1. Origins of the U.S. Army Mountain Troops
On November 15, 1941 a new kind of specialized U.S. Army unit, the 1st Battalion of the 87th Mountain Infantry, was activated at Fort Lewis, Washington, just outside of Seattle. The 87th was the first of many units envisioned as infantry capable of operating under winter conditions and in mountainous terrain. Within the next few years these entities would be combined into a mountain division ultimately named the 10th Mountain Division. Following three intensive winters of experimentation with military mountain doctrine and high altitude training, the 10th Mountain Division entered combat in the Apennines of Italy in January 1945, and distinguished themselves in a series of brutal battles in the waning days of World War II. The unique recruiting methods used in assembling a division of mountain fighters brought together thousands of like-minded men oriented to a life in the outdoors, and after the war, many of these veterans had a profound impact on the direction that outdoor recreation would take in postwar America.

Behind the 1941 activation of the 87th lay almost two years of determined promotion and advocacy by two civilian sports organizations and a handful of general staff officers, all of whom were concerned about the lack of an ability by the Army to fight effectively under winter conditions. These advocates were met with an equally resolute opposition in the War Department that was resistant to the idea of specialization of forces when it was apparent that the number of divisions needed to be increased drastically from peacetime levels to address the growing probability of American involvement in the war then raging in Europe. 
More than the opening of hostilities on the continent on September 1, 1939, it was the subsequent Russo-Finnish War of 1939-1940 that served as the triggering event that focused attention on the need for an American winter warfare capability. Many observers in the Army and among the expanding population of skiers were quick to cheer the success of Finland’s ski-equipped guerilla fighters as they resisted Russia’s armored columns in the first few months of 1940. The ensuing speculation in many minds then became how the United States’ warm-weather Army would fare in a winter war. 
Long before the intrepid Finns on skis were crushed by the overwhelming military resources of Soviet Russia, Assistant Secretary of War Louis Johnson asked Chief of Staff of the Army George C. Marshall just that question—what was the Army doing about the special equipment, transport, clothing that would be needed to fight in similar conditions to wintertime Finland. Marshall’s response was that the Finland situation was being studied, and that small-scale winter operations in Minnesota and Alaska existed, though more were needed but could not currently be funded.
 
In the first months of 1940, Lieutenant Colonels Charles E. Hurdis and Nelson M. Walker of the general staff were assigned to evaluate the potential of troops operating on skis, and soon another officer, Captain Ridgely Gaither, was ordered to investigate other forms of troop specialization besides mountain operations, including jungle, airborne and amphibious units.
 These three officers were the most influential military men in the eventual formation of the mountain troops, and they were joined by a stubbornly persistent civilian advocate in the person of Charles Minot Dole, the founder and leader of the National Ski Patrol System (NSPS).
As the Finnish war was still contested in February 1940, Dole had an informal, post-ski race meeting near Bromley, Vermont with Roger Langley, leader of the National Ski Association, of which the ski patrol was a division, and with Alec Bright and Bob Livermore, two Olympic skiers and influential figures in eastern skiing matters. The four agreed that the NSA should offer its winter knowledge and expertise to the War Department, and Roger Langley soon wrote to Secretary of War Harry Woodring offering its assistance. When the reply arrived from the War Department, it was a polite but clear rebuff.

In the same period, the American Alpine Club (AAC) was thinking along similar lines, and opened its own lines of communication to the War Department. All those who took up the idea of an American winter warfare capability came at once to the conclusion that mountain troops need specialized equipment, and that because mountaineering was largely a European pursuit, American-made mountain equipment was in short supply. As the quartermaster general’s office began to address this shortfall, the AAC was especially significant in the development of a domestic supply of mountain equipment through a handful of its members including Bob Bates, Bill House, and Adams Carter, all of whom worked in that office.
 
Following the initial repulse of the NSPS offer by the War Department, Dole, known to his many friends as ‘Minnie”, took it upon himself to become the chief activist for ski and mountain training in the military, and he and his associates John E.P. Morgan, and John L. Tappin, Jr. worked with dogged determination in 1940 and 1941 to convince the military command to take seriously the need for winter equipment, personnel and training. 

In September 1940, Dole was informed by General Marshall that both a test agency for winter equipment and a limited program of ski training in selected northern divisions would take place in the winter of 1941. At this point Dole met with Colonels Hurdis and Walker, and the military and civilian strands of mountain-focused thinking joined together. At Walker’s suggestion, and probably with financial support from the War Department, Dole opened an NSPS office in New York City, establishing a modicum of credibility with the military that his previous home office did not possess. This office would become the recruiting station through which thousands of skiers and mountaineers were sent to the 10th Mountain Division.

Elements of six U.S. Army divisions took part in the experimental details on skis in the winter of 1941 from one side of the country to the other. Lake Placid and Old Forge, New York; Fort Snelling, Minnesota; Fort Warren, Wyoming; Camp McCoy, Wisconsin; Mount Rainier and the Olympic National Park, Washington were the locations at which regular Army soldiers were trained in ski and snowshoe operations by experienced instructors that included Rolfe Monsen, Eric Wikner, Al Lindley, Harald Sorensen, Karl Hinderman and John Woodward. At Camp McCoy, a Winter Warfare Training Board under Captain Albert Jackman carried out testing of clothing and equipment. A variety of findings came out of the experimental patrols of 1941, with the most general conclusions drawn being that soldiers with no skiing background but in robust health could learn the fundamentals of military skiing in a matter of months, but that proper cold weather gear and a season of acclimatization to winter camping was important.

The April 1941 directive to Colonels Walker and Hurdis to locate an appropriate site for a high altitude, cold weather military base provides an early indication of the Army’s commitment to the eventual activation of a mountain division. Working with Robert S. Monahan of the U.S. Forest Service, the two selected a site beside Henry’s Lake, Idaho, just west of Yellowstone, National Park. Located at the northeastern corner of the Snake River Plain, which acts as a low-elevation channel through the mountains for precipitation-laden Pacific air masses, the Henry’s Lake site was a region of heavy snowfall surrounded on three sides by mountain ridges. A local newspaper reported in October that an Army base for 35,000 was planned, and municipalities were planning for an increase of 1,000 in the local school population. Construction began shortly thereafter, and continued into November.

Efforts in the summer of 1941 to activate a mountain division by Brigadier General Harry L. Twaddle and seconded by Lieutenant Colonel Mark Clark of the general staff (later commander of the Fifth Army under whom the 10th served) were vetoed by Lieutenant General Lesley J. McNair, chief of staff of Army headquarters. General McNair’s reasoning centered on the proposed table of organization of the division, which would have almost 8,000 pack animals and only 369 motor vehicles.

The tables turned quickly after General McNair’s rejection of a mountain division, most likely due to news of a defeat suffered by the Italians at the hands of the Greeks in the Balkans which was attributed by the American military attaché in Italy to that country’s lack of mountain-trained troops. Dole received word in October 1941 that a test force of Army mountaineers would be formed at Fort Lewis in a matter of weeks, capping the two-year effort by Dole and the NSPS, the AAC, and the few committed Army staff officers who could foresee that American forces on the verge of war might be called on to fight in mountainous terrain anywhere on earth.
 

The 87th Mountain Infantry was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Onslow Rolfe, a cavalryman and Concord, New Hampshire native who left that state as a child. His earliest officers were drawn from men with Alaskan experience like Majors Robert Cook and Robert Tillotson, and some with a skiing background like Captains Paul Lafferty and Albert Jackman. Jackman was the test officer of the Mountain and Winter Warfare Board, a role he had filled the previous winter at Camp McCoy. Lieutenant John C. Jay, budding ski filmmaker and descendant of the first chief justice, was the official photographer. The initial troops assigned to the 87th came from the 3rd and 41st divisions at Fort Lewis, both of which had fielded ski detachments the previous winter. Dole and the NSPS were soon called upon by the personnel division of the general staff to handle the vetting process for additional recruits to the 87th, a completely unprecedented role for a civilian agency. Gradually at first, then in swelling numbers, recruits who had applied via NSPS questionnaires eliciting their qualifications as skiers, climbers, and general outdoor people arrived at Fort Lewis for service with the first large-scale American unit of military mountaineers.

Twenty two days after the birth of the 87th Mountain Infantry, Pearl Harbor was attacked, and the pace of life sped up greatly for the military. Those general staff officers who had spent some time on the concept of mountain warfare were diverted to the more pressing necessity of creating and training large numbers of standard infantry and armored divisions, and airborne and amphibious units. The mountain infantry and their commander, Colonel Rolfe, began work on developing military operational doctrine in the mountains with little oversight or direction from above.
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Fred Beckey, a member of the elite 10th Recon and Mountain Training Group units of the 10th Mountain Division, is depicted here in about 1949. Beckey, with more first ascents to his credit than any other alpinist, was actively climbing well into his eighties.

University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, Bob and Ira Spring Photographs.
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Charles Minot Dole (1899-1976) had a love for mountains dating back to pre-World War I family vacations at the Mountain View House in Whitefield, New Hampshire. He took extended hiking trips in the Presidential Range, staying overnight at the Gray Knob cabin, then a private camp. Enlisting in the Army as soon as he was eligible, he reported for duty on the day that peace was declared in 1918. His brief Army service left him with the nickname “Minnie,” bestowed by a gruff noncom, and the name followed him for the rest of his life. Graduating from Yale, Dole worked first in the wool business, then became an insurance broker with a firm named Flynn, Harrison and Conroy in New York City.

Skiing appealed to Dole from the time it was first introduced, and he was an early guest at Peckett’s on Sugar Hill, the Arlberg ski school that provided the first alpine ski lessons in a resort setting. As founder of the National Ski Patrol System in 1938, Dole made a wide acquaintance in the growing sport of skiing throughout the country. His formidable organizational skills and optimistic, voluble personality would serve him well when he turned his attention to the task of creating a mountain warfare ability in the U.S. Army.
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One of the first military men to support Dole’s quest for a winter capacity in the Army was General Irving Phillipson, the chief of staff of the Second Corps which encompassed New York. Dole and his associate John E.P. Morgan met with Phillipson in July 1940, and while Phillipson became an instant ally, he had been so insistent in the past about winter training that he predicted that higher-ups in the War Department would react that “There’s Phillipson shooting off his face again.” As a commander at Pine Camp in upstate New York, site of today’s Fort Drum, he knew cold weather and knew the Army was not equipped for it. Here, Phillipson is seen in the center on a trip to Camp Hale in June, 1944.
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Colonel Harry L. Twaddle, as acting assistant chief of staff of the Army, contacted the American Alpine Club in late 1940 and met with Bob Bates and others from the club in March 1941 to solicit their opinion on developing mountaineering equipment for the Army. He provided two B-12 bombers for an expedition being planned for Alaska that summer, and was in general very supportive of the mountain project. Major General Twaddle, then commander of the 95th Division, is shown here in April 1945 with Franz von Pappen, the German diplomat who had just been captured by Twaddle’s troops.

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Joseph Eaton
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Two of the key Army supporters of mountain troops are shown here with two of the chief civilian architects of the concept in late 1940. Colonel Charles E. Hurdis, standing second from left, and Colonel Nelson M. Walker, sitting on right, were assigned to work with Dole in 1940 and became enthusiastic supporters. Here they are shown with Minnie Dole, standing on right, and John E.P. Morgan to his left. Roger Langley, President of the National Ski Association, points to the map at a meeting at NSA support for the War Department was planned.
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The advocacy of Dole and Morgan of the NSPS, and by members of the AAC, along with the affirmation of officers like Walker and Hurdis led the War Department to keep six divisions in the northern part of the country in the winter of 1941, and to designate small units from each division that would learn to operate on skis and snowshoes under the guidance of experienced skiers like Rolfe Monsen and Harold Sorensen. The 15th Regiment ski patrol of the 3rd Division seen above, operated out of Longmire near Mount Rainier, Washington under Captain Paul Lafferty with Lieutenant John Woodward as ski instructor.

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, S11
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Lieutenant Eric Wikner, inspecting the rifle, led the 44th Division ski patrol from Fort Dix that operated out of the Adirondack ski town of Old Forge in the winter of 1941. Wikner was a Swedish immigrant with a skiing background, and he was joined by Harold Sorensen, former coach of the U.S. Olympic team as ski coach. Maneuvers of Wikner’s ski patrol were watched by thousands of villagers, and in the spring of 1941 the patrol marched in downtown New York City in Army Day observances under the eyes of the governor and mayor. 

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection
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Captain Albert H. Jackman, a Princeton graduate and experienced skier, organized a Winter Warfare Training Board at Camp McCoy, Wisconsin in the winter of 1941 while officers and men of the 5th Division trained in cross-country skiing and learned cold weather camping skills. Jackman would be involved as a staff officer in the early years of mountain troop development, then served as executive officer of the 604th Field Artillery attached to the 10th in Italy. 
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Alpinist Bob Bates, working on cold weather clothing and equipment in the Office of the Quartermaster General, called his superior Colonel Georges F. Doriot “perhaps the most intelligent man I have ever known well”. Doriot was a professor at Harvard Business School who served with the Quartermaster Corps throughout the war, then in 1946 founded one of the earliest venture capital firms, American Research and Development Corporation. The mountain and cold weather equipment developed by the Quartermaster General’s office in the early days of the war was critically important to the 10th Mountain Division, and some of the gear was issued to standard divisions as well. 

United States Army Signal Corps, Georges F. Doriot, July 16, 1942. HBS Archives Photograph Collection: Faculty and Staff, Baker Library, Harvard Business School (olvwork640098).
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Bob Bates and other American Alpine Club members like Bestor Robinson, Brad Washburn and Bill House were involved with developing cold weather gear, and in the summer of 1942 took part in an expedition to Mount McKinley to perform tests prior to the widespread procurement. Here, Bates is seen on that expedition with a sweater featuring a button neck that he designed with Harold Lent of the Quartermaster’s office, which proved to be popular throughout the Army.
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In April 1941, Colonels Hurdis and Walker along with Robert S. Monahan of the U.S. Forest Service were detailed to find a high elevation site for a division-sized military base where a future mountain division could be trained. Construction began in October 1941 on the shores of Henry’s Lake, Idaho, not far from West Yellowstone, Montana. Opposition from a conservation group concerned with a population of trumpeter swans was the apparent reason that the Henry’s Lake base was abandoned sometime in the winter of 1941-42. These remnants of the construction from the fall of 1941 remain at Henry’s Lake today.
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