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To Ellen, Cloe, and Cecily.

And to my father who, like the men of the 10th Mountain Division, modestly downplays his contributions in World War II.


We conquer men and mountains.

—Motto of the 87th Regiment, 10th Mountain Division

Higher.

—Motto of the 86th Regiment, 10th Mountain Division

Always Forward.

—Motto of the 85th Regiment, 10th Mountain Division



Prologue


John Jennings, a twenty-one-year-old infantryman with the 87th Regiment of the 10th Mountain Division, steadied his ski and slipped one leather boot between the toe irons. In the darkness, he felt for the cable loop and positioned it around his heel. Then he snapped the forward throw closed—a familiar, comforting sound—locking his boot to the ski. Kneeling, he repeated the process with the other boot and binding. It was January 1945. Snow coated the cobblestone streets of Vidiciatico, a medieval farming village in Italy’s Northern Apennine Mountains. A few miles to the north, the German army had dug in for the winter along a series of high ridges, forming a defensive shield that U.S. Army mapmakers dubbed the Winter Line.

The hills here reminded Jennings of the hills around Hanover, New Hampshire, where he had completed three semesters at Dartmouth College before reporting to the Army in February 1943. Monte Belvedere, the mountain directly in front of Vidiciatico, sloped up gradually to a long, whaleback ridge at 3,800 feet. Sharp ravines etched the mountain face in a few places, but most of the ground was cultivated in a patchwork of tilted fields and hedgerows, woods and orchards nearly to the top. Now, of course, the fields lay dormant under a thin, midwinter snowpack. Lit by a partial moon, individual crystals sparkled between the shadows. It was the kind of night that Jennings would have considered beautiful back home in Massachusetts. It was beautiful, in spite of the deadly game he was playing.

Jennings’s ten-man patrol would have to maneuver, at least part of the night, in the open, and so they wore their camouflage “whites,” knee-length poplin anoraks, over their olive-drab uniforms. Their skis were painted white too, as were the bamboo shafts of their ski poles and the camo-white pack covers. A lot of their gear, though, developed specifically for the 10th Mountain Division during its training in Colorado, had not made the crossing to Italy. Or if it had, not much of it had been delivered to the front lines. The soldiers missed their lug-soled mountain boots and their custom mountain rucksacks. They didn’t have their white pants or their white canvas gaiters to keep snow out of their boots. Their high-peaked, four-man mountain tents were nowhere to be seen, and instead of cozy, double-down sleeping bags the soldiers huddled under thin army blankets. Fortunately, most of them were billeted indoors, out of sight of German observation, in nearby barns and farmhouses. The supply sergeant who had brought the skis and anoraks up from Florence couldn’t find any climbing wax, so Jennings and the patrol had “borrowed” candles from Italian families and rubbed candle wax onto their ski bases instead. At midnight, they slipped out of Vidiciatico toward Belvedere. It felt good, Jennings thought to himself, to have the boards on his feet again.

At Dartmouth he’d been a four-event man—jumping, cross-country, downhill, and slalom. But his first choice following Pearl Harbor had not been the Army’s newly formed ski troops. He had wanted to join the Navy. His mother’s family came from the Vermont side of Lake Champlain, near where the Battle of Plattsburgh was fought during the War of 1812. Relatives told stories about the British invaders sailing down the lake from Canada raiding farms along the way only to be defeated in the decisive naval battle off Plattsburgh. The smaller American fleet won with stunning certainty, thus preventing the invasion of New York via the Hudson River valley. Sailing held the real romance for Jennings. But the Navy wouldn’t take him because he wore glasses. As his second choice, he volunteered for the 10th Mountain Division. “At least,” his father reasoned, wrongly, as it happened, “you won’t be sent overseas.”

The patrol skied in silence, single-file through moonlit stands of leafless oak and chestnut trees. Warm days and freezing nights had left an icy crust on the snow surface. It supported the skiers’ weight most of the time. Now and then, the crust collapsed, and their skis broke through, knee-deep, into the sugary hollow below. Without skis, it would not have been possible to go even a hundred yards; a man on foot would simply flounder. Jennings labored under the extra weight of a Browning Automatic Rifle, a heavy though effective relic of World War I. Its firepower lay somewhere between that of a machine gun, which would have been too cumbersome for one man to ski with, and the standard-issue M-1 rifle. It took a twenty-round clip and could fire singly or in automatic bursts. Still, the BAR weighed twenty pounds, more than double the heft of the M-1, and Jennings also lugged twenty pounds of .30-caliber ammunition on his belt.

Because of the weight, Jennings broke through more often than the riflemen did. It took more energy to free his ski tips and climb back to the surface, but he was a strong kid and a good skier. He’d grown early, to six feet and 175 pounds while still in high school at Cushing Academy. His 1939 football team went undefeated and untied as New England prep school champs, and as a member of Cushing’s traveling ski team, he had competed on the boards for years. At Camp Hale, Jennings’s skills had led him into the elite Mountain Training Group, or MTG, with the men who designed and taught the courses in skiing and mountaineering, the ones who led the training missions onto the rocks and snow. Jennings thought back now to those halcyon days in Colorado. The war hadn’t seemed quite real then, and it still didn’t—not at the deepest gut level. The 10th had been on the line only a few days. Except for the patrols, there hadn’t been much to do but stay hidden and keep warm. Jennings had not squeezed off even one shot with the BAR.

For three hours the squad zigzagged uphill toward its objective on Belvedere’s west flank. The goal was an abandoned farm near the ridgeline. Were there Germans there? If so, how many? Did it look as if they’d occupied the place for a while? Were they dug in to defend or just passing through? The goal was not to fight any German soldiers they might find there, or win territory. Neither side was attempting, at this point in the winter, to gain ground. The cold and snow, the inability to move vehicles and artillery, had locked both sides into an uneasy stalemate. Still, both sides sent patrols across the line nearly every night, to probe, to learn what they could, and if they happened to get lucky, to bring back a prisoner for interrogation.

Most patrols never fired a shot. Medic Bud Lovett joined a predawn ski patrol west of Belvedere outside the town of Bagni di Lucca. The squad skied quietly uphill until sometime after sunrise, when they spotted a lone German in camouflage whites standing on a connecting ridge. The patrol’s orders included bringing back prisoners if possible, so the squad leader called out for the trooper to halt, put his hands on his head, and “come in.” A beat elapsed. Then another. Then the German jumped his skis 90 degrees into the fall line and schussed straight down the steep slope in front of him—“like going down Tuckerman’s,” Lovett thought. “He was some skier.” So impressed were the Americans that no one even thought to take a shot at him as he fled.

When Jennings’s squad found the farmhouse, the officer in charge spread the men out in the field below it. Jennings was to set up his BAR on a haystack and provide cover while two scouts moved forward toward the buildings. Jennings wondered why. From where he crouched, he could hear Germans talking and digging in the rocky ground, digging a machine-gun placement perhaps. The Americans should get out now, before it got too light. They were right under the enemy’s nose, and in full daylight they would surely be spotted.

The eastern sky brightened. Shadows sharpened as the snow took on a dawn glow. Seconds felt like minutes. And minutes stretched too far in both directions, into memory and fear. “Why is it taking so long?” Jennings thought. “We’re not going to be able to take a prisoner in broad daylight. We’re way out in the open here. No trees for hundreds of feet below the meadow. No cover. If the enemy has even one machine gun . . . Why don’t they hurry up?” Jennings, a private first class, was not in charge. All he could do was shift his feet—skis attached—to a slightly more comfortable position under him, and wait. He hadn’t exactly volunteered for these patrols. The S2 (intelligence officer) for the 2nd Battalion had spotted him in Vidiciatico, knew him to be a Dartmouth skier and MTG guy, and “volunteered” him for these night patrols. He hadn’t minded the duty until now. The skiing with heavy packs, that was okay—they’d trained for that—but this agonizing waiting . . .

When the scouts finally scrambled back, the sun was nearly up. Jennings flung the BAR on his back and pushed off down the hill, skating and poling as fast as he could. All ten squad members raced through the growing light for the trees at the base of the meadow, certain that the enemy at their backs had spotted them. Jennings fought for balance on the collapsing crust. Climbing slowly uphill through tricky snow was one thing; this high-speed flight was quite another. The weight of the BAR threatened constantly to pitch him on his face. Now they were in the first small trees, just sticks really, dodging left and right around them. “This has got to be the hardest slalom I’ve ever raced,” Jennings thought. And then he saw the machine-gun fire kicking up puffs of snow on either side of him. They had been discovered.

The bullets swept the snow in a predictable geometry a few feet behind the fleeing Americans. If any one of the patrol were to fall, he would surely be raked where he lay. Out of the corners of his eyes, Jennings checked the others flying as he was over the snow, all still upright, skiing for their lives.

Legs pumping, skis singing with the speed, Jennings and his BAR dodged the last scrub oak into the clear, out of sight from above. They’d made it. They were free now to coast back down their ascent track, almost as if they were out for a casual ski tour in the Berkshires, say, or the Adirondacks, back to the safety of the line—and what awaited them next.



CHAPTER 1:


Minnie’s Ski Troops

The idea for America’s first and only Army mountain division grew out of a conversation before the fire at Johnny Seesaw’s, a one-time roadhouse turned ski lodge near Manchester, Vermont.

February 1940 was a bitter month in the Green Mountains. Storms swirled down from the Arctic whipping snow into drifts six feet high. Travel was dicey on slick roads, and the cold tested even hardy New Englanders. Still, skiers up from the cities, from Boston and New York and points south, soldiered up and down the trails at nearby Bromley Mountain. There was but one lift then, a rope tow with a turn in the middle that threw many an unwary rider. Gloved hands strained to grip the heavy rope. Snow from the swirling sky, and from the occasional fall, plastered wool jackets and blowsy gabardine pants, penetrated inside goggles and knit caps. After three or four runs, it was generally time to head for shelter.

Following one particularly bracing session on the hill, four ski friends gathered in Johnny Seesaw’s common room to warm their outsides before the fire and their insides with a hot rum or two. Looking back, each member of the quartet could legitimately be called a founding father of the new sport of skiing in America, though they probably wouldn’t have described themselves that way; downhill skiing was simply too new, and their passions had yet to gain the perspective of history. First among equals was Roger Langley of Boston, president of the National Ski Association. The NSA organized and sanctioned amateur ski competitions going back to the late 1800s—first jumping, when that was the only form of competitive skiing, and then, beginning in 1933, alpine (or downhill) competitions as well. The NSA staged the national championships and selected U.S. Olympic team members. As president, Langley influenced everything from competition rules to the public face of American ski racing.

Second before the fire, Harvard University grad Robert Livermore had raced for the United States at the first Winter Olympics to include alpine skiing, at Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, in 1936. Next to him sat Alex Bright, the leader of an influential Boston ski club and, at forty-something, considered the dean of American downhillers. And finally, there was Charles Minot “Minnie” Dole, a Connecticut insurance executive and enthusiastic amateur skier who had just organized the country’s first volunteer ski patrols, known collectively as the National Ski Patrol System.

Talk turned, as it did in countless living rooms that winter, to the Russo-Finnish war. Pearl Harbor was still almost two years away. Isolationist America was not at war and not at all sure that it would be drawn again, so soon after “the war to end all wars,” into conflict in Europe. But the topic pressed inevitably into conversation, fueled by radio and newspaper accounts, and by the movie news-reels. Beginning in October, the newsreels had given graphic immediacy to Hitler’s blitzkrieg through the Polish army and the shocking partition of Poland by the Nazis and the Soviets. Soon the Russians had also occupied Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, and were pressuring the Finns for access to ice-free ports on the Gulf of Finland.

The Finns said no. On November 29, 1939, with no formal declaration of war, a massive Soviet force of seventy divisions and over a thousand tanks invaded from the south and east. But instead of the expected walkover, the Soviets met determined and surprisingly successful resistance from the tiny Finnish defense force. At the time of the invasion, the Finnish army consisted of perhaps thirty thousand men, the equivalent of three small divisions, with a few antique tanks and aircraft. By the time the so-called Winter War ended, Finnish troop numbers had jumped to two hundred thousand, but the Soviets deployed nearly a million men and vastly out-gunned their northern neighbors. And still the Finns managed to stymie the lumbering Russian columns.

They did this with stealth raids on skis. They used the climate and the terrain to their advantage, as do guerilla fighters everywhere. In a landscape dominated by countless snow-covered lakes, thick woods, and very few roads, the heavily mechanized Soviets were forced to advance in long, vulnerable lines over the established roadways. Rather than sit back in defensive positions, the Finns went on the offensive. Well camouflaged in head-to-toe white uniforms, they streamed out of the woods on skis, cut the Soviet columns from the sides, as if snipping a ribbon, and then, with cold and hunger weakening the invaders, proceeded over days to destroy the isolated pockets one by one. The Russians, in ill-conceived khaki and mostly without skis, were powerless to outmaneuver their assailants. The few Russians who were equipped with skis didn’t know how to use them. Finnish troops found how-to skiing manuals on many a body sprawled in the bloodstained snow.

In the early weeks of the war, Finnish victories all out of proportion to their numbers netted more captured materiel than the country’s small industrial base could possibly have manufactured. Again and again, the Finns appeared from out of the forest, wreaked havoc on the enemy’s flanks, and melted back into the trees, hauling their wounded on ski sleds. Light artillery was likewise moved around by horse-drawn sleigh. Victories at Suomussalmi and Tolvajärvi in December destroyed most of two Soviet divisions and forced the once-haughty Russians to rethink the whole affair. The Finns knew how to live in the snow, how to conceal sparks from their stoves and how to stay warm in tents and snow caves through nights that reached 60 degrees below zero. The Russians, by contrast, slept in freezing metal sheds and huddled around bonfires in the open air, which made them easy targets for Finnish snipers. Soviet commanders asked for and did finally receive a brigade of ski troopers from Siberia, but these men were accustomed to fighting out in the open. The entire brigade skied out onto a frozen lake and was gunned down by unseen riflemen in the trees.

The Finns held out for three months, but in the end, the huge Soviet advantage in artillery and air power—and the coming of the spring thaw—finally bludgeoned the Finns into acceding. On March 13, the Russians got the territory they wanted on the Karelian Isthmus and a leased naval base at the mouth of the Baltic Sea. But the adventure had cost the Russians dearly: fifty thousand dead and three times that many wounded. And the damage to Soviet military prestige was even more devastating. The mighty Red Army had been embarrassed by the scrappy, resourceful Finns, and this fact would contribute to Hitler’s decision in 1941 to take on what he perceived to be a weak Soviet military. Western news organizations loved the Winter War: It was a classic underdog tale, the heroes vastly outnumbered but fighting with guile and success far greater than anyone could have expected—a kind of updated, snowy version of the Battle of Bunker Hill. What’s more, the fighting was photogenic. Camera crews sent back dramatic footage of the white-coated good guys and the swift grace of their running on skis.

Dole and company not only admired what the Finns were doing in February 1940, they also wondered aloud if there might not be an important lesson there. The Finnish resistance was “a perfect example,” Minnie wrote later in Birth Pains of the 10th Mountain Division, “of men fighting in an environment with which they were entirely at home and for which they were trained.” What if Germany decided to invade North America? Would we be able to defend our northern border? In winter? In a winter like the one raging outside that very night?

There had been no firm indication that Hitler’s territorial ambitions extended across the Atlantic. But American paranoia, following two decades of isolationism, ran wild, and not without justification. German U-boats were sinking merchant ships bound for England. There were documented cases of Nazi-inspired sabotage and propaganda here at home. The publication in 1939 of Nazi Spies in America, by FBI agent Leon Turrou, caused a near panic, especially in New York. Turrou claimed that evidence gained through the use of a lie detector, a new technology (not yet discredited), proved the German-American Volksbund, a cultural organization based in New York, was actually a front for a Nazi spy ring. In a January 1939 article for the Charlotte News, the writer W. J. Cash enumerated what most Americans believed to be true, that “the Nazis do have an extended chain of spies scattered throughout this country, in shipyards, in ammunition plants, in key industrial spots, in air bases, in the army and navy—all busily engaged in stealing and smuggling out information designed to give the high command in Berlin a complete picture of our readiness for war and our points best open to attack.”

Would Germany attack? Hitler’s dream of Lebensraum, of “living space” for a pure Aryan race beyond the borders of the Fatherland, had always pointed east to the fertile plains of the Ukraine. And he seemed to be moving in that direction with the Anschluss, the forced merger with Austria in 1938, and then the annexation of Czechoslovakia and the rout of Poland a year later. But what if Hitler’s armies were simply unstoppable and his appetite grew for dominion beyond Europe?

Minnie Dole and friends certainly wouldn’t have been alone if they had engaged in a bit of speculation, a round of fireside “what-if?” What if England and her still-vast empire were forced somehow to surrender to the Nazis? In 1940 the British navy still ruled the waves, but her army and air forces, purposely small and reeling from the horrors of 1914 –18, were not up to challenging a continental German war machine that had been modernizing for half a decade. What if England were to fall and, along with her, our massive neighbor to the north?

If Hitler could use Canada as a staging area, surely the United States would face a daunting threat. Minnie Dole knew his history and his geography. All four New Englanders at Johnny Seesaw’s that night knew that an invasion route from Montreal south held real strategic promise. It had happened before. British and French troops fought up and down the Champlain Valley during the French and Indian War, some of the time on snowshoes. The British had raided down the broad valley separating Vermont and New York as far south as Fort Ticonderoga during the American War of Independence. And then barely thirty years later, they tried it again before they were stopped at the Battle of Plattsburgh. Had the redcoats not been defeated there, they would have had a straight shot at Albany and the Hudson River. A quick thrust down the Hudson would have brought them to New York City, effectively severing the Northeast from the rest of the nation. “What chance would we have today of defending against such an attack,” the skiers wondered aloud, “especially in winter in mountainous New England?”

Not much, they concluded. Particularly against Germany’s Jaegers, Hitler’s mountain troops. The Reich counted three specially trained mountain divisions at the beginning of the war and would add as many as eleven more as fighting spread into Scandinavia, the Balkans, and the Carpathians. All three original mountain divisions had contributed to the “lightning war” in Poland the previous autumn. The United States had no troops trained and equipped for either vertical landscapes or cold weather. Our most recent conflicts abroad had been in Cuba and the Philippines, and almost all of our training facilities were in the Deep South, Hawaii, and Panama. The U.S. Army, small and underequipped as it was, was a tropical army. The most recent military study to be found on equipment for winter warfare had come out of Alaska and was dated 1914. It included advice on the proper use of the polar bear harpoon.

Dole and Langley decided that evening at Johnny Seesaw’s to write the War Department and offer the services of their respective organizations in the nation’s defense. The premise was rather vague, but Dole in particular had something valuable to offer. The National Ski Patrol System had in slightly more than a year become a grassroots network of some three thousand members—all hearty outdoorsmen and women—spread across the nation’s northern tier. Ski patrollers might help map the northern frontier or train Army draftees in skiing technique. Or the patrol itself might be organized into volunteer units that could later be incorporated into the Army. The National Ski Association, for its part, might serve as a clearing-house for mountaineering information. Actually, neither Dole nor Langley knew exactly how they might be of use. The point was to make the case for winter-ready troops. And in Dole’s case, that plea would soon become an obsession.

The reply to Dole and Langley’s first letter, which arrived later that spring signed by an underling, was in Dole’s words little more than “polite derision”—“The Secretary of War has instructed me to thank you . . .” and so on. The officer wrote that his department fielded every sort of wacky if well-intentioned offer, including one from a man who claimed he had invented bullets that shot around corners.

Minnie Dole refused to be discouraged. Born in 1900, he had grown into a soft-faced man with a high forehead and studious wire rims who was partial to silk ascots and a walnut burl pipe. But regardless of his gentle exterior, Dole could be imperious; he was a patrician by birth and temperament, a man used to getting his way. The only other circumstances in his life that had similarly thwarted his will had also had to do with war. At seventeen, when the United States entered World War I, he tried to enlist in the ambulance corps, but his father had refused to give his permission. Minnie was “sick with frustration” when he heard the battle stories of former classmates fighting in France. As soon as he turned eighteen, he applied to Officer Training School but arrived at Fort Lee, Virginia, to the wailing of sirens and the cheering of cadets who had just heard news of the Armistice.

The National Ski Patrol was born out of Minnie’s personal response to two skiing accidents. The first occurred on New Year’s Day 1937, in Stowe, Vermont, when Dole fell awkwardly in tricky wet snow and heard bones in his ankle snap. There were no trained ski patrolmen on the mountain in those days, no rescue sleds. It was hours before his friends were able to haul him, shivering and near shock, down the hill on a scrap of roofing tin. Two months later, Minnie was hobbling around on crutches when he learned that the same friend who’d helped him down the hill in Stowe was now dead, having flown into the trees while downhill racing on the Ghost Trail near Pittsfield, Massachusetts. Devastated, Minnie turned his grief to work and, not much more than a year later, in March 1938, with encouragement from Roger Langley and help from the American Red Cross, announced the birth of the National Ski Patrol System. He organized courses, designed certification exams, standardized practices on the hill—including the placement of rescue toboggans—and wrote the first Red Cross Winter First Aid Manual. By 1939, the NSPS had thousands of members in ninety-three chapters, at least one chapter in every state where snow regularly blanketed the hills.

Now, after watching the Finns fight on skis, Minnie Dole was convinced the United States needed specialized cold-weather and mountain troops. The Germans had their Jaegers, the French their Chasseurs Alpins, the Italians their Alpini. The United States should be similarly prepared—either for defense or to fight on foreign mountains—and Minnie, with his organizational skills and grassroots connection to American skiers, could help. Over the next twenty months, he rained letters on official Washington, two thousand of them by some estimates, pecked out on his Royal typewriter in the small home office that doubled as National Ski Patrol headquarters.

Dole followed every lead with the tenacity of a crusader. When one avenue appeared to close him off, he tried another, or he went over the top. He wrote directly to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and to Army Chief of Staff Gen. George C. Marshall and to Secretary of War Henry Stimson. The Army, in turn, resisted at first the very idea of specialized troops. This wasn’t the Army way, and considering the limited money and time, there were more pressing matters, namely the need to build regular infantry divisions from scratch. Dole persisted. In one letter, he wrote, “If the Army will not entertain [the idea of mountain troops], I am seriously thinking of organizing a Voluntary Group myself and putting such Corps through a month’s training next winter, with the aid of foreign teachers who are familiar with maneuvers as carried on in their own countries.”

By “foreign teachers,” Dole meant the many ski instructors who had emigrated to the States from Central Europe during the 1930s. Some had fought in the mountains in World War I, and others had served in mountain divisions after the war. Now they were the vanguard of American skiing. As the first U.S. ski schools were being organized, these Austrians and Germans and Swiss became the first professional instructors—at Peckett’s-on-Sugar-Hill in New Hampshire, at Stowe, and at Sun Valley, Idaho, which opened in 1936 with the world’s first chairlift, an engineering marvel based on overhead-cable systems for loading banana boats. The United States had produced a handful of fine, homegrown skiers in the early years of the sport, but the imported Europeans were the shining stars of the sudden 1930s skiing boom.

One might have expected skiing to decline during the Depression years, but in fact, the numbers grew dramatically. In 1936 Time magazine referred to alpine skiing as “a nationwide mania” and opined that “winter sports in the U.S. have ceased to be a patrician fad and have become instead a national pastime.” Between the late 1920s and the late 1930s, the number of American recreational skiers ballooned from around twenty thousand to at least two hundred thousand.

Time may have overstated skiing’s egalitarian appeal. Most of the best skiers still came from well-to-do families who had traveled in Europe and could afford to send their sons and daughters to college, where the most serious competition (and coaching) was to be found. But the explosive growth did cross class lines. The biggest reason was the invention of the continuous-loop rope tow. Before, everyone had had to make the sweaty, if soulful, uphill hike on skis for the much briefer pleasure of sliding back down. Cross-country and downhill skiing were essentially one and the same; it was the arrival of lift-served skiing that ultimately separated the two endeavors. A ride to the top, even if it did cost a dollar a day, made all the difference. The first U.S. rope went up at Woodstock, Vermont, in 1934, and within three years there were hundreds of tows coast-to-coast. They were cheap and relatively easy to install; many were powered by Model T Fords, which could come down off their blocks in summer and be driven away.

Suddenly, farmers in hill country with fields and orchards that held good snow had a way to make a little extra money in the winter months. Farm wives with an extra bedroom or two hung SKIERS WELCOME signs in the window. Roosevelt’s New Deal work crews, the Civilian Conservation Corps, cut ski trails on virgin state lands. Snow trains brought skiers from the cities out into the country for a day or a weekend, and then hauled them back, partying all the way, on Sunday night.

Skiing’s glamour trickled down to a growing middle class that tapped into its fashion and lingo and songs. No other winter sport threw off such sparks; it was exhilarating, healthy exercise in an era with no superhighways leading to warmer climes, no television, no Internet. Plus, it was a great way to meet the opposite sex, even before the invention of stretch pants in the 1950s.

The final piece in skiing’s amazing growth spurt was Minnie Dole’s “foreign teachers.” Americans needed instruction in “controlled skiing,” and the resorts, particularly the more exclusive ones like Peckett’s and Stowe, were willing to import the best. The acknowledged masters came from the Arlberg School, in Austria, where Hannes Schneider had perfected a teaching progression based on the snowplow, the stem turn, and the stem christiania—terms that soon worked their way into the American skiing lexicon. These men brought their alpine charm, along with the first instruction books and films, to an enthusiastic reception in the States even as talk of war darkened the mountains at home.

By mid-year 1940, with progress slow at the War Department, Minnie took it upon himself to compile a skiing manual that might aid in training a future ski army. He used parts of existing texts by Otto Lang, an Austrian protégé of the great Schneider; by Benno Rybizka, another Arlberg instructor; and by the Swiss Walter Prager, who coached the Dartmouth College ski team. Minnie also began collecting information on ski mountaineering and equipment with the help of the California mountaineer Bestor Robinson.

Meanwhile, in April, Germany invaded Norway, occupying all of her major port cities. A relatively small force of German Jaegers held its ground for more than a month against heavily reinforced British counterattacks in the fjords at Narvik, proving again the value of trained mountain troops. In May, Hitler launched his western offensive, rolling quickly through Belgium and Holland and into northern France. And in June, when France capitulated, Nazi armies marched east into Romania to secure that country’s oil resources. In the Far East, the Japanese conquest extended beyond Manchuria into the rest of China, and Japanese war planners openly coveted the raw materials, including oil, in the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), in French Indochina, and in British-held Malaya. By September, the Japanese would formally join the Axis powers, Germany and Italy, forming the Tripartite Pact. In less than a year, the war had widened into what John Jay, 10th Mountain Division public relations man, would later call “total war.” Most of the planet would be drawn in, and battles would be fought in every kind of weather and terrain. Mountains, which had in past wars served as barriers to be avoided or bypassed, would surely see fighting in this total war. Minnie Dole was certain of it.

The barrage of letter writing intensified and finally paid dividends during the stifling late summer of 1940, when Dole and NSPS treasurer John E. P. Morgan traveled to Washington to see the Army’s top man, Chief of Staff Gen. George C. Marshall himself. Marshall met them in his summer dress uniform and mirror-polished black cavalry boots. The irony of the scene could not have been lost on any of them, sweating in the September heat and talking about ice and snow.

Marshall listened more than he spoke, and at the end he told his visitors that a decision had been made to keep some existing U.S. Army units in the snowbelt through the coming winter to experiment with training and equipment for cold-weather fighting. Clipped and formal, he said he appreciated Dole’s interest and very likely would call upon the NSA and the NSPS for advice on gear and ski-teaching technique.

Marshall never told Dole what had changed the Army’s thinking, whether Dole’s letters had finally been persuasive or whether the lessons of Finland and Narvik had tipped the scales, or a combination of the two. For whatever reasons, Marshall had apparently become a convert. In a formal letter of November 9, 1940, he charged:

the National Ski Patrol, acting as a volunteer civilian agency, to become fully familiar with local terrain; to locate existing shelter and to experiment with means of shelter, such as light tents, which may be found suitable for the sustained field operations of military ski patrol units; to perfect an organization prepared to furnish guides to the Army in event of training or of actual operations in the local areas; and to cooperate with and extend into inaccessible areas the antiaircraft and antiparachute warning services.

[image: images]

Despite the military’s distaste for working with civilian organizations, Marshall had let Dole and the National Ski Patrol into the mix. There had been no promise of a mountain division, and indeed it would be another year before the commitment was made to create one, but, in Minnie’s phrase, “the pot was bubbling.” The reality was, Army higher-ups knew nothing about mountains and skiing. They needed help, and they knew it—and they would get it that first winter from enlisted men and civilians who’d grown up in the snow.

Marshall’s order created six Army “ski patrols” (not to be confused with the NSPS patrollers who volunteered at ski areas around the country). These were small, detached units patched together from the skiers and woodsmen already in established infantry divisions. Each patrol was given $1,200 to purchase ski equipment locally, not nearly enough to equip each man but enough, it was thought, to train groups of men in turn.

The 1st Division patrol operated out of Plattsburgh Barracks in upstate New York. They skied strictly cross-country on the rolling trails built for the 1932 Olympics at Lake Placid. Their instructor was three-time captain of the U.S. Olympic jumping team, Rolf Monsen. The men liked the training, understandably; it was what they had done for fun as kids. Their commanding officer, Col. John Muir, liked it too. “I believe that ski training is an asset,” he wrote in a subsequent report. “Like the Texan’s six-shooter, you may not need it, but if you ever do, you will need it in a hurry, awful bad.”

Men from the 44th Division trained at Old Forge, New York, under newly inducted Pvt. Harald Sorenson, an Olympic skier from Norway. These soldiers were challenged to races by local snowshoers—some of the best in the Adirondacks—who considered their mode of locomotion more versatile than skis. The snowshoers set the courses, which included lots of uphill and tight trees, but the skiers won every time, proving that skis, as ungainly as they might seem, were faster for general snow travel.

In Washington state, a patrol of twenty-five men from the 41st Division spent the winter at a Civilian Conservation Corps camp outside Rainier National Park under the guidance of Sgt. Karl Hindeman, a ski instructor from Montana.

Another northwestern outfit from the 3rd Division trained under former University of Oregon ski coach Paul Lafferty. Eighteen officers and men bunked together in a converted garage at Longmire, a National Park Service camp on the south slope of Mount Rainier. At the end of their winter’s training, Lafferty led the men on a two-week circumnavigation of Rainier’s massive, dormant cone, crossing along the way many of the twenty-six glaciers that creep down its flanks. As they went, they tested a hodgepodge of civilian ski and winter camping gear—there being no standard military issue at the time—and what passed then for lightweight camping food: dehydrated cereals, dried potatoes, chipped beef, powdered eggs, spaghetti.

The 41st Division ski patrol undertook a graduation exercise of sorts too, skiing across Washington’s Olympic Mountains in four days, west to east, under the leadership of Lt. John Woodward, a former University of Washington ski team captain. “I didn’t have the rank,” says Woodward sheepishly now, “but there was so little mountaineering experience, they said, ‘John, you’re in charge.’ ”

Woodward’s trek across the Olympics confirmed what top skiers at the time already knew, that skis with metal edges far outperformed edgeless models. Soldiers on the edgeless skis reported great frustration as rounded wooden edges slipped out from beneath them on slopes of wind-hardened or icy snow.

These first limited cadres did learn to ski. And they reported their findings regarding improvised training methods and equipment, but the Army clearly had a long way to go toward understanding the needs of a mountain division.

Indeed, the military still wasn’t convinced it wanted a mountain division. Winter over, the Army deemed the ski patrol experiments a success and disbanded them in the spring of 1941. Minnie Dole despaired. The patrols had not led to a permanent force as he had hoped; specialized units remained in disfavor within the Army hierarchy. Why not, some in the War Department argued, just move flatland units up to the mountains for short periods of training? Or adapt existing infantry divisions to operations in different kinds of terrain? Minnie believed that neither of these options would be adequate for defending Alaska, say, or for fighting in the Appalachian Mountains for that matter, when the real cold and snow set in. He got back on his typewriter and agitated for the creation, at the very least, of a small permanent test force that could be the nucleus of some future division. But the matter languished in Washington for the better part of the summer.

Meanwhile, Minnie and his team continued working outside the official purview of the War Department. They formed the Volunteer Winter Defense Committee of the National Ski Association and set to work answering the reams of questions posed by the ski patrol “experiments.” Their equipment committee was chaired by Bestor Robinson, the California mountaineer, and included Monsen from Lake Placid, Dole, Langley, Alfred Lindley, who had climbed Mount McKinley on skis, Douglas Burkett of the Appalachian Mountain Club, and a well-known Alaskan explorer from the American Geophysical Society named Walter Wood.

They faced a huge job. Most of the gear available in 1941 was suited to the burgeoning mass of “practice-slope skiers” in America, few of whom ventured off-trail. Mountaineering and snow-camping gear, what little there was, came primarily from Europe. The only lightweight camp stoves, for instance, which were essential for melting snow for drinking and cooking, had to be imported from Sweden.

The committee’s first step was to round up all of the foreign manuals on winter warfare that members could find, translate them, and learn what they could. What they discovered was that not much applied to the American landscape. (They were still thinking in terms of defending against invasion.) European and Scandinavian mountain troops could often count on existing alpine huts, farms, and villages for shelter. And the Swiss were practiced at hollowing out caves in their glaciers to house and protect large numbers of soldiers. But America’s high country was largely uninhabited wilderness. And there were no glaciers in New England or indeed along most of the northern frontier. Americans would have to develop their own portable mountain tents.

The committee learned that the Finns transported heavy equipment, including artillery, by horse-drawn sleigh along their frozen roadways. But Finland is mostly flat, and this technique wasn’t likely to work in the powdery snow and roadless expanses of North America. They read reports on Arctic and Antarctic expeditions, but these were dependent on dog teams and motor tractors for transport. The committee figured there weren’t enough sled dogs on the planet to support an army division, and they knew that no over-snow vehicle then in existence could get up steep pitches or through deep, soft snow.

The one manual that did provide real guidance was the Sierra Club’s Manual of Ski Mountaineering, edited by David Brower, a twenty-nine-year-old Berkeley, California native. Written as a series of articles by club members, it offered sound advice on everything from avalanche awareness to putting together a lightweight kit of backcountry essentials. In the equipment chapter, Bestor Robinson, a club member, a lawyer, and a stickler for detail, even suggested drilling holes in your toothbrush to save an ounce or two. Climbers are notorious gear freaks, and Robinson, a pioneer of vertical climbing in Yosemite Valley in the 1930s, knew better than most the value of worrying his gear to perfection.

In April 1941, Robinson and Paul Lafferty (of the 3rd Division ski patrol) and about twenty other experienced skiers, including David Brower, set off into the still-snowy backcountry of the eastern Sierra Nevadas. They camped in Little Lakes Valley at 10,000 feet elevation, just beneath the jagged granite crest of the range. They carried with them every piece of mountain gear they believed might work for the Army, all of it from civilian suppliers: skis from Northland and Anderson & Thompson, boots by the Bass Company and L.L. Bean, sleeping bags and tents from Abercrombie & Fitch, winter clothing from Montgomery Ward and Marshall Field. They tested gasoline stoves and different ski waxes. Snowshoes, repair kits, rucksacks, pack boards, pitons, snap rings, climbing ropes, knit caps, knives, sun screens, mess kits, mittens, goggles, gaiters, wool pants, poplin pants, poplin parkas, and caribou-hide parkas.

Robinson, who had joined the staff of the Quartermaster General, took the results to Washington, where specifications for GI gear began to take shape. But the Army still didn’t seem any closer, despite the testing and Minnie Dole’s furious letter writing, to creating a real mountain force.

Then in August, proponents of a mountain division got a boost from the U.S. military attaché to Italy. The war had expanded into southern and eastern Europe. While Hitler’s Panzers drove into the Soviet Union, Italian dictator Benito Mussolini decided, as part of his “parallel war” strategy, to invade Italy’s ancient enemy, Greece, through the mountains of Albania. The attaché’s report described an Italian army ill-equipped for cold. When the Greeks counterattacked and the Italians were forced to retreat back into the mountains, an estimated ten thousand of them froze to death. Twenty-five thousand were killed in mountain fighting, and many thousands more were taken prisoner. The blow to Italian morale and prestige turned out to be irreparable.

In a memorandum on the Italian fiasco, Lt. Col. L. S. Gerow of the General Staff Corps wrote: “Important lesson learned: an army which may have to fight anywhere in the world must have . . . units especially organized, trained, and equipped for fighting in the mountains and in winter . . . such units cannot be improvised hurriedly from line divisions. They require long periods of hardening and experience, for which there is no substitute for time.”

Minnie Dole couldn’t have asked for a better testimonial, and on October 22, 1941, he received letters from Secretary of War Stimson and General Marshall stating that on November 15, 1941, the 1st Battalion (Reinforced) 87th Mountain Infantry Regiment would be activated at Fort Lewis, Washington. The first element of what would become the 10th Mountain Division was officially launched. Whether it had come about because of Minnie’s tireless advocacy or because of the experiences of allies and enemies in winter settings was not ultimately important. On December 8, 1941, the day after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the first recruit arrived in Washington. His was a profile that would come to characterize, fairly or unfairly, the “elite” nature of the new division. He was Charles McLane of Manchester, New Hampshire, a Dartmouth racer from a well-known skiing family. He carried his own rucksack and his own skis, and he stood in the Puget Sound drizzle in his green Dartmouth sweater with the white D on it. He told the duty officer that he was there to report for the ski troops. To which the officer replied: “Corporal, as far as I can figure out, you are the ski troops.”

The mountain troops truly had arrived when the February 21, 1942, issue of The New Yorker magazine ran a “Notes and Comment” piece entitled “Minnie’s Ski Troops.” The story summarized Dole’s twenty-month effort to establish a cold-weather, high-altitude division and ended with this: “Minnie is gratified with results, but he thinks this winter’s Russian campaign would have sold the idea anyhow.”

Once again, the newsreels showed a mighty army stopped in its tracks by snow and cold. This time it was the German army on the eastern front, caught short of Moscow and freezing to death by the thousands in summer boots and light jackets.



CHAPTER 2:


Paradise

As the first would-be ski troops arrived at Fort Lewis early in the winter of 1941–42, there was more to feel gloomy about than the coastal Washington weather. The war in Europe and the Far East, with few exceptions, was going the Axis way. For a full year, from June 1940 to June 1941, Great Britain battled Germany alone. Had it not been for the miraculous evacuation at Dunkirk, where 198,000 British and 140,000 French and Belgian soldiers escaped in a motley seven-hundred-ship armada across the English Channel, there might not have been any Allied powers for the United States to join. But after Dunkirk, Hitler’s planned invasion of the British Isles, code-named “Operation Sea Lion,” had to be postponed until the Luftwaffe, the German air force, gained control of the skies over the Channel.

The Royal Air Force, in what came to be known as the Battle of Britain, made sure that never happened. Throughout the summer of 1940, wave after wave of German bombers and their fighter escorts were intercepted by RAF Spitfires and Hurricanes. The British fighters turned out to be more maneuverable and their pilots more focused than the tactically disorganized Germans. By mid-September the RAF knew it could shoot down Luftwaffe bombers faster than German industry could produce new ones. In frustration, Hitler ordered the night-bombing of major English cities. But “the Blitz” only served to steel English resolve, and by late winter 1941, the bombing campaign had withered. Hitler put off Sea Lion indefinitely and turned his attention to Lebensraum and the Soviet heartland.
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