day in his own diary: “Saturday, February 17, 1945: Gen. Hays gave us the dope for the attack on Mt. Belvedere. We move up after dark. No one fires but special men. Must be on top at dawn no matter what. It looks bad.”

Smolenske was right. It would be bad—much worse, in terms of death and maiming and horror, than Smolenske and his comrades could then imagine. Other Allied divisions had tried and failed to gain those heights before without success. But the men of the 10th made it to the summit of Belvedere on February 20, moving on to adjacent peaks, and holding the heights against ferocious German counterattacks over the next five days.

The February gains opened the way for future advances on the Apennine front—and beyond. In early March, the mountain troopers would return to the offensive, gaining more hilltops. And beginning in mid-April, they spearheaded the final Allied offensive in Italy, the first soldiers to break out of the northern Apennines and reach the broad open plains of the Po Valley. From there they raced northward to the Alps to cut off the only route that retreating German forces could use to escape to Austria. In the epic battles of the late winter and spring of 1945, these newcomers to combat won the respect of their tough veteran opponents. General Fridolin von Senger, commander of the IV Panzer Corps, personally surrendered his command to General Hays in May 1945 and later noted in his memoir, “His [Hays’s] division had been my most dangerous opponent.”

The costs were high for the division as well. In less than four months at the front, from mid-January through April, the 10th suffered the highest casualty rate—in terms of the percentage killed per day in combat—of any US division in the Italian campaign.

After General Hays’s speech, “Always Forward,” or in Italian, Sempre Avanti, became the informal motto of the 85th Mountain Infantry Regiment. In two words, it also sums up the entire 10th Mountain Division’s experience in the last months of fighting in the long, bitter campaign to defeat the Germans in Italy. They were almost always in front, sometimes far in front, of the rest of the Allied advance. They never retreated, or turned back short of capturing their objective. Always forward.

In the eyes of both General Hays and General von Senger, the US Army’s 10th Mountain Division was a remarkable unit. Remarkable for what its members accomplished on the battlefield. Remarkable too for their training in mountain warfare, with a special emphasis on learning to ski while carrying a rifle and a ninety-pound rucksack. No American troops had ever undergone a similar course of instruction, and few had ever undergone so physically rigorous a preparation for battle. In the end, as it turned out, they did very little fighting on skis. But their identity as ski troops proved vital to their wartime achievements.


At least from a historian’s perspective, the men of the 10th also were remarkable for the richness of the stories they left behind. Scores of diaries and between fifteen and twenty thousand letters donated by veterans of the division to the 10th Mountain Division Resource Center of the Denver Public Library provide an unmatched level of detail in the account that follows.

The collection donated by one young enlisted man, Marty L. Daneman, who served with HQ Company, 2nd Battalion of the 85th Regiment, evinces the passion he and many of his comrades shared for setting down in carefully observed and often vividly described detail a chronicle of their wartime experiences. His particular collection, running to several hundred letters written between April 1943 and May 1945, were mostly to his fiancée, and later wife, Lois Miller. In one such letter composed in early March 1945, after taking part in the capture of Mount Belvedere, Corporal Daneman described to Lois what it was like to be on the receiving end of an artillery barrage:

 


Was I afraid? Yes, but in a peculiar way. At 1st you wonder if you’ll be shot & you’re scared of not your own skin, but of the people that will get hurt if you are hit. All I could think about was keeping you & the folks from being affected by some 88 shell. I don’t seem to worry about myself because I knew if I did get it, I’d never know it. After a while I didn’t wonder if I get hit—I’d wonder when. Every time a shell came I’d ask myself “Is this the one?” In the 3rd phase I was sure I’d get it & began to ½ hope that the next one would do it & end the goddam suspense.



 

Writing with passion and candor, soldiers in the 10th were determined to accomplish the nearly impossible task of giving civilians safe at home a clear idea of what it was like to endure, day after day, the hardship and horror of battle. Their collective account of their wartime experiences amounts to the first, and in some ways the finest, history of the 10th Mountain Division. In tracing the mountain troopers’ odyssey from 1941 to 1945, whenever possible this book describes their ordeal in their own words.

The 10th played a vital role in the concluding months of the long and bloody Italian campaign. The US Army disbanded the division soon after the war, but it was reactivated in 1985 as the 10th Mountain Division (Light Infantry). In the last years of the twentieth century and the first decades of the twenty-first, this division of mountain fighters has been frequently deployed overseas, including repeated assignments in Afghanistan and Iraq. The warriors of the new 10th Mountain Division are acutely aware of their predecessors’ contribution to final victory in the Second World War. “Climb to Glory” is now the division’s motto, which is also a good short description of the story that is to follow.


  [image:  ]
  


87th Mountain Infantry troopers in front of Tatoosh Lodge, 1942.
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Origins, 1940–41



“Soldiers Out of Skiers”


  It is more reasonable to make soldiers out of skiers than skiers out of soldiers.




  
    — Charles Minot Dole to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, July 18, 1940
  



On a blustery evening in February 1940, four skiers took refuge inside the Orvis Inn in Manchester, Vermont. Like many other weekend visitors to nearby Bromley Mountain, they had enjoyed a crisp day on the slopes. But their leisure had been cut short by a gathering storm and the descending darkness, which settled over the town shortly after 5 p.m.

The inn did good business, and the four friends were lucky to find seats before the roaring fire. There, in line with New England tradition, they sipped hot rum, tired but satisfied after a good day’s skiing, talking casually.

The men were royalty among the American skiing community: Roger Langley, athletic director of a Massachusetts prep school and president of the National Ski Association of America, was there, along with Robert Livermore, a member of the US Olympic ski team in 1936, and Alex Bright, another veteran of the 1936 team and founder of the exclusive Ski Club Hochgebirge of Boston. The fourth member of the group, destined to become the most important civilian figure in the history of the 10th Mountain Division, was Charles Minot “Minnie” Dole, the forty-year-old founder and director of the National Ski Patrol System.

The conversation that evening eventually turned from the storm outside to the storm in Europe, that is, the war that had begun six months earlier with the German invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, and a separate conflict in Finland, invaded by the Soviet Union’s Red Army on November 30, 1939.

With a tense quiet prevailing for the time being on the western front separating the German Wehrmacht from its French and British opponents, the only active European battlefront that winter was in Finland. The Finns, despite being vastly outnumbered by their Soviet foes, put up a doughty defense of the Karelian Isthmus in what was dubbed the “Winter War,” winning international admiration—although, ultimately, not the war. In March 1940 Finland was finally forced to capitulate, making territorial concessions to the Soviet Union.

In February, however, the Finns were still resisting the invaders. “Finns Beat Back a Quarter of Million Russians in Biggest Offensive of War” was the lead story on the front page of the Burlington Free Press, Vermont’s best-known newspaper, on February 9, 1940. Dole and his companions, possibly the very next evening, were particularly impressed by the performance of white-camouflage-clad Finnish ski troops, who, in a signature tactic, launched devastating hit-and-run attacks on lumbering columns of Soviet soldiers and vehicles before swiftly and silently disappearing into the snowy vastness of the surrounding forests. In Dole’s recollection, the four skiers agreed that this was “a perfect example of men fighting in an environment with which they were entirely at home and for which they were trained.”

The Finns, the four skiers agreed, were obviously well prepared to fight a winter war. They wondered, however, what might happen if the United States were engaged in a similar conflict—if, hypothetically, Germany, having defeated Great Britain, then invaded Canada, followed up that conquest by sweeping down from the north into New England or other regions of the United States that were under snow a good portion of the year. How well would American soldiers fare if they had to face a determined enemy in conditions similar to the storm blowing outside that night in the snow-clad Vermont hills? From the Italian Corpo Alpini to the French Chasseurs Alpins and the Austro-Hungarian Gebirgsbrigaden, European armies had long maintained specially trained alpine units for mountain and cold weather fighting. Such soldiers had proved their valor and their worth in the World War of 1914–1918, when fighting between Italians and Austrians in the Alps cost tens of thousands of lives. Geography dictated that Europeans needed to take alpine fighting seriously, since so many borders ran along the crests of mountains. In continental European armies, accordingly, service in mountain units could be a springboard to distinguished military careers. Erwin Rommel, the “Desert Fox” of the North African campaign in the Second World War, commanded a battalion of German mountain troops in the First World War, taking part in the 1917 offensive that broke through the Italian front at Caporetto—an epic defeat immortalized, for American readers, in Ernest Hemingway’s 1929 novel A Farewell to Arms.

Bob Livermore and Alex Bright had gotten a close-up view of German prowess in winter sports at the 1936 Winter Olympics in Bavaria. The Germans took home three gold medals, while the United States claimed one. In 1939–40 it was Germany (by then, through annexation by Hitler in 1938, including formerly independent Austria) that in Dole’s judgment possessed “the finest trained and equipped specialized Winter and mountain troops of any army in the world,” consisting of three full mountain divisions (Gebirgs-Divisionen), a force that grew to ten divisions over the course of the war. German mountain soldiers, Gebirgsjäger (literally “mountain hunters”), were an elite light infantry, distinguishable from ordinary soldiers by the edelweiss insignia on their uniform sleeves and caps. They trained to fight in rough terrain and freezing cold conditions, and, contrary to the legend of the inflexibly disciplined and unthinking Teutonic soldiery, to exercise individual initiative in battle.

The US Army, in contrast, was strictly a flatland operation. It had never in its entire history fought a major engagement on truly mountainous terrain (unless one counts the relatively gentle slopes of 2,389-foot Lookout Mountain in Chattanooga, seized from its Confederate defenders in the Civil War), and certainly not with specially trained troops. For most of its existence the army had functioned as a frontier constabulary, and on the eve of the Second World War its elite units were still cavalry. (As of February 1940, there were two cavalry divisions in the army, but no specialized armored or airborne divisions, never mind mountain divisions.) And since the end of the nineteenth century, most soldiers in peacetime were stationed in distinctly un-alpine locations: Texas, Louisiana, Georgia, Hawaii, the Philippines, Panama, and the Caribbean. How would this “tropical army” (to use Dole’s phrase) stand up to an attack by well-trained mountain troops?

The friends sheltering that night in the Vermont inn agreed that the United States needed to prepare to fight a mountain war—although, given the current isolationist mood of the country, they imagined that conflict solely in terms of a defensive struggle on North American soil. Langley volunteered to write a letter to the War Department in Washington urging the creation of mountain units in the US Army and offering the services of National Ski Association members as advisers and trainers—and even as battlefield scouts in the event of an actual German invasion. But when the sun came up the next morning, the threat must have receded in his mind; in any case, it was several months before he did so. And down in Washington, where temperatures rarely dropped below freezing, apocalyptic snowy scenarios were not a major concern. Secretary of War Harry Woodring replied to Langley’s letter on a warm spring day in June 1940 with a polite dismissal.

That might have been the end of it. But Minnie Dole, in an expression of the sense of inherited duty mingled with entitlement characteristic of the kind of well-educated, old-family New England stock from which he came, decided he would continue to pursue the matter. Dole was raised in comfortable circumstances in Andover, Massachusetts, the son of a paper company executive. On turning eighteen in the First World War, and acting against his parents’ wishes, he dropped out of school to enlist in the US Army. But as it turned out, he began military training on the very day in November 1918 when an armistice ended the war. Following his brief military experience (notable chiefly for his acquisition of the diminutive nickname “Minnie,” bestowed on the beardless recruit by a gruff sergeant), he finished up his prep school education at Phillips Andover Academy. From there he went on to Yale (where he joined the famed and highly selective Whiffenpoofs a cappella singing group), graduating in 1923. Over the next decade he married, and became a successful insurance executive, with a home in Greenwich, Connecticut, and an office in New York City. Dole could well have lived out the remainder of his life in patrician ease, his stint with the Whiffenpoofs (of which he remained quite proud throughout his life) his most notable achievement.

But something in him craved more; perhaps he was still searching for the kind of adventure that he had missed by enlisting too late for the World War. In 1932, Lake Placid, New York, hosted the Winter Olympics, only the third such ever held, an event that would contribute to the growing popularity of skiing in the United States in the later 1930s. Prior to the Olympics, most Americans, outside of college and university ski clubs and a few regional ski centers, had thought of the sport as a distinctly European one, something they might read about in Hemingway short stories like “Cross Country Snow” but were no more likely to try themselves than they were to attend a bullfight. The appearance of the first rope tows on ski slopes in North America, starting in the Canadian Laurentians in 1933, followed by Woodstock, Vermont, in 1934, and soon to be ubiquitous on skiable slopes across the country, also helped popularize the sport, eliminating the need to trudge up the hill after every ski run, allowing skiers to make many more runs on a day’s outing, which contributed to the ability of novices to improve their mastery of the sport in a much shorter time.

 

Perhaps inspired by the Olympics, Dole traveled to Lake Placid the following winter of 1933. On the slopes surrounding the picturesque Adirondack village, the thirty-three-year-old strapped on a pair of skis for the first time since childhood. He fell in love with the sport that day, finding in it not only a hearty, convivial pastime but also, evidently, a renewed sense of purpose and identity. (When he sat down to write the story of his life three decades later, he titled it Adventures in Skiing.) The next winter, he vacationed at Peckett’s ski resort on Sugar Hill, near Franconia Notch in New Hampshire’s White Mountains. Tourists had been staying at Peckett’s since the nineteenth century, but the establishment began to attract a new clientele in 1929 when it launched the first resort-based ski school in the United States teaching alpine skiing techniques. Austrian ski instructor Sig Buchmayr became the school’s director in 1932 and, through the men he trained to ski, had an outsized impact on the future of skiing in the United States. Wealthy celebrities like businessman W. Averell Harriman and radio broadcaster Lowell Thomas were among the pupils who were instructed in the “Arlberg technique” by Buchmayr. (Harriman went on to launch and develop the glamorous new ski resort known as Sun Valley in the Sawtooth Mountains near Ketchum, Idaho, in the later 1930s, featuring both the first ski chairlift in the United States and a steady stream of Hollywood visitors, while Thomas vigorously promoted skiing and ski resorts in radio travelogues.)

For novice skiers like Minnie Dole, the Arlberg technique proved an ideal way to master the seemingly impossible task of navigating a downhill run on skis on a steep slippery slope without inevitably winding up with either face or backside planted deep in the snow. The technique had been developed by ski instructor Hannes Schneider in the resort town of St. Anton am Arlberg in Austria’s Tyrolean Alps. Schneider, whom some would call “the father of modern skiing,” began a career as a guide in 1907, then went off to war to train ski troops as a member of the Austro-Hungarian Gebirgbrigaden. He returned to St. Anton following the Armistice in 1918. Schneider’s ski school in St. Anton was the largest in the world in the interwar years, and he became mentor to a generation of European ski instructors, the “Arlbergers,” as well as wealthy European and American skiers. (Hemingway was one of Schneider’s pupils in the 1920s.) He achieved international celebrity status in his own right, turning skiing into a performance art. In 1931 he starred in a popular movie with actress Leni Riefenstahl (in her pre-Nazi days), Der Weisse Rausch, or “The White Ecstasy,” shot on location in St. Anton. Five years later, Schneider and protégés Otto Lang and Benno Rybizka were among the stars of the 1936 International Ski Meet and Winter Sports Show in Madison Square Garden in New York City, where they put on a thrilling performance of downhill ski turns on an artificial snow slope 152 feet long. The show played to sold-out audiences three nights in a row. “The balance and poise which these experts displayed,” the New York Times reported of Schneider and his fellow Arlbergers, “was not lost on attentive spectators.” The Arlberg franchise subsequently proved a valuable commodity in the United States. Otto Lang opened an Arlberg school on Mount Rainier in Washington State, and Benno Rybizka did the same in Jackson, New Hampshire.

Schneider’s technique consisted of a series of maneuvers of increasing difficulty that could be learned in succession in groups of similar skill level, and that, once mastered, permitted skiers to exercise a new level of controlled descent in downhill skiing and racing. These included the snowplow, snowplow turn, stem turn, stem christiania (or christie), and parallel turn. The technique also had the great advantage of permitting a single instructor to instruct multiple novices simultaneously.

Some would-be skiers soon tired of their Arlberg training and preferred the comforts of a hot drink before a roaring fire in the ski lodge. They would be scorned by skiing enthusiasts as “lodge skiers.” For those who stuck it out, the physical mastery of this sequence of turns proved enormously gratifying—sometimes even transformative. The ten days Minnie Dole spent learning the Arlberg technique at Peckett’s in 1934 changed him from a clumsy beginner into a serious and graceful skier. “The day that I performed the full-stop Christie” (a parallel skidded turn), and Buchmayr commented, “Gut, Gut, Mr. Dole,” was a memorable one for the Greenwich insurance executive; his Austrian mentor, he recalled, “might just as well have been hanging an Olympic medal around my neck, my pleasure was so great.”

But skiing offered pains as well as pleasures. The American ski industry lagged behind its longer-established European counterparts in looking out for the safety and well-being of those who now began to flock to the slopes in New England and elsewhere. Minnie Dole found this out firsthand just a few years after mastering the Arlberg technique. On a New Year’s holiday at the end of 1936, Dole broke his right ankle while skiing on the Toll Road on Mount Mansfield in Stowe, Vermont. He was left shivering in the snow for several hours before four men, one of them his good friend and Greenwich neighbor Franklin Edson, dragged him down the mountain on an old sheet of roofing tin that happened to be close at hand. Later that winter, Edson fell and smashed into a tree while racing in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, with horrendous results. He broke both legs and punctured a lung. Although aid came relatively quickly, his rescuers were not trained to care for someone so grievously injured. Edson died shortly after he reached the hospital.

Dole’s response to his friend’s death is evidence of the crusading zeal and organizational acumen central to his character. Over the next several years, in cooperation with the National Ski Association’s Roger Langley and others, he pulled together a nationwide network of volunteer skiers, trained in mountain rescue techniques and committed to patrolling the slopes of major ski areas. His efforts drew on the experience of local patrols already in place (Mount Mansfield in Vermont, Mount Hood in Oregon) as well as the example set by the highly professional system of ski rescue in Davos, Switzerland. The resulting organization, by 1940 dubbed the National Ski Patrol System (NSPS), went on to provide expert aid and comfort to tens of thousands of injured or otherwise incapacitated skiers in coming decades, saving scores of lives. Later on, many of the techniques used by ski patrollers for caring for civilian skiers on peaceful slopes would prove adaptable to the care of wounded soldiers on mountainous battlefields.

With his thinning hair and wire-rim glasses, wardrobe choices that favored ascots, and pipe in hand, Dole at first glance bore a closer resemblance to a classroom philosopher in an Ivy League college, but he proved himself a shrewd operator who knew how to wield influence, at least in the elite circles in which he traveled. Boston skiers were notoriously tough-minded about the dangers of their sport and initially inclined to reject the call for a ski patrol as unnecessary or even unmanly. Dole called upon Boston skier Robert Livermore, whom he had met in the early stages of his campaign for a national ski patrol, for help. A half-dozen years earlier, in 1931, Livermore had become famous in New England ski circles as part of a small band of Harvard students who were the first to ski from the summit of New Hampshire’s Mount Washington down over the formidable headwall of Tuckerman Ravine, a glacial cirque on the mountain’s southeastern flank. Five years later he was a member of the US team that competed in the fourth Winter Olympics in Garmisch-Partenkirchen in the Bavarian Alps in Germany. Livermore had local sway, which he used to get Dole a hearing. Once Dole had a conversational foot in the door, he was tenacious and convincing. He was at once down-to-earth, full of practical suggestions, but also evangelical in his organizational enthusiasms. “It was Minnie’s persuasiveness that kept most of us going,” Livermore recalled. “He was a great salesman, he wouldn’t take no for an answer, and his faith in the Ski Patrol was contagious. Once he talked to you, you couldn’t not share his belief.”

Likewise, Hal Burton, who before becoming a ski trooper wrote the ski news column for the New York Daily News, and knew Dole well, described him as “an imperious man accustomed to getting what he wanted, not easily discouraged by an official brushoff.” Those qualities would serve him well in the months to come. In the summer of 1940, after surveying the opinion of NSPS members and finding them overwhelmingly in favor of using the resources of the organization to encourage the creation of mountain-trained units in the US Army, Dole launched his campaign. His first step was to send a note to the nearest available general, Hugh Drum, commander of the US First Army, headquartered on Governors Island in New York Harbor. Drum didn’t respond directly, but his aide-de-camp, Captain Christian Clarke, wrote back with good and bad news. The good news, he said, was that General Irving I. Phillipson, chief of staff under General Drum, “is enthusiastic in his support of your proposal.” The bad news was that “the American Army will probably be concentrated in the South for training next winter.”

Dole decided to ignore the bad news and act on the good. He and NSPS treasurer John Morgan (notable in skiing history for helping lay out the first ski trails at Sun Valley) met General Phillipson on Governors Island on July 7, and a sympathetic Phillipson suggested that they contact the War Department directly. Within days, Dole and Morgan took the train to Washington, where on a hot July day they received a decidedly cool response from military officials. Bored with fielding crackpot proposals from enthusiastic amateurs, one officer sniffed as he told Dole: “Hell, we have a hundred guys a day like you. They even want to show us how to shoot guns around corners.”

But the catastrophic war news from Europe in the spring of 1940, with Norway and Denmark invaded by the Nazis in April, followed by Belgium and the Netherlands in May, heightened Dole’s sense of the urgency of his mission. Worse was to come. In late May and early June, the British Expeditionary Force was evacuated from Dunkirk. And on June 22, France was forced to sign an armistice leaving Germany in control of half the country. Would Britain be the next to fall to Nazi aggression? And if that happened, would the Nazis cross the ocean to attack America’s northern neighbor? And then?

The hypothetical but far-fetched threat to North American security that Dole and his friends discussed the previous February now seemed a lot more possible, even imminent. Given the urgency of the situation, Dole shifted his appeals to the highest level of authority. In a letter to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt dated July 18, 1940, a little over a month after the Nazis entered Paris, Dole offered the services of the NSPS to the army to help train mountain soldiers. He added that the army should look to the nation’s ski slopes for potential recruits. “In this country there are 2,000,000 skiers, equipped, intelligent and able,” he wrote, the logical source for a mountain fighting force, because “it is more reasonable to make soldiers out of skiers than skiers out of soldiers.” Dole signed off with guarded optimism: “With the knowledge that unusual and untried ideas are too often pigeon-holed, I bring this to your attention.”

In the midst of a third presidential election campaign, and preoccupied with the unfolding disaster in Europe, President Roosevelt might have ignored or dismissed Dole’s suggestion out of hand. Crippled by polio since his late thirties, the president was not a skier. But something about Dole’s proposal appealed to him. Roosevelt had been physically active as a young man, hiking and sailing, and despite his disability retained a keen interest in promoting outdoor recreation as a public good. As governor of New York State he had opened the 1932 Winter Olympic Games at Lake Placid, and as president he had authorized funding through New Deal work relief projects for the creation of new ski trails in New England. And on the south side of Oregon’s Mount Hood, the New Deal’s Works Progress Administration had built a spectacularly beautiful publicly owned ski facility, Timberline Lodge, with a mile-long chairlift. At the lodge’s dedication ceremony in 1937, the president hailed the “new opportunities for play in every season” that it would provide in years to come. Even though he likely never strapped on a pair of skis, Roosevelt certainly left his mark on the sport. He may also have recognized in Dole a kindred spirit, another public-minded member in good standing of the northeastern gentry.

In any case, a White House aide informed Dole that his letter was being forwarded to the War Department for consideration. That referral came at a politically opportune moment, for the War Department had a new leader, the veteran internationalist statesman Henry Stimson, replacing the isolationist Woodring. Stimson, an honorary member of the American Alpine Club who had climbed in the Alps in younger days, was at the same time in a separate effort being lobbied by fellow mountaineers to do something about training mountain fighters. Making use of well-placed Yale alumni connections, Dole contacted the War Department and asked for a meeting. In early September, he met with two of Stimson’s top aides in the department’s overcrowded headquarters in the “Munitions Building” on B Street (now Constitution Avenue) adjoining the Lincoln Memorial. Dole again raised the specter of well-trained German mountain troops pouring down the St. Lawrence River and the Champlain Valley. Who would stop them? Only equally well-trained American mountain troops, perhaps aided by NSPS volunteers acting as guides and scouts. Impressed with Dole’s “sound premise,” Stimson’s aides promised to bring the matter to the secretary of war’s attention, and to do what they could to secure a meeting for Dole in the near future with the army chief of staff, General George C. Marshall, whose office was in the same building.

On September 9, Dole received a cable from Stimson’s office proposing a meeting with General Marshall the very next morning. Elated, he and John Morgan rushed to a Brooks Brothers store in New York, bought clean shirts, and got tickets on the night train to Washington, DC. Back at the Munitions Building for a 10 a.m. meeting, they had to wait an hour, fidgeting nervously outside and rehearsing their argument, before they were ushered into Marshall’s office.

Hardworking, disciplined, unvarying in his daily personal routine (he almost certainly would have been out earlier in the day for the regular half-dozen-mile horseback ride he took before showing up at his office precisely at 7:45 a.m.), Marshall did not have the time or inclination to suffer fools. Dole somehow had gotten the impression that Marshall was “a gentle sort of person,” but he had a temper, and only a couple of months earlier he had snapped at no less a personage than Franklin Delano Roosevelt at a White House meeting when he felt the president was not taking the problems of military mobilization seriously enough. So it is likely he had already decided that there was good reason to give fifteen minutes of his crowded day to these two civilians.

Six days after Dole and Morgan’s meeting with General Marshall, Congress passed the nation’s first peacetime draft bill, the Burke-Wadsworth Act. Spurred by the Nazi victories in Europe, the United States began to prepare seriously for war. Under the bill’s authority, and Marshall’s leadership, the US Army expanded from under 200,000 soldiers in 1939 (when it ranked seventeenth in the world in overall size, behind the army of Romania) to over 8 million by 1944. By then Army Ground Forces (there were also separately organized Army Service Forces and Army Air Forces) included ninety combat divisions, most of them regular infantry, but also counting sixteen armored divisions and five airborne divisions. (Of two cavalry divisions in existence in 1940, one was disbanded in 1942, and the other switched to mechanized transportation.) Was there also room in Marshall’s vast new army for a mountain division? Much hinged on the chief of staff’s response to what two civilian skiers had to say that September morning in 1940.

Marshall listened carefully to Dole and Morgan. Carefully but briefly. Fifteen minutes after they stepped into the office, they were on the way out, leaving the general with a three-page paper titled “Winter Training” summarizing their case. “You have raised an interesting question, gentlemen,” were Marshall’s parting if noncommittal words. He did promise a quick response, and was as good as his word, within days forwarding their paper, along with a supportive memorandum of his own, to the assistant chief of staff in charge of army operations and training (in military nomenclature, G-3).

Less than two weeks later, Dole would be having lunch in the luxuriously appointed Yale Club on Vanderbilt Avenue in midtown Manhattan with two lieutenant colonels from G-3. Thanks to his meeting with Marshall, the army changed its mind and agreed to do some training in the North that winter after all. A pilot program was ordered for ski training, starting as soon as there was enough snow. The soldiers undergoing training would not be mountain troops, on the model of the German Gebirgsjäger, for they remained part of regular army divisions. But in a promising sign, the NSPS was invited to be an integral part of the program, consulted on questions of training and equipment. As a token of its new status as an official partner in the military’s preparation for war, the NSPS soon received a check from the army for $2,500, with more to come, allowing it to move from its cubbyhole of an office on John Street in lower Manhattan to the prestigious and architecturally distinguished Art Deco premises of the Graybar Building, rising in midtown above Grand Central Terminal on Lexington Avenue.

By late November, soldiers from the army’s 41st Infantry Division (a newly federalized National Guard division, drawn from the Pacific Northwest states) were skiing on the slopes of Washington State’s Mount Rainier. Other soldiers, drawn from five other infantry divisions (the 1st, 3rd, 5th, 6th, and 44th), trained in locations ranging from New York’s Adirondacks to Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. The press took notice, and Life magazine, which made its way every week into more American homes than any other publication during the Second World War, featured a photograph of a dashing “Ski Trooper” on the cover of a January 1941 issue. Although the accompanying article made clear that this was a limited training experiment, with uncertain practical or long-term application (“The Army has no intention of creating an army on skis”), the notion of soldiers on skis suddenly had a wider audience within both the military and the general public than just Minnie Dole’s skiing buddies.

An army on skis was still a long way off. But there were some patrols on skis that winter that experimented with the kind of training that ski troops would require to be effective. On Mount Rainier and in the nearby Olympic Mountains, men of the 41st Division were learning to survive outdoors in cold and snow for days at a time, living out of the gear they carried in rucksacks as they skied ever deeper into wilderness. A patrol under the command of Lieutenant John Woodward, formerly captain of the ski team at the University of Washington, where he was a slalom ace, made a four-day crossing of the Olympics, through twelve-foot drifts of snow, followed by another two-week-long set of maneuvers in the mountains. A separate patrol, under the supervision of Captain Paul R. Lafferty, formerly ski coach at the University of Oregon, spent a week making a circumference of Mount Rainier, crossing many of its glaciers en route.

Elsewhere, and for most of the soldiers involved, the winter exercises were not nearly as strenuous—more of a pleasant holiday from army routine. Many had previous ski experience as civilians, and their skis, snowshoes, and other specialized equipment were procured by army quartermasters on the civilian market. The 26th Infantry Regiment of the 1st Division sent a thousand soldiers in batches to Lake Placid over the course of the winter of 1940–41 for weeklong training sessions in cross-country skiing. The regiment’s commander, Colonel James T. Muir, reported himself pleased with the results: “I believe that ski training is an asset; like the Texans’ six-shooter, you may not need it, but if you ever do, you will need it in a hurry, ‘awful bad.’”

But if the country ever did need mountain soldiers “awful bad,” a week’s instruction in cross-country skiing was not going to provide a sufficient or reliable supply. Although a few junior officers, like Woodward and Lafferty, based at Fort Lewis in Tacoma, Washington, were experienced skiers and outdoorsmen, the chief lesson to be learned that winter was the army’s primitive state of knowledge about the requirements of mountain warfare. The Quartermaster Corps’ guidebook on equipping soldiers for service in Alaska, one of the few snowy places where the army maintained a significant presence, had last been revised in 1914. In any case, the army’s experiment with mountain training ended when the snows melted in the spring of 1941, and the soldiers went back to their regular round of flatland duties and training. Although Minnie Dole had secured President Roosevelt’s interest and General Marshall’s patronage, key figures in the military establishment continued to regard the whole idea of mountain soldiers as a frivolous distraction from the serious business of building an army capable of fighting the real war to come in Europe and the Pacific.

In mid-February 1941, as Dole brooded about the still uncertain prospects of American ski troops, he received a letter from a young friend, David Bradley, reminding him of the importance of his mission. Bradley, a Dartmouth alumnus and former captain of the college’s ski team, had been the 1938 US national champion in the Nordic combined competition (cross-country skiing and ski jumping). Bradley was one of nine Dartmouth alumni who won a slot on the US ski team scheduled to compete at Sapporo, Japan, at the 1940 Winter Olympics, but the war intervened and the games were canceled. Instead, he traveled to Europe as a war correspondent, covering the Finnish-Soviet war for midwestern newspapers. Back in the United States, he wrote to Dole to share some thoughts about that war, drawing on his experience as both reporter and skier. From what he had witnessed, he told Dole, “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.” Accordingly, if the US Army ever organized its own mountain troops, their training should focus on instilling in the soldiers “initiative and self-reliance,” plus a range of outdoor skills. In addition to learning skiing and climbing technique, every ski trooper should be able to find his way through rough terrain with a map and compass, handle an ax, pack a mule, light a fire in the rain, “and know the very special techniques of survival in winter conditions.” He provided details (with hand-drawn illustrations) of Finnish ski bindings, winter boots, tents, and other gear. And he concluded that the army should “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.”

“Initiative and self-reliance,” the qualities displayed by the Finnish ski troops, were highly regarded personal values for Minnie Dole. Seeing the need, and acting largely on his own, the only resources at his disposal a typewriter and an iron will, Dole had in a single year pulled together a national network of some four thousand volunteers grouped into nearly two hundred patrols, a total membership greater by a thousand than an army regiment. But what did Dole have to show thus far for his efforts in the campaign for mountain troops? Not a regiment, not a battalion, not a company, not so much as a platoon. Dole dropped his publicly optimistic tone as he complained to Bradley of what he regarded as the lethargy and bureaucratic narrow-mindedness of the military authorities with whom he had been dealing: “So many of the conclusions that you have drawn are so pertinent and logical that it is hard to understand how the Army can overlook them. I originally made a number of suggestions and their only reply was that ‘This was a start this year and it had to be fitted into the organization as it then existed.’ I am extremely hopeful that in another year we may be able to convince them that a lot of the things that they are doing are wrong.”

Dole understood that mountain troops were never going to be taken seriously by the army as long as they were viewed as exotic auxiliaries, “fitted in” but subordinate to existing flatland units. They had to have their own distinctive and separate organization, like the army’s newly organized 1st Armored Division, activated in the summer of 1940, preferably with their own separate mountain training camp (perhaps in Colorado, as Bradley had suggested). Dole circulated Bradley’s letter to sympathetic officers, and it may have had an effect on prevailing opinion within at least some quarters of the military establishment.

Two months after Dole received and began circulating the Bradley letter, Colonel (soon to be promoted to general) Harry L. Twaddle, acting assistant chief of staff in G-3, proposed the construction of a new army base in mountainous terrain suitable for training mountain troops. There was some pushback from other military planners, who argued that existing camps, like Fort Lewis, were within driving distance of mountains and would be sufficient for that purpose. But their objection to mountain troops went deeper than the question of where to base them; the very concept of specialized units offended the sensibilities of military conservatives because such units were going to have unique organizational requirements. The “table of organization” (which in military terminology is a prescription for organizing, manning, and equipping a unit) would need to be altered for a unit specially trained to fight in rough cold weather terrain. For one thing, a mountain division was going to need pack animals, not trucks, to transport supplies and weapons. For another, such a division would have to be equipped with lighter weapons, since heavy artillery and machine guns would be difficult to move and deploy in mountain settings. The size of command and support units would have to be reduced as well to facilitate mobility in and over the mountains. It all seemed . . . irregular.

Twaddle met that argument head-on in July in a memorandum to General Leslie McNair, the chief of staff at Army General Headquarters (in which position he oversaw organization, equipment, and training of army ground forces): “G-3 believes that there is a definite need that our Table of Organization also include a mountain division. This is a distinct type that cannot be readily improvised by attachment but must be specifically organized and trained.” While mountain troops could always be deployed on lowland terrain as needed, the opposite, he argued, was not the case. But McNair disagreed, echoing the argument of conservative skeptics: rather than “organize a special division,” he favored a plan to “adapt an infantry division . . . to operations in difficult terrain.” Innovation and novelty were not highly regarded by the military establishment.

The war of memorandums, in which other senior planners fired their own broadsides that summer, might have continued in this indeterminate stalemate for months or years to come. The real war, however, kept providing new evidence of the virtues of specially trained mountain troops, first in Finland, then in Norway, and finally in the Balkans. In the fall of 1940, Italian Fascist leader Benito Mussolini, having joined the war after the fall of France in the hope of sharing the booty of Axis victory, sent the Italian army to invade Greece through Albania. But Greek troops beat them back into the mountains, with fearsome losses. Despite having well-trained mountain troops from their Corpo Alpini, the Italian invasion force largely consisted of regular army troops, ill-equipped for the terrain and the winter conditions they encountered. It was only Germany’s intervention on behalf of its hapless Italian allies that brought Greek defeat in the spring of 1941. In what proved an influential analysis, Lieutenant Colonel Leonard S. Gerow drew on observations from the US military attaché in Rome, noting that in the fighting in the Balkans, Italian divisions “were not organized, clothed, equipped, trained for either winter or mountain fighting,” resulting in heavy losses, as much from weather as from combat. Gerow concluded that “an army which may have to fight anywhere in the world must have an important part of its major units especially organized, trained, and equipped for fighting in the mountains and winter.”

The lessons from Europe that Gerow emphasized finally swung the argument Dole’s way. On October 22, 1941, he received a letter from General George C. Marshall informing him that as of November 15, the US Army would include in its ranks a unit designated the 1st Battalion (Reinforced), 87th Infantry Mountain Regiment. (That word order proved a little too confusing even by the standards of the army’s usual opaque nomenclature; by the following spring the designation would be changed to 87th Mountain Infantry Regiment.) No separate base as yet—the 87th would train for the time being at Fort Lewis in Tacoma. But the army was already scouting out possible new locations. Secretary of War Henry Stimson wrote Dole a few days later, saying that while the decision had been Marshall’s, not his, the creation of the 87th was “most gratifying to us whose interest in this form of training is keen.”

That might have been the end of Dole’s involvement with mountain warfare. But then something truly extraordinary happened. While Dole’s campaign may not have been the decisive factor in the decision to organize a battalion of mountain soldiers, he had made an impression on military leaders as a capable and creative thinker and administrator. With this in mind, the army requested that the National Ski Patrol not only continue to advise on training and equipment but also recruit and vet candidates for the mountain troops—an unprecedented official role for a civilian organization. The NSPS would be, in effect, the admissions office for the 87th, and candidates had to fill out and submit a three-page questionnaire about their outdoor qualifications, along with three letters of recommendation from what Dole referred to as “qualified people—athletic coaches, headmasters, etc.”

Young male skiers around the country, many of whom had been tutored in the Arlberg technique on elite college ski teams, soon took note of the NSPS’s recruiting campaign. Charles B. McLane of Manchester, New Hampshire, former captain of the Dartmouth College ski team (and son of a trustee of the college), set out in mid-November to prove the Dole thesis that it would be easier to turn skiers into soldiers than the reverse. So enthusiastic was he to join up that, instead of enlisting locally, he took a bus cross-country to present himself in person at Fort Lewis. McLane looked the personification of the rah-rah college boy of the era as he stepped off the bus on a quiet Sunday morning, decked out in a green team sweater bearing a big white D for Dartmouth. He had even brought his own skis. He was at Fort Lewis to report to the mountain troops, he informed the bemused officer who met him at the camp entrance. “Lad,” the major is said to have replied, “you are the mountain troops.”

Not entirely true—in November a dozen officers and a single enlisted man already in service had been officially activated as mountain troops. But McLane was the first US Army recruit to sign up with the 87th with the specific intent of becoming a mountain soldier. Thousands more, including 118 former Dartmouth students (more than from any other single college or university), joined him over the next several years.

There was not much for McLane to do in his first weeks at Fort Lewis—so he went skiing. Captain Paul Lafferty, now assigned to the 87th, drove McLane and a few other newly arrived enlisted men up to Mount Rainier for ski outings. In fact, they were returning from a good day’s skiing on Sunday, December 7, when Lafferty’s wife, Jean, who was in the car with them, absentmindedly switched on the radio, and they learned that the United States had been at war with Japan for the last few hours. As rumors swirled in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor of coming Japanese attacks on the West Coast, by air or sabotage, troops were hustled off base from Fort Lewis to guard bridges, dams, and other vulnerable facilities all over the Pacific Northwest. Every night there was a blackout. The mountain troops, by then consisting of a dozen officers, a couple of dozen NCOs, and a handful of privates, were left largely to their own devices. Dodging heavily laden army trucks rolling by after dark, or lying in the barracks with the only light coming from the tips of burning cigarettes, McLane recalled, “we guessed at the odds of the Regiment surviving that first week.”

Back east at the National Ski Patrol’s New York office those first weeks in December, there was a mere trickle of applications—two or three a day. But a battalion of infantry needed nearly nine hundred men, and there were already plans being developed in Washington to expand the single authorized battalion to the three that, with support units, would make up a full regiment—and beyond that, to create two additional regiments, which, joining the 87th, would constitute a division. Dole mobilized NSPS members across the country to identify likely recruits. He sent out a stream of press releases, and letters to college ski teams and to other outdoor organizations, publicizing the opportunity to join the new unit. Soon hundreds of applications were arriving weekly at the office in the Graybar Building.

One particularly well-qualified candidate sent his application to the NSPS office in March 1942. It was submitted by a 1936 Dartmouth graduate named Larry Jump. Under “Remarks” at the end of the three-page questionnaire, he wrote, “Much of my life has been out-of-doors, camping, canoeing, hiking and skiing.” That included ten years of downhill skiing in his native New England, as well as in France, Switzerland, and Austria, plus mountain climbing in the Pacific Northwest, the Canadian Rockies, and the Chamonix region of the French Alps. He spoke and read French and German. He had also served for six months as a volunteer ambulance driver with the French army. Not surprisingly, he was among those approved by the NSPS and went on to serve with the 87th Regiment.

By the time the NSPS ceased recruiting ski troopers in February 1944, it had received and reviewed over twelve thousand applications and sent somewhere between seven thousand and eight thousand recruits to what became the 10th Mountain Division, making up roughly half or a little more of the fourteen thousand who would go off to fight in 1945. Not all of them were Larry Jumps; some had never strapped on a pair of skis before they put on an army uniform. But what united the thousands of men who joined the 10th via the NSPS application was their status as volunteers. They wanted to be mountain troops.

The New Yorker magazine, which since its founding in the mid-1920s had become a sort of clubby house organ for sophisticated and comfortably situated New Yorkers and New Englanders, made its own contribution to spreading the news about the recruiting drive for mountain soldiers while also reinforcing the ski troops’ image as a socially elite outfit. A front-of-the-magazine feature titled “Minnie’s Ski Troops” ran in the issue dated February 21, 1942, two and a half months after Pearl Harbor and roughly two years since the day when Dole and his friends first hatched the idea of American mountain troops. “A New York insurance broker named Charles Minot Dole—Minnie to his friends,” the piece began, with the affectionate irony typical of such entries, “is in large part responsible for this country’s first alpine military force, now in training on skis on the slopes of Mt. Rainier.” Dole professed distaste for the article, its tone, and especially its title. But he probably appreciated its practical impact on the recruiting effort.

 

In addition to the mountain soldiers arriving daily at Fort Lewis in those first months of war, the army was also shipping in Missouri mules, penned together in newly constructed corrals on the base. Colonel Onslow S. “Pinkie” Rolfe, the 87th’s first commander, a 1917 graduate of West Point and highly decorated veteran of the First World War, and, at best, a wobbly amateur skier, may have owed his appointment to his birthplace, New Hampshire. The closest he had come to a mountain assignment was during the three years he served in Hawaii in the 1920s, where he used to go horseback riding on the slopes of volcanoes. But if he didn’t know much about skiing, or mountains in general, as an old cavalry officer he knew quite a lot about mules. And that was one subject the otherwise tough-as-nails officer liked to joke about. Near the gate that led to the corrals, watering troughs, blacksmith shops, and harness shops that constituted “mule-land” at Fort Lewis, Rolfe had a sign hung declaring, “Through these portals pass the most beautiful mules in the world” (a satiric reference to a well-known sign hanging in the 1920s and 1930s over the stage door of a Broadway theater that proclaimed, “Through these portals pass the most beautiful girls in the world”).

Sometime in the late winter of 1942, Minnie Dole traveled to Washington State to visit the 87th. By then three companies of the new unit had moved to the enticingly named Paradise Valley, a location some sixty-odd miles away, and five thousand feet higher than Fort Lewis, on the south side of Mount Rainier. Designated a national park in 1899, and home to Otto Lang’s Arlberg technique school, the great white volcano was an ideal place for ski soldiers to practice their snowplows, stem turns, and christies. And more than ideal in terms of the luxury accommodations they occupied—the National Park Service–licensed hotels Paradise and Tatoosh Lodges. (The mules and the regiment’s mule skinners remained at Fort Lewis.)

As he recounted in Adventures in Skiing, Dole was welcomed to the regiment’s new quarters by Colonel Rolfe, who, he wrote, “led me by the arm to a large bulletin board. Plastered in the middle of it was my bête noire—the New Yorker article about ‘Minnie’s Ski Troops.’” Dole wasn’t sure what to make of the colonel’s gesture: “I don’t think Pinkie was very impressed with it, or me.” That night, however, after a few drinks, Pinkie asked Minnie to address the troops, which he did, he recalled, describing some of the “battles . . . I had been through in Washington, and how the whole idea of American mountain troops had been born in Manchester, Vermont.”
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Minnie Dole with namesake, Camp Hale, 1943.



NEW ENGLAND SKI MUSEUM




 

Pinkie followed with a speech of his own. He made it clear he hated the term “ski troops,” regarding it as effete and elitist. You aren’t “ski troops,” he growled, as he had on previous occasions, “you’re mountain troops.” But then, abandoning the scolding tone, he indulged in a little mule humor, or, perhaps more accurately, a mule parable, this time for Minnie’s benefit. “Anyone who knows anything about the mountains knows that we have to have mules to carry equipment and mountain artillery. And mules won’t go anywhere without a little bell mare to lead them. We will have a little bell mare any day now and I propose we name her ‘Minnie.’”


Two years had passed since four skiers shared a drink and hatched a wild idea on a cold winter’s eve on the other side of the country. Minnie Dole’s determination, contacts, and organizational skills had turned that midwinter night’s scheme into a going concern. As Colonel Rolfe promised, the bell mare, the leader of the regimental pack train, was subsequently known as “Minnie” in honor of Charles Minot Dole.
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The musical 87th: left to right, Charles Bradley, Glenn Stanley, Charles B. McLane, and Ralph Bromaghin playing guitar.
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Training, 1942



“Ninety Pounds of Rucksack”


  The moral of this story, as you can plainly see,




  Is never trust a skier an inch above your knee.




  For I trusted one and now look at me;




  I’ve got a bastard in the Mountain Infantry.




  
    — Privates Ralph Bromaghin and Charles B. McLane, “Ninety Pounds of Rucksack,” 10th Mountain drinking song, 1942
  



In January 1941, when LIFE first featured a US army “Ski Trooper” on its cover, there was as yet no such thing; ski troops were an experiment, nothing more. By the time a photograph of a “Mountain Trooper” (Sergeant Walter Prager of the 87th Mountain Infantry, formerly coach of the Dartmouth ski team) appeared in that space on November 9, 1942, the hypothetical had become accomplished fact. The mountain regiment founded at Fort Lewis the previous year now amounted to a massive military enterprise, involving thousands of recruits, ten thousand civilian workers, and tens of millions of dollars in federal expenditures. The question was no longer whether the United States Army would have mountain troops. It was instead where and when they would join the fight.

The months between the two Life covers witnessed another series of military setbacks for the Allied cause in the Second World War comparable to the disasters of 1940. Adolf Hitler unleashed the Wehrmacht on the Soviet Union in June 1941, and German forces nearly reached Moscow before the Red Army’s stiffening resistance and the Russian winter combined to halt its drive (the latter factor in the German setback another reminder to American military planners of the value of cold weather training and clothing). The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in December 1941 and in the next few months conquered the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, the Solomon Islands, and Singapore—and in June 1942 even the Aleutian islands of Attu and Kiska in the Bering Strait, which were American territory. While German U-boats sank a record 1,660 Allied ships in the Atlantic in 1942, German armies returned to the offensive in North Africa and the Soviet Union. The only good news for the Allies that year was the US Navy’s victory over the Japanese fleet at Midway Island in the Pacific in June, the Nazi failure to capture Stalingrad in the fall, and the Anglo-American landings in North Africa in early November. In the long run, and taken together, those Allied victories proved the turning point of the war. But it did not seem that way in 1942. The outcome of the war remained very much in doubt throughout the first year of the existence of the 87th Mountain Infantry Regiment.

In the midst of bad news from overseas, the mountain troops led an itinerant life. Starting in mid-February 1942, they shuttled sixty miles from Fort Lewis to Mount Rainier for ski training. And it was on Rainier’s slopes that the unique character of the 10th Mountain Division began to take shape.

It was not uncommon for recruits to the mountain regiments to find themselves serving together with prewar classmates, friends, skiing partners, or relatives, which probably made the transition to military life less jarring—but also complicated the adjustment to differences in rank and authority. Hal Burton, an experienced skier and climber from the Adirondacks who joined the 87th Mountain Infantry Regiment early on (and was also one of the ski troops’ earliest chroniclers), described the spirit of the Paradise Valley training days on Mount Rainier in exaggerated but illuminating terms as “more like a college reunion than a military encampment.” Private Ralph Townsend and Lieutenant Paul Townsend, both veterans of the University of New Hampshire ski team, as well as brothers, served in the same regiment; Sergeant Walter Prager served in a company commanded by Lieutenant John Litchfield—whom the sergeant used to address as “Litch” when the lieutenant was a Dartmouth skier on the team that Prager coached.

The lodges at Paradise Valley reverted to civilian control and clientele at the end of May, and the remaining troopers in residence dispersed to Fort Lewis and temporary bases, or to maneuvers in California and Colorado. In the last months of the year, the mountain troops arrived at the location in the United States most closely associated with the history of what would become the 10th Mountain Division: newly constructed Camp Hale high in the Colorado Rockies.

Nineteen forty-two was a year of growth as well as movement for the mountain troops. The single battalion (authorized strength of 860) based at Fort Lewis at the start of the war grew over the course of the following spring to three battalions
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