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DEDICATED TO MY FELLOW VIETNAM VETERANS

There must always be war in this life.

—ST. TERESA OF AVILA
FOUNDATIONS

To be your Spouse, to be a Carmelite and by my union with You to be the Mother of souls, should not this suffice me? And yet it is not so. I feel within my soul the courage of the Crusader, the Papal Guard, and I would want to die in the field of battle in defense of the Church.

—ST. THÈRÉSEO F LISIEUX
STORY OF A SOUL: THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF
ST THÈRÉSE OF LISIEUX
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MONTE CASSINO
The Winter Position


That winter of 1965–1966, when I was an exchange student in Germany, my friends and I spent our weekends skiing the Harz Mountains, playing cat and mouse in the driving snow along the East-West border with our sinister doubles, the Communist East German mountain soldiers.

During the week, demoted to the rote of students, we sat in a huge, unheated lecture hall at the Georgia-Augusta Universität in Göttingen. Our university took its name from British King George I, who hailed from nearby Hannover (where he was also Kurfürst von Braunschweig-Lüneburg), and who founded ihe university in 1737. His aim was to link Germans and Britons through learning. His grardson, mad King George III, linked Britons and Germans during the American Revolutionary War, when die British Army and its German mercenaries penetrated the Champlain Valley where today’s 10th Mountain Division (Light) trains at Fort Drum, New York. In the days before World War II, fears that the Germans would repeat their classic winter invasion route (which led directly to the Hudson River at Albany) persuaded General George Marshall to found a division of American mountain troopers: the 1Oth Mountain Division itself.

The Pauliner Kirche, where we sat freezing in our ski parkas, was formerly a church, part of the European-wide system of Benedictine monasteries. Now it was doing duty, reincarnated, as a lecture hall. Using money generated by the United States’s George Marshall Fund, the Germans had rebuilt it in 1948, stone by stone, out of the rubble the British bombed and rebombed one night during World War II.

My mountain soldier friends and I huddled together in our winter gear in the front row, taking copious, furious notes on the history of Italian landscape painting. I was proudly wearing a white, all-weather pullover (called an anorak), a gift from a 10th Mountain Division veteran. In Germany, ein Professor is more like a god than in informal America. After ascending into: the former pulpit where he towered over us, the professor became a vigorous lecturer. As he warmed to his subject, his breath plumes formed chilly trajectories as they blasted the wisdom of the past out into the still, frigid air of the high-ceilinged room. In this part ot British-occupied Germany in 1965, no one talked much about his service in World War II. But rumor had it that in 1943–1945, our professor had served under General Albrecht Kesselring with the German mountain troopers in the long defensive battle against the Allies along the length of the Italian peninsula.

Only twice in modern times, we were told, had a rapid military offenxive overrun Italy—1494 and 1800. The professor delighted in showing slides of paintings depicting crags and mountaintop villages, ruined castles, ravaged churches, and fast-flowing rivers. He pointed out that Salvator Rosa painted not only mountainscapes but mountainscapes as battlefields, potentially or in historical reality. He gloried in showing how a good mountain artillery officer would choose the same point of dominance for his observation posts as a painter like Claude Lorrain would choose for his perspective point. Then he would overlay the slides of the paintings with other slides showing the lines of fire and the obstacles that make the role of the defender in mountainous Italy a satisfying one.

The Italian terrain shown in the paintings was ideal for defensive purposes. The peninsula’s central mountain spine rises to 10,000 feet, and it casts many spurs our toward the Adriatic and Mediterranean Seas.. Between these spurs, fast-flowing rivers rush through deep valleys. This terrain offers a succession of defensible lines at close intervals even harder to breach because the spine pushes north-south highways into the coastal strips, where the spurs’ natural strongponints dominate the bridges and rivers below. This topography dictated the defensive strategy of Kesselring’s Winter Position south of Reme for 1943–1944.

The Winter Position’s western end hinged on the great fortress abbey of Monte Cassino. The line stretching east across the peninsula was called the Gustav Line. St. Benedict must have been a savvy defensive mountaineer. Constantly threatened by invading barbarians, he established the roots of European monasticism here in this mountain redoubt in the sixth century. It is here, for the past 1,400 years, said the professor, that the Benedictine monks, through their devotional practices and their libraries, preserving what is valuable in Western Civilization. Then Allied B-17s bombed Monte Cassnio into rubble.

After the formal lectures, there was sometimes an opportunity for small groups to meet with the professor and to examine the slides in more detail. Once, he told us;

If we had been facing the 10th Mountain Division instead of the Polish Expeditionary Force, our fellow mountain soldiers [the Americans] would have known how to conquer us at Monte Cassino without destroying the monastery. They were mountain soldiers like us, after all, our comrades-in-arms. Rut m 1944, for some reason, General Eisenhower condemned them to endless training maneuvers called “the D-Series” back in America, leaving us to defend Kesselring’s Winter Position against the Poles and the Moroccan hill tribesmen of the French Expeditionary Force.

At the end of the lecture series, he added that there had been only one mountain fortification comparable to Monte Cassino. That was Adolf Hitler Eagle’s Nest, an impregnable mountain redoubt in the Bavarian Alps where Hitler had planned to make his final stand. But the 10th Mountain Division hadn’t taken the Eagle’s Nest either, he said. In 1945, hoping that Eisenhower and Churchill would understand Stalin’s postwar threat to Western Europe, we kept the Allied Fifth Army and the 10th Mountain Division bogged down in northern Italy. Our strategy failed. The Eagle’s Nest fell to the parachute troops of the 101st Airborne.

The Allies wasted men and matériel against both of these mountain positions, when we all should have been driving east against the real enemy. Against Stalin and the Red Army.

In 1964, the year before I first visited Germany, Pope Paul VI had rededicated a restored Monte Cassino. Pope John XXIII, author of Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth), was fresh in his grave. As the new war in Vietnam heated up, the new pope used the occasion of the rededication of Monte Cassino to proclaim St. Benedict as the patron saint of a peace-loving Europe.
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AGAINST
THEIR VANISHING

Says he has been shook over hell. . . . Sometimes he is raving and excited, at others melancholy. . . . Very peculiar and excentric [sic]. Flying from one Subject to another, and talking incoherently on all Subjects. . . . The subject of religion and his experiences in the army being paramount in his mind. . . . [He] thinks all his enemies should be in hell.

—INQUEST RECORD FOR AN INMATE, JASON ROBERTS
INDIANA HOSPITAL FOR THE INSANE, AFTER THE CIVIL WAR

Lying white and small on their stomachs with their heads thrust back to look up the hill toward the enemy, our advanced men looked like some little pack of wild things harrying a gigantic adversary. An Indian kid was in the lead. His skin looked dark against the snow.

It was an ideal winter day, with white cumulus clouds drifting close over the top of our ridge. It was hot out of the wind, cool and invigorating in it. The ridge was a dazzling white, a place removed spiritually and physically from the dark shades of the valley below us.

That day there seemed still romance left in war, with the deep blue of the sky, the white of snow and camouflage suits, the startling red of blood on the snow and the deep tans of hardened young men absorbed in battle. Our little conflict was so isolated from the usual confusion of battle that it was more like a private duel of snow gods than the usual terrestrial muck of manmade battles.

I remember my ineffective leadership, the nervous whine of my voice, the men fumbling and slow, the cold gray dawn. Finally, we were in position. . . . We had a beautiful view of Belvedere. And, I noted, Belvedere had a beautiful view of us.

—E. P. MOTLEY, FORWARD ARTILLERY OBSERVER
10TH MOUNTAIN DIVISION

Maybe all history is merely personal history. But I hope not. I hope that this memoir, my personal history as an Ice Crusader, or Cold Warrior, will help others see the mountainous way that leads from winter war to winter sport. Like the memoir of the 10th Mountain Division’s E. P. Motley, I hope my personal Ice Crusade will offer something in common to the reader. I hope that it will offer access to the 10th Mountain Division’s real legacy to us: a useable past. We Americans have always seen winter’s snows as liberating forces, as challenges against which we define ourselves. This is especially true insofar as our roots trace back to the mountains of New England or Europe.

Like any walk or ski in the mountains, the way to a useable past is not easy or straightforward. It is fraught with risk. In our time, when it is popular to disparage war and warriors, heroes and heroines, I propose a return to a more traditional path. The shape of this path is peculiar, for it is no more linear than time and memory are linear. Again, and again, it circles back upon itself, like the snow tracks of a predator in a winterscape, quartering its territory, searching for its prey, pursuer and pursued. Yet always the path returns to its source, to the mountains and to the 10th Mountain Division.

In 1992, at the ski town of Vail, Colorado, the 10th Mountain Division held a reunion celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of its founding. Two thousand people came to honor the men and women of the 10th. I was one of them. An old mountain soldier told me, “I was more proud to serve with those men than anything else I have done in my life.”

I thought he meant the 10th in general, but he pulled me up short. “No, I’m a Texan! I mean those damned Okies in my weapons unit. Those men could handle mules. And besides, they were more thoughtful and decent, and much better soldiers than the Pilgrims.” He meant the Dartmouth and Harvard boys, the Easterners like E. P. Motley. One of his biggest beefs was that the Pilgrims were always reading books during down times rather than joining in the common talk and joshing that helps soldiers pass the time.

This Texan told me that he never did learn to ski, because the Southerners in the 10th looked down on anyone who could ski or who tried to learn in his spare time. They felt that skiing made a man less of a soldier. And anyway, learning to ski would have meant working on Sundays. He remained a private for the whole war. He fought with the 10th the whole way, from Alaska to Yugoslavia. Even after all these years, he still blamed the Pilgrims for leaving all the division’s mules behind when the 10th finally shipped out for Italy in late 1944. “Those mules were better soldiers than most of the skiers in the division. I’ll never forgive them for that!”

One of the 10th’s Pilgrims, E. P. Motley, was wounded in combat on Mount Belvedere in the Apennine Mountains in northern Italy. In May 1945, as part of his recuperation, he traveled to the Brenner Pass area after the end of the fighting in Italy. In his own eyes, Motley may not have been much of a soldier, but he was a keen observer, a fine writer, and perhaps something of a racist, Nazi style. He knew what he owed to Ernest Hemingway. He wrote:

Here in northern Italy, the towns were clean and the people were blonde and handsome, even Aryan in appearance. “Here are true mountain folk,” we said. Unfortunately, the northern Italians showed a marked dislike for us, their sympathies obviously with the captured German forces. Many of these Italian women had married or lived with Germans or Austrians.

I was amazed at the quantity and quality of the German prisoners. They were obviously fresh and well-fed, many of them were superior mountain or Jäger troops.

After he recovered from his wound, Lieutenant Motley then rejoined the 10th, which had been hurried to the mountains of northeastern Italy to guard against a Communist invasion via Yugoslavia. He wrote: “All I understood was that we were going to see new mountain country, which proved to be spectacular. Great monoliths of rock towered over white specks of villages 3000 feet below. This was the country where the Austrians and Italians fought the mountain battles preceding Caporetto in World War I. Here was Hemingway’s setting for A Farewell to Arms.”

Like Ernest Hemingway, the 10th Mountain Division has become famous for being famous. Its veterans—gifted men such as Motley or David Brower—have a genius for self-promotion that is the envy of other units, especially in the Fifth Army, and among the Germans who faced the 10th in battle. Many men certainly did fight longer and harder than the 10th did. But I suspect that is not the point. In my own long pursuit of the 10th Mountain Division, I have gradually lost interest in knowing what really happened in Italy during World War II. I have learned to value the 10th’s storytelling abilities as much as its hotly contested military prowess. I have learned that the 10th’s unique talent for mythmaking generates vital lessons for Ice Crusaders, for Vietnam-cursed veterans of the Cold War like myself.

The Blizzard is the official publication of the 10th Mountain Division Association. As The Blizzard’s obituary notices for the veterans of the 10th grow longer and longer, it seems that I should protest against their vanishing, that I should try to make visible over time the values that the 10th has come to represent.

Such were my motivations in the fall of 1992, when I found myself with that garrulous Texan at one of the 10th’s endless reunions. In pursuit of times past, I went wandering within a cavernous white shell, feeling like a latecomer to a battle or a sporting event. So near and yet so far from the action that I might harrow hell, like a hero of old, like an Ice Crusader, seeking a holy land where there might be answers to these questions:

What led the Johnny-come-lately 10th Mountain Division to butcher itself in battle against the Germans fifty years ago in Italy?

What happens when sport and war, like good and evil, spill over into each other?

After the hot jungle war in Vietnam, after the hot desert war against Iraq, why should we care about mountain soldiers?

After the end of the Cold War against communism, why should we continue the Ice Crusades?

What does the 10th Mountain Division offer my forty million fellow Americans of German descent?

What holy land should an Ice Crusader prepare to fight for today, when postmodern historical revisionists seek to level all heights and depths?

What do the Ice Crusades offer to the millions who love winter sports?

Mountains! The answer is always in the mountains. Take it from Moses. Take it from the Swiss. Take it from the 10th Mountain Division. Take it from me. Always, it is the mountains!

My Ice Crusade, my personal pursuit of the holy land, began as the 10th Mountain Division engaged the German mountain soldiers in battle in winter 1945. At about that time, my mother bore me into a Colorado blizzard, en route to the hospital. And so I was not a postwar baby boomer but among the last of the war babies, among the first of the Cold Warriors. My father said that my first vision consisted not of my mother but of driving snow. Then my second vision involved skis, whose tips rested on the dashboard, separating Dad from my older sister, while a partially open rear window suspended the tails above my laboring mother. If the car slid off the icy road, Dad reasoned, they would ski to the hospital. I obliterated that possibility by sliding out early, always eager for first powder.

That I exist at all I owe to the 10th Mountain Division. In 1942, the U.S. Army in general and the 10th in particular rejected my father. They left him at home to beget Cold Warriors and to power the war effort against the Axis nations. The 10th was like a fraternity. A candidate needed an IQ of at least 115 and three letters of reference to qualify. These my father had, including a letter from a medical doctor who was also a ski buddy. But he didn’t have the heart to fool the army doctors. An adolescent bout with rheumatic fever had irreparably damaged his German-American heart but not his love for skiing, for shooting, and for mountains. When he recovered enough to face his doctors, they told him and his parents that he would die young of heart failure, but that his precarious time might lengthen if he were to lead a sedentary life at sea level. It was a family joke that, at sixteen, he immediately headed back to the hills, back to Highway 40 over Berthoud Pass, where he and his younger brother could take turns driving to the summit and skiing down the long avalanche chutes to their warm and waiting Model T.

I was born to lead, or at least to steer. As the oldest son, I learned to drive roads like Berthoud Pass by sitting behind my father in the family Ford on trips to the mountains. Sometimes, as we gained altitude, his heart would flutter to a stop. Wordlessly, he would pass out and slump over the steering wheel. My role was to reach over his shoulders, grab the wheel, and steer us to a stop, where we hoped we could revive him one more time. It was after one of these collapses that my father taught me to ski at a little family hill near Evergreen, Colorado, called Filius Park. As close as death always was, that was a good day.

A civil engineer, like his Austrian uncle, Harry Sallen, my father pursued his own Ice Crusades. Instead of dying in battle against his fellow Germans, he lived to serve Uncle Sam in another way. He lived to fill Colorado mountain valleys with bombproof dams and hydroelectric powerplants. Rivers like western Colorado’s Fryingpan (which drains the snowy backcountry between Aspen and Vail), he stopped dead in their tracks behind graceful arcs of steel and concrete. Then, Lazarus-like, his rivers rose at his command from their slackwater deathbeds. Mighty rivers turned about, and, following transmountain tunnels (such as Moffat Tunnel under Berthoud Pass), they flowed east under the Continental Divide to water the dry plains around ever-growing Denver.

There along the strip (today’s 1–25) from Fort Warren (near Cheyenne, Wyoming) to Fort Collins to Fort Carson to Pueblo, the federal government needed water to support its many military bases. These bases began humbly at Camp Carson, near Colorado Springs. Or at the Denver Federal Center (near 1–70, the highway to today’s ski country). The Federal Center had been a munitions plant during World War II, before its conversion to the headquarters for my father’s outfit, the proud and mighty United States Bureau of Reclamation.

From such modest beginnings, the federal presence in Colorado soared to the glory of the Air Force Academy, which opened its temporary doors in 1955 a few blocks from our home in east Denver, near Stapleton Airport, Buckley Naval Air Station, and Lowry Air Force Base. We who lived there were acutely aware that we lived at ground zero, primary targets in a nuclear exchange with the hated, feared Communists. While the first air force Cadets began to prepare themselves to fight the Cold War, architects with minds like engineers designed the Academy’s permanent home at the foot of the Rampart Range near Colorado Springs, not far from the 10th Mountain Division’s World War II training site further west into the mountains at Camp Hale.

Did my father regret not serving in World War II? Did he wish he could be a member of the 10th Mountain Division? He could ski. He could shoot. He could climb. He had a college degree. When the National Ski Patrol and the Sierra Club and the American Alpine Club began recruiting members for the 10th after Pearl Harbor, any two of those qualifications would have gotten you in—along with those letters of recommendation. At its birth, the 10th was intended as a fraternity or guild of America’s winter sports elite, a gung-ho, mountain version of Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders from the Spanish-American War. Teddy Roosevelt’s father had dodged the draft during the American Civil War. TR spent a good deal of his life making up for that. Camp Hale, where the 10th was finally based, was named after Major General Irving Hale, who fought for Roosevelt with the 1st Colorado Regiment of U.S. Volunteers and who then went on to found the VFW—the Veterans of Foreign Wars.

Before the turn of the century, about the time the Rough Riders were making Cuba safe for the generation of sportsmen led by Ernest Hemingway, my paternal grandfather left Germany to avoid the Kaiser’s draft. Like empire builders everywhere, the Kaiser needed riflemen. My grandfather was not against rifles. He was a Prussian, after all! Nor did he frown on empires or empire builders. He just thought the Kaiser had entered the empire-building game too late to seize any land worthwhile—meaning any territory blessed with real mountains. Starting as a barrel maker in Chicago, my grandfather heard about the empire abuilding in Colorado, where a stroke of Teddy Roosevelt’s presidential pen could create a Bureau of Reclamation to dam the rivers and a Forest Service to manage the mountains.

Always good with wood, Georg (later George) Wolf brought with him from Germany a pair of handmade bent-willow-and-rawhide snowshoes (which hang on my wall to this day), a pair of handmade hickory skis, a hunting rifle, and a shotgun with a blackcherry stock. When he had saved enough money, he rode the train from Chicago to Denver, where he saw the Colorado Rocky Mountains for the first time. He knew he was in the right place. He got a job as a policeman, married an Austrian woman, Catholic to Catholic—as people did in those times. And whenever he could, for the next half century, he took his sons with him to the play at war in the mountains.

Born in 1870, my grandfather was too old for service in World War I. But his new wife’s brothers were not. They served, while my grandfather, now Captain George Wolf, kept order at home in east Denver out on the dry and (then) treeless plains that stretch from City Park east through the neighborhoods of Park Hill and Montclair to the little hill adorned even today by Richthofen Castle, which was Denver’s easternmost border in those times. My father was born in 1914, the first year of World War I—and named “William” for the German Kaiser Wilhelm himself—before anyone in our family dreamed that the United States would end up fighting alongside Russia against Germany rather than alongside Germany against Russia.

Such ironies continued during World War II, when my father aided the war effort by designing military bases. One of these was Camp Hale. The army started acquiring the land that would become Camp Hale in 1938, about the time it abandoned plans to send ski troopers south to Great Sand Dunes National Monument, on the west face of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains near the Colorado—New Mexico border. There, the army had maintained, such mountain troopers as might be needed would get perfectly adequate, year-round ski training on the 700-foot-high sand dunes, America’s tallest.

Meanwhile, back at the future site for Camp Hale, it seems that the army needed someone to take the Eagle River and straighten it out. The reborn Eagle would run through the camp in an orderly fashion, making room for 14,000 soldiers, 3,200 mules and horses, a sizable canine corps, 21 streets, 1,022 buildings, a highway, and a railroad.
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CAMP HALE CA, 1943–44

Denver Public Library, Western History Department

Later, on weekend leave from Camp Hale, some members of the 10th skied through the backcountry to Aspen, where they vowed to return if they survived the war. Others explored the remote, narrow valley where today’s 1–70 and Vail exist cheek by jowl. Similarly adventurous, some of the 10th’s Pilgrims would drive down from austere Camp Hale to Denver’s swankiest hotel, the Brown Palace, where Colorado’s empire builders have always congregated. There the Pilgrims would drink through the day to prepare themselves for their assault on the night. When the lights came on, they would wow the local belles, yodeling while belaying each other on climbing ropes and bedsheets from the upper floors that encircle the venerable Brown Palace’s spectacular atrium. Thus began another tradition associated with the 10th Mountain Division. While they swung from the chandeliers, there was a war on. Some earnest people did not approve. Then, as now, some people despise the 10th’s fun-hog air, its insatiable appetite for self-advertisement, its strong emotional kinship with today’s snowboarders.

In addition to me and Camp Hale, another of my father’s war efforts was a naval base back in Virginia, where my older sister was born. When the 10th Mountain Division finally shipped out from Camp Patrick Henry, Virginia, for the war in Italy, my father was there to see them off. Then he returned home to Colorado, where his dying father lived long enough to see me arrive, long enough to know that the 10th had finally faced and fought the German mountain soldiers with distinction. My grandfather would have liked what Generalfeldmarschall (General Field Marshal) Albrecht Kesselring would write in his memoirs about the end of the war in Italy: “To my surprise—in deep snow—the remarkably good American 10th Mountain Division launched an attack . . . which might imperil our whole operational plan for the spring.”

So I grew up breathing Uncle Sam’s power, playing at being a mountain soldier: skiing, snowshoeing, hiking, riding, fishing, and hunting the thoroughly dammed, railroaded, camped, tunneled, and highwayed Colorado mountains. To those same mountains, true to their oath, veterans of the 10th Mountain Division had returned from the war to found major ski resorts like Aspen and Vail with the eager assistance of Uncle Sam’s Forest Service. So stories like the 10th’s night assault on the crevasses and couloirs of the Brown Palace were food and drink to me. Like the engineers of my family, these soldier-skiers were heroes to me in a world where mountains were the holy land—the one thing worth defending. Like the Swiss Army, my boyhood sense of the defensible never even considered plains-bound, Kansas-like Denver. Only heavily fortified mountains would ever count.

I also grew up into a world where the scale of warfare changed overnight, in 1945, from mountain combat I could personally re-enact to a thermonuclear holocaust no one could even imagine. Every boy has to hate someone. It happens. During those post–World War II years, the features of my enemy gradually clarified into implacable Josef Stalin, erecting the Iron Curtain, ordering the blockade of Berlin, grinding and crushing occupied Prussia and Austria under his steel heel, infuriated to find a revitalized German army blocking his way to the Rhine, crazed by the news that West German, Italian, French, Austrian, and Swiss mountain troopers were honeycombing the Alps with nuke-proof defenses.

One of my first memories is of Stalin deepening the chill of the Cold War when the Communists exploded their own version of our Fat Boy, in August 1949. They called their atomic bomb “Joe 1.” That stuck with me. (The “Joseph” of my middle name honors Austrian Kaiser Franz Josef, not Stalin.) Who would save us from this terrible Uncle Joe? General and now President Eisenhower had won World War II. But how could he win the Cold War? How could he deal not just with Stalin but with the Chinese Communists? How could he deal with the Cold War confusion and uncertainty of Korea?

Meanwhile, after my initiation at Filius Park, where there were no lifts and we climbed for our runs, my father continued to teach me to ski on groomed slopes under the supervision of 10th Mountain veterans who were serving as ski instructors. We started on wooden skis, snowplowing and stem christying at a little area called Cooper Hill (now Ski Cooper), located above Camp Hale, on the way up Tennessee Pass, where the 10th Mountain Memorial stands. Then we graduated to Aspen, Winter Park, Loveland Basin, Arapaho Basin, and finally to the open, ungroomed powder slopes leading from high-altitude highways like U.S. 6 over Loveland Pass, or U.S. 40 over Berthoud Pass. I grew up thinking of sisters as “The Seven Sisters,” the line of avalanches that threaten travelers along U.S. 6 as it climbs above Loveland Basin.

On the ski slopes, on the lifts, in the warming huts, I acquired a special set of uncles: talkative 10th Mountain veterans clad in snow-white, still hewing powerful, arcing turns through the powder atop their massive, white wooden skis, much as one might bring about a battleship beset by heavy seas. Forever locked in tournament-like combat with German ski soldiers, they told and retold their story of the private duel of the snow gods.

And so I learned both storytelling and skiing from the snow gods themselves. I learned that three veterans of the 10th (Dev Jennings, Steve Knowlton, and Gordy Wren) competed at the 1948 Winter Olympics at St. Moritz, Switzerland. (Wrenn took fourth in the ski jump—the highest finish ever for an American.) Such people told me the legends of the 10th Mountain Division firsthand. Since then, I’ve read the official histories of the 10th. But that’s not how I remember their heroism. You won’t get religion from reading the Bible. From the beginning, the 10th Mountain Division has painstakingly created its own legions of believers.

They had some help. My father’s leather reading chair sat next to a set of Winston Churchill’s multivolume History of the Second World War. Sitting there reading while my father was at work, I learned that Churchill alone had foreseen the monster Stalin would become after the war. Early on, Churchill alone had wanted to use the 10th to invade the eastern edge of the German empire through the mountains of Greece or through the Balkans. Churchill alone knew of the quick victories won in Crete by German mountain troopers, who engaged in the last chivalric act of World War II—they let their defeated Greek opponents keep their swords. Churchill alone had prophesied that Stalin would draw an Iron Curtain through the heart of Europe. In 1945, Churchill alone had felt the icy weight, as Uncle Joe’s Iron Curtain slammed down over an eastern Europe (including Austria and Prussia!) that the Allies could have kept free if they had used their mountain troops as well as the Germans used theirs—against the Communists. From my father’s Churchill, I learned to hate the Russians because they were Communists. Churchill alone had been there. Churchill alone knew the meaning of Communist tyranny. Churchill alone knew what had really happened. Or so it seemed.

Dwight Eisenhower was the president of my boyhood. I wondered, what had he thought of the 10th Mountain Division? When the Allies were considering opening the Western Front, General George Marshall was in charge of things at home in the United States. He offered the pampered, lightly armed 10th to Eisenhower. Flatlander and Kansan, Ike called them “playboys,” and said he wouldn’t know what to do with them. He preferred the 101st Airborne. He preferred a battering ram like General George Smith Patton, Jr., who understood the West Point war of force: massed troops, heavy artillery, and, finally, heavy tanks. What would a Jayhawk like Ike want with the lightly armed 10th, with its mules and all its specialized equipment? Like most U.S. military commanders since our Civil War, Ike fought and thought in the style of General Ulysses S. Grant: overwhelm the enemy with manpower, firepower—and willpower.

From Churchill I also learned that after the Allied landing at Normandy in June 1944, Hitler inexplicably ordered General Kesselring to redouble his efforts to defend Italy (the third front in the war) at all costs against the Allied armies. Starting in rocky Sicily in 1943, the Allies had spent years slowly fighting their way up through the mountain chains that render the Italian peninsula defensible against invaders. Both sides suffered astonishing losses at the Benedictine monastery of Monte Cassino. Both Churchill and General Marshall believed that the war in Italy would have changed considerably had the 10th been available at Monte Cassino and elsewhere in mountainous southern Italy.

Up to 1944, few besides Hitler considered the Italian front important, except as a diversion from the real action in France and in Russia. To the German High Command’s dismay and astonishment, however, Hitler countered the fall of his ally, Benito Mussolini, by transferring from the Russian front to the Italian front the remnants of four divisions of German mountain soldiers.

By August of 1944, the German General Kesselring had retreated north of the Arno River, blowing up some of the Florentine riverfront to help create a delaying defensive line against the advancing Allies. Then Kesselring took refuge in the Apennine Mountains to the north of the river, where his troops dug in to await the fabled 10th Mountain Division, known to German intelligence chiefly through its own self-promotion, but also through many movies, including Warner Brothers’ I Love a Soldier, starring Paulette Goddard and Sonny Tufts.

Bisecting northern Italy and running through the Apennine Mountains, Kesselring’s Gothic Line formed the last German defensive position before the Po Valley, where prosperous farms and heavy industry might feed and supply Germany long enough to negotiate a conditional surrender and reasonable peace terms with the Allies. With their crack mountain troops closer to home, some Germans in Italy thought they divined their country’s salvation in Hitler’s madness. They were Roman Catholics. Grasping at straws blown their way from the cryptic wartime papacy of Pius XII, they baled this chaff into the illusion that they could save themselves from the vengeance of the Red Army by assassinating Hitler and then striking a deal with the Western Allies, especially Churchill, against every Christian’s common enemy, the godless Communists.

From a Colorado boy’s point of view, the plot then considerably thickened. Here is the way I half-perceived, half-created the continuing history of the 10th Mountain division.

High in the Colorado Rockies, a not-so secret weapon readied itself to end the war. Not through a nuclear holocaust, but through the Germans’ own blitzing tactics: swift, ski-borne iron fists. After training at home from 1942–1944 (and fighting briefly against Japanese phantoms at Kiska in the Aleutian Islands west of Alaska), the barely bloodied 10th Mountain Division strained for the chance to engage German mountain troops in the picturesque, tournament-like setting overlooking Florence, where a watching world would appreciate the friezelike pomp and majesty, the pageantry and the chivalry of sporting men engaged in mountain warfare—the private duel of the snow gods.

Once through the obstacle of the Apennines, once across the Po Valley, America’s fleet mountain troops longed to penetrate the Alps via the Brenner Pass, following in reverse the route Hannibal’s war elephants had trod in their winter assault on the Romans in 218 B.C. Once over the pass, their way would be open to capturing or killing Hitler himself. Only specially trained mountain troops could even consider such a task. Everyone knew that Hitler had vowed a fight to the death in the Eagle’s Nest, his impregnable mountain redoubt in the Bavarian Alps.

Few people knew about our own Fat Boy, one of America’s atomic weapons, gestating under the cottonwoods in the remote Jemez Mountains of New Mexico, overlooking the Rio Grande. Few knew that Hitler had abandoned his own nuclear development program in favor of weapons of terror like long range V-1 and V-2 rockets, the ancestors of today’s intercontinental ballistic missiles. Fewer still believed that America would use nuclear weapons against Europeans (Communists perhaps excepted). No bomb could level the Alps. It would take America’s other secret weapon, the 10th Mountain Division, to dig a defiant hedgehog of a Hitler out of his final den, to topple the Eagle’s Nest.

With the 10th far away in America, General Kesselring had already earned Allied respect for his stubborn defense of his famous and mountainous Winter Position in 1943–1944. His Allied counterpart was General Mark Clark. Known as “the American Eagle,” Clark struck warlike presidential poses and peered far ahead to postwar political battles with Eisenhower and perhaps with Patton.

Acting on a tip from General Marshall, Clark had a new commandant, General George Hays, assigned to the demoralized 10th, then roasting in a new kind of hell at hot, humid Camp Swift, Texas, where it was rumored that the army would turn its bastard child, the expensive, experimental 10th, into an ordinary, mechanized, flatlander infantry division.

General Hays had served in Italy during the battle for Monte Cassino. He had commanded an artillery division on D-Day at Omaha Beach. He was fresh from fighting his way across France. Like a savvy athletic coach, he gathered the disheartened, overtrained 10th together into a huddle. As a veteran of the 10th later remembered, “It was most inspiring for all of us because he gave a picture of war which most people hadn’t heard—that war was an exciting thing. He said we would look back on it as one of the greatest things that ever happened to us.”

[image: Image]

PANORAMA OF RIVA RIDGE, THE 10TH MOUNTAIN DIVISION’S FIRST MAJOR BATTLE OBJECTIVE

Denver Public Library, Western History Department

Late in 1944, Mark Clark, the American Eagle, plucked the 10th’s men out of their endless hell of training and shipped them to Italy. He ordered General Hays to smash the Gothic Line by taking 3,800-foot Mount Belvedere and its outlying subpeaks. One of these, out to the west, is Riva Ridge. Part of the 10th’s purely technical challenge was to find a way up the stratified cliffs and ice-glazed slopes of this snowbound spine. Steep on one side only, like so much of the Apennines, three-and-a-half-mile-long Riva Ridge gentles out to its north. There the Germans had dug-in artillery positions. There German mountain troops from the 51st Mountain Corps, including the Bavarians of the Fourth (Edelweiss) Mountain Battalion, had stymied all attacks by conventional Allied troops. To everyone’s intense frustration, the Germans, commanded by General der Gebirgstruppen Valentin Feuerstein, stubbornly controlled the overhang, where they could direct artillery fire on anyone approaching from the valley below or attempting to flank the ridge and assault Monte Belvedere itself.

OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781461706236.jpg
CE

cRUbADERs

TOM WOI.F

N
4 .

A MEMOIR OF COLD AR AND COLD SPORT





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Roberts Rinehart Publishers
‘Boulder Colorado





