2. Building the Mountain Division
December 7, 1941 was the same sort of chilling, electrifying, all-changing event that later generations recall from November 22, 1963 and September 11, 2001, but with implications that were infinitely larger for the nation. Soldiers and civilians involved in the growth of mountain troops perceived immediately that their long period of advocacy and planning was over, and their work assumed a new realism overnight. 

In the Bull Run Mountains of northern Virginia, Bob Bates and Bill House, civilian employees of the Office of the Quartermaster General, were on a rock-climbing excursion with Captain Jackman. After a pleasant day of top-roping on the short cliffs facing west toward the Blue Ridge, the group encountered heavy traffic on the return to Washington. On arriving home, they learned of the Pearl Harbor attack, and of the just-issued orders that now all military men in the District, previously told to wear civilian attire, were to report to work in uniform.
 

Across the country at Mount Rainier, Captain Paul Lafferty and Privates Duke Watson, Ralph Bromaghin, and Charles McLane of the newly-formed 87th were on a ski expedition from Fort Lewis when they heard the news on the radio. Watson and Bromaghin were two of the earliest regular Army men with skiing backgrounds posted to the 87th, and McLane was the first of the recruits from the NSPS process to arrive. "Well fellows, there go your Christmas furloughs to Sun Valley," Lafferty joked with the enlisted men. The full import of the event sank in when they found Fort Lewis in a state of blackout on their return, with some equipment being relocated for concern over a further attack.

Mount Rainier was visible from Fort Lewis on a clear day, but distant enough to make frequent trips to its snowfields impractical for the 87th. As troops arrived to fill the ranks, and spent their days patrolling around Fort Lewis in the days after Pearl Harbor when no one knew if a Japanese attack was imminent, Colonel Rolfe negotiated a lease of the Paradise and Tatoosh Lodges within the Mount Rainier National Park with the Park Service. Quartering the 400 men of the 87th there would allow front-door access to some of the finest ski terrain in the Cascades, and on February 13, 1942, the unit moved to Rainier. Ski training began under the direction of Swiss mountaineer Peter Gabriel and Yosemite instructor Arnold Fawcus, with the emphasis on effective technique for skiers laden with heavy backpacks. 

Though hampered by the National Park Service regulation that no live ammunition could be used in the Park, the 87th spent three otherwise productive months at Mount Rainier before returning to Fort Lewis in late May. At the same time, the planning process for a mountain division base took a turn away from the Henry’s Lake site, seemingly due to an early success of a wildlife conservation group seeking to protect a population of threatened trumpeter swans whose flyway would be disrupted. The alternative location selected by Colonels Hurdis and Walker was a high, flat, expansive valley near Leadville, Colorado at an elevation of over 9,000 feet near a mainline railroad whistle stop called Pando. Engineering work began in Denver in April 1942 by a coalition of firms called Pando Constructors, and once engineering offices were built on the site, construction began in earnest in June. Though work on the base for the future mountain division was underway, the general staff made the decision to defer its full activation until 1943, when more of the specialized equipment and personnel it required would be available. In the meantime, the 87th ,still seen as a ‘test force,’ was expanded to a full regiment through the activation of 2nd and 3rd Battalions on June 1, 1942. 

The next step to the activation of a mountain division was the creation of the Mountain Training Center with the 87th as a nucleus, intended to assemble all the Army’s expertise in mountain and winter operations in one unit. Other specialized training centers existed in the Army for amphibious and desert operations. In August the Mountain Training Center was established at Camp Carson, Colorado, with Colonel Rolfe as commander. Once the new Pando base, Camp Hale, was ready the Mountain Training Center would transfer its operations there.

In the summer and fall of 1942, small detachments of the 87th and elements of the Quartermaster’s office pursued equipment development and testing from the summit of Mount McKinley in Alaska to the Old Man of the Mountains in New Hampshire, and in Aspen Colorado and on Canada’s Columbia Icefield. Supply airdrops onto glaciers, portable tramways and bridges, numerous forms of arctic clothing, and Studebaker over-snow vehicles were some of the more prominent items tested in the wide ranging experimental efforts. 

As the work of those scattered detachments wound down, most of the soldiers reported to newly-occupied Camp Hale, largely complete by the end of 1942. Two battalions of the 87th were sent to the Hunter Liggett Military Reservation in Jolon, California for six weeks of maneuvers in low, scrubby, poison-oak filled hills, opposing the First Filipino Regiment. At Camp Hale, the 1st Battalion of the 86th Infantry Regiment was formed, and filled with an experienced core from the 87th and new recruits sent by the NSPS. Dole was asked to find 2,000 more qualified skiers and mountain people to fill out the skeleton ranks of the new 86th. Ski training commenced in early December, and at the end of the year the 87th troops returning from Jolon arrived at Camp Hale trailing accolades from military observers for their performance.
 
With some 16,000 soldiers and at least 2,500 pack animals at Camp Hale at the beginning of 1943, mountain training of a division-sized force could begin in earnest.
 Ski instructors were trained by Peter Gabriel and former European ski race star Walter Prager, and these in turn taught the elements of skiing to officers and enlisted men, quite a few of whom had not arrived at Camp Hale via the NSPS approval process for one reason or another. As the spring came on, the same team of Gabriel and Prager provided rock-climbing lessons for a core group of climbing instructors. 

Experienced troopers of the 87th with a year of service behind them adapted quickly to the high altitude and winter conditions of Camp Hale, but new arrivals needed time to adapt to the elevation, and this was not always provided. Mountain training was a new military specialty, and training guidelines did not exist. Problems became evident in February 1943 on battalion maneuvers near Homestake Peak when some largely inexperienced solders of the 87th struggled to keep up with their units while carrying heavy loads at march cadences suitable for sea level but not for altitude. Cold injuries from hypothermia and frostbite resulted, and equally troubling, some officers showed a lack of awareness to the ever-present threat of avalanches. The maneuvers were attended by knowledgeable observers from Washington who recognized flaws in the operation and submitted a diplomatic, yet still critical, report that led to some leadership changes.
 
The pace of expansion increased in the spring of 1943. The activation of two battalions of the 86th set the structure for its enlargement to a regiment, then in June the Mountain Training Center was renamed the 10th Light Division (Alpine), and in July the 85th Mountain Infantry was activated at Camp Hale to become part of the ‘triangular’ mountain division, consisting of three regiments. The new division was commanded by Brigadier General Lloyd E. Jones, with General Rolfe moving on to become assistant commander of the 71st Light Division.
 

The 87th was sent to Fort Ord, California for amphibious training, then to the Japanese-occupied Aleutian island of Kiska in the summer of 1943 as part of a larger amphibious task force. As the force approached the nearly perpetually fog-shrouded island, the Japanese defenders abandoned their positions and slipped away on their ships undetected by the Americans. On Kiska the 87th suffered its first casualties, as units of the regiments incurred friendly fire in the confusion of the initial occupation. The 87th would remain on the island throughout the summer and fall, only returning to Camp Hale in February of 1944.

While the 87th was away on the Kiska task force, mountain training continued for a second summer at Camp Hale. More detachments from small, select units such as the MTG—the Mountain Training Group, which held the remnants of the larger, now dissolved MTC—and the 10th Reconnaissance Troop, or 10th Recon, moved around the country to provide mountain training to standard infantry divisions at places like Buena Vista, Virginia and Seneca Rock, West Virginia. 
Just one month after the return of the 87th from Kiska, the entire division was sent into the winter wilderness of Colorado for a month-long excursion called the D-Series, or Divisional Maneuver Training. Coinciding with blizzards and temperatures as low as -25, the D-Series, initiated by higher levels of command at XVI Corps with little knowledge of mountain operations, was deemed a success in the aftermath, but the troops endured ferocious conditions at the time. “Even 18 months later, after severe combat in the Italian Apennines, mention of the “D” Series brought awe to the voices of the veterans,” Colonel Jackman wrote in 1946. “ Cold, snow, refractory mules, sleepless nights, 14,000 ft. peaks, and hazing from the “brass” combined to produce a situation that batteries of German 88’s and later actions could not make men forget. “It’s not as bad as the ‘D’ Series,” they later cried, and believed it.”

If the subzero temperatures and driving snowstorms of the D-Series in March 1944 constituted a trial for the soldiers of the division, at least they were equipped and trained to adapt. They soon endured a climatological test of an entirely different order as the division was ordered to depart Camp Hale for Camp Swift, Texas in May 1944. Army Ground Forces advised General Marshall that the 10th should be converted into a standard infantry division with more heavy weapons, and relocated to Texas where they were to participate in maneuvers with other divisions in Louisiana. Morale took a sharp downturn as soldiers wondered about their ultimate disposition, but marches of up to 25 miles in 8 hours in the Texas heat furthered the fitness of the men, and at least one officer noted that the MTG experts in mountain operations were kept together despite appeals from other divisions for their transfer.

In November 1944, three years after the initial activation of the 1st Battalion of the 87th, the division was given the name by which it would be known henceforth--the 10th Mountain Division. The special nature of the unit was recognized by the addition of a supplementary uniform patch with the word ‘Mountain’ to be worn over the existing 10th divisional insignia. Most significantly, General Lloyd Jones, in poor health, was replaced as commander of the division by Brigadier General George P. Hays, a Congressional Medal of Honor holder from World War I and most recently in combat in France with the 2nd Infantry Division. Perhaps already sensing the caliber of his new soldiers, General Hays told his men in his first address, “If you’re going to risk your life, you might as well do it in good company.”
 
“The General will be good company,” reprised the Blizzard, the divisional newspaper. Within weeks, the 86th Mountain Infantry would be on a ship bound for Naples, Italy, and by January 20, 1945 all three regiments would be on the front line.
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When the 1st battalion of the 87th Mountain Infantry was activated on November 15, 1941, it was based at Fort Lewis, Washington, likely because it was the only existing Army post in proximity to alpine terrain. On clear days, Mount Rainier could be seen from Fort Lewis as seen here in the spring of 1942. The first officers of the 87th were Colonel Rolfe, Majors Robert L. Cook and Robert Tillotson from the Chilkoot Barracks near Seward, Alaska, and Captain Jackman, in charge of the Mountain and Winter Warfare Board. The first company commanders were Captains Paul Lafferty, Henry Hampton, and Ross Wilson. Troops from the 3rd and 41st Divisions manned the initial companies of the 87th.

Charles C. Bradley, The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, TMD-962

2-TMD-957.tif
On February 13, 1942 the 87th moved from Fort Lewis to Paradise Lodge, sited in a meadow at timberline on Mount Rainier. Snowfall was abundant at Paradise, and often access to the lodge was via second-story windows. Here the three companies of the 87th trained in skiing, snowshoeing and winter survival skills for three months, while the Mountain and Winter Warfare Board carried out equipment tests. By the end of May the last of the units had returned to Fort Lewis, where rock-climbing lessons were held on makeshift climbing walls erected in a gravel pit. In June, two more battalions were added to the 87th.

Charles C. Bradley, The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, TMD-957
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After the abandonment of the Henry’s Lake site as a mountain training base, Colonels Hurdis and Walker selected this high alpine valley near Tennessee Pass, Colorado. Construction of the division-sized base began in April 1942 and by the end of the year was largely complete. “A light snow had fallen prior to the troops’ arrival, mercifully hiding the trash, debris, and mud of a summer’s work—but it only turned the streets into a queasy quagmire of slush, and cleverly concealed the nails that soon began to puncture G.I. tires with annoying rapidity,” wrote Captain John Jay of the early occupation of Camp Hale. In this photograph taken as construction began, Pando, the railroad station that was the only building in the valley, is seen in the center where the road grade crosses the railroad. Tennessee Pass is up the low draw in the center left. The entire valley would soon be filled with 500 or more buildings. 

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, TMD-588
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Ski training took place at slopes at either end of Camp Hale’s valley, and at Cooper Hill, just above Tennessee Pass. Despite all the recruitment efforts of the NSPS to enlist experienced skiers, many of the expanding units of the mountain regiments would be filled with officers and troops with no skiing or winter background, and these men were introduced to the fundamentals of military skiing with heavy packs by the expert ski instructors overseen by Sergeants Walter Prager and Peter Gabriel. The Mountain Training Center ski school consisted of 120 ski instructors, evenly divided between Cooper Hill and the companies at Camp Hale. 

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection

5-TMD-458.tif
Snowshoes were found to be more effective than skis for the heavy weapons units. After initial experiments using heavily loaded toboggans hauled by men on snowshoes in harness, that method was abandoned in favor of individual snowshoers carrying backpacked loads. Duke Watson recalled in an interview that when platoons of skiers and snowshoers traveled from Camp Hale to the future site of Vail, the weapons platoon on snowshoes was first to the destination, much to the frustration of the skiers. Here, a unit of troops on snowshoes wearing winter whites labors up a draw above Camp Hale.

Curt Krieser, The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, TMD-458 

6-10MD Climbing Crestone Needle034.tif
Mountaineering training was held at Camp Hale, introducing thousands to the intricacies of rock-climbing methods and equipment. One of the important equipment items developed by the Office of the Quartermaster General for the mountain troops was nylon climbing rope produced in Army olive drab color, seen in this photo of a trooper climbing on Crestone Needle in the Sangre de Christo Range. When the first sample of the rope arrived in Bob Bates’ office in Washington, he immediately tested it by rappelling out of his second story window, leading a secretary on the first floor to believe she was watching a suicide attempt. Colonel Doriot soon brought his superior, Quartermaster General Gregory to see Bates repeat his performance, to their great amusement.

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection

7-RDWatson, 1943.tif
Roe Duke Watson, who would become a founder of Crystal Mountain, Washington after the war, is shown on Homestake Peak in this photograph. In January 1943, Watson and others tested gear for the Mountain and Winter Warfare Board on Homestake, with their rucksack loads averaging 75 pounds. Watson would became executive officer of 10th Recon under John Woodward, then be sent to Seneca Rocks to command the climbing school there. 

R. Duke Watson collection, The Mountaineers Archives
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In February 1943, a battalion-sized force from the 87th was sent for a two-week maneuver at Homestake Peak under the gaze of observers from Washington, among whom was Minnie Dole, seen here at that exercise. While those soldiers who had been with the 87th for a year thrived, many were new arrivals at Camp Hale who had minimal training before being dispatched into the Colorado winter above 11,000 feet. Over the course of the maneuvers some 30% of the participants had to fall out due to exhaustion or cold injuries. Criticism was directed at the chief of staff of G-3 (Training and Plans) for his lack of planning and overall knowledge of winter operations, and Dole recommended that Erik Wikner, who had commanded the Old Forge divisional ski patrol in 1941, be assigned to beef up that office. 

New England Ski Museum
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In November 1942, two battalions of the 87th were detailed to the Hunter Liggett Military Reservation near Jolon, California to develop procedures and equipment for standard infantry divisions to fight in roadless, low mountain terrain with thick brushy forest growth. There, they engaged in maneuvers against the 1st Filipino Infantry Regiment, made up Filipino Americans that, unlike the 87th, was unburdened by mule trains. This greater mobility gave the Filipinos an advantage in the war games, though Bob Parker noted that in one instance, a unit of the 87th , realizing that the Filipinos did not operate at night, took advantage of that fact to mount a night raid whose success foreshadowed the Riva Ridge attack. This depicts the camp of the 87th at Jolon in the Coast Range of California.

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection
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In February 1944, a detachment from 10th Recon and MTG made an unsupported ski crossing from Leadville to Aspen. This photograph depicts one of the troopers on that trip, likely Nathan Morrell of New Hampshire. Their route took them west from Leadville through the saddle between Mounts Massive and Elbert, over the Continental Divide and across the Williams Mountains, then down the Hunter Creek valley to Aspen. Arriving in Aspen expecting to bivouac outside, they were invited to sleep in the Hotel Jerome by its owner, Larry Elisha. In December of that year a 10th Recon group of 53 officers and enlisted men summited Mounts Elbert and Massive, the two highest peaks in Colorado, in a three-day expedition. Captain John Jay and Lieutenant Russell McJury led both these expeditions. 

Richard A. Rocker, The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, TMD-475
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The 87th Regiment was sent to Fort Ord, California for amphibious training in June, 1943, and attached to Amphibian Training Force-9, or ATF-9, given the mission of retaking the island of Kiska, in the Aleutian Island chain, from Japanese occupiers. When the 30,000-man AFT-9 landed on Kiska in mid-August, the Japanese occupiers had slipped away unseen by American naval forces in the obscuring mists of the Bering Sea. Not yet aware that the enemy had fled, several companies of the 87th fired at the sound of rifle shots in the fog, inflicting 11 friendly fire casualties on fellow mountain soldiers.

New England Ski Museum
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Kiska was occupied by the 87th until late December 1943, when it returned to Camp Hale. While on the island, soldiers of the 87th struggled to stay warm in the raw, damp, windswept climate. One of the soldiers on occupation duty was Robert Livermore, Jr., seen here on the left. Of the group of four that included Roger Langley, Alec Bright and Minnie Dole who first conceptualized using National Ski Patrol skiers as mountain soldiers at Bromley in Vermont in February 1940, Livermore was the only one to serve in the 10th.

New England Ski Museum

13-Gabriel-002.tif
In 1943, low mountain training for standard infantry divisions by elements of the Mountain Training Center was established in Buena Vista, Virginia, then transferred to Elkins, West Virginia. A climbing school was formed at Seneca Rocks, West Virginia, and from the summer of 1943 through July 1944 troops intended to be artillery observers, snipers and scouts from five divisions were given rock climbing instruction there. “The students attack across two cliff-walled defiles, infiltrate thru enemy positions in high rock, and finally assault a cliff and set up fixed ropes,” wrote instructor Hal Burton to Minnie Dole. “They also learn to work under fire. That is the meaning of the explosives and fireworks.”

New England Ski Museum
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Swiss mountaineer Peter Gabriel, probably shown here, was the lead climbing instructor at Seneca Rocks. Among the climbing instructors at Seneca were some who made reputations in the postwar in skiing and alpinism, including David Brower, Hal Burton, Fred Beckey, Kerr Sparks, Steve Knowlton and Ed Link, who commanded the detachment.

New England Ski Museum

15-TMD-802.tif
In late June 1944, the division was transferred from Camp Hale to Camp Swift, Texas, seen here. There were suggestions that the division would be converted to a standard infantry division, and plans for maneuvers with other divisions were made. Apart from the questions about the ultimate form of the mountain troops, the transition from an alpine to desert climate was difficult for many mountain soldiers, and early marches resulted in many casualties from heat exhaustion. Troop morale reached a low point. Nonetheless, adapting to the heat of Camp Swift had a hardening effect on the fitness of the troops, so that covering 25 miles in 8 hours became achievable. In November at Camp Swift, the designation of the unit as the 10th Mountain Division erased questions about its ultimate mission, a new commander, General George P. Hays was named, and preparations for movement overseas began.

The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, TMD-802
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