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Ski trooper

Vet recalls European escapades

By Teri Banas
staff writer

“1 got [nto the ski troopers the same
way 1 got into the Army,” recalls Livo-
nlan Roy Puckett. "] was drafted.”

With that, Puckett, a recent high
school graduate began his journey lo
the European front with one of the
most decorated fIghting units of World
War II — the 10th Mountain Dlvision.

Made up of three batalllon of 10,000
men, the newly formed fighting group
was excluslvely tralned for combat in
the treacherous mountaln terrain of the
Italian Appenine Mountalns.

"We were the only divislon trained
for warfare in bad weather," sajd
Puckett.

Inltially, the enlisted men were
among the best mountalnecrs and ski-
ers In the country. But as the war took
its tol}, many of the enlisted men, like
Puckett, arrived with little or no expe-
rience on skis. Some had never even
come close to a mountaln,

"1 had never owned a pair of skis in
my life,” sald Puckett, a business
teacher at Bishop Borgess High School
in Redford Townshlp. “But for a young
person, it was a wonderful experience.”

WHEN PUCKETT was drafted, he
was flrst assigned to a unit on Kiska in
the Aleutlon Istands. He arrived in
August 1943 after {Ighting with the
Japancse had ccased. He remained
there for six months, repalring roads
and other clean-up chores, before re-
turning to the states to begin training
as a ski trooper In January 1944,

Puckett became part of the divislon’s
first battatlon, the 87th, and had his
flrst taste of the job ahead In Camp
Hale, Colo., where he received his basle

training and learned how to ski. Therc

quite a stalemate. There had been two
other attempts to break "“The Gothle
Line” (a 120-mlle front across the Ital-
ian Mountalns} but we were able to
break it and keep the German forces an
the move. We shortened the war con-
slderably.”

In a total of 114 days, spanning the
period between January and July of
1945, the divislon took part in three
major batiles, over Riva Ridge, Mt
Belvedere and Po Valley."

At Riva Ridge, considered a major
turning point for the Allles durlng the
war, the fighting unit displayed its tal-
ent acquired from specialized training.

“It was very steep on one slde and
the Germans, who were on the other
side, hadn't placed any guards there.
They didn't anticipate anyone coming
over. But al night, the 85th used pick
axes and ropes and made i over, sur-
prising the Germans,” sald Puckeit.

THE DIVISION became the most
decorated unlt In the European The-
ater, But it also had a high casuaity
rate for Its short time in service in Ita.
ly. Uut of 1U,00¢ men, $92 were killed
and 4,154 were wounded. Puckett, him-
self, carned a Bronze Star {or deliver-
ing a message warning others of an up-
coming battle. U.S. Sen. Robert Dole of
Kansas, one of today's most well-
known members, lost an arm I the
fighting.

“Oh, yeah, you were scared. But at
that young age, with all your buddics
al) helping one another, and once you
saw your {riends belng kllled, you for-
got what was gaing on and just concen-
trated on your fob.”

In all, he remembers they covered
about 100 mlles wearing €0-pound
backpacks complete with tents and ra-
tlons,

he d In winter

wonring ski shoes and skis In lcmpcra
tures of 30 degrees below zero. After
that, the Army sent him and his troop
10 Camp Swlft, a base on the outskirts
of Austln, Texas, for further scasoning.
“They wanlcd us lo get used to warm
weather.”

In January 1945, the entlre divislon,
made vp of the B5th, 86th and 87th ba-
talllons, was transferred averseas to It-
aly. Just out of his teen years, Puckett
was assigned as a messenger, often de-
livering correspondence under shell
tire and darkncss.

The division galned attention for
"winning the war in Italy.”

“When we first got there, there was

Nuclear war discussed

you got fresh eggs from
the batallion farmers and a couple of
tlmes we made it back 1o the rest
camp. That's where [ saw Frank Sina.
tra, he put on a regular show for us,“

He also recalls many infuries from
soldiers fatllng in the snow. “The skis
were like bear traps, they did not have
releasable bindings. That was responsi-
ble for lot of leg and ankle Injuries.”

When the war ended in Europe,
Puckett’s group was scheduled to be
reassighed to the Pacific. But first,
they returned home to the states for a
leave, and that’s when the war ended
completely.

IRONICALLY, PUCKETT, who

served his 114 days In Italy with no in-
Jjurles, was hospitallzed when he was on
leave In Detrolt. A roller skatlng acei-
dent sent him into the hospital for three
months with a knee Injury.

Today, the men of the Mountain Divi-
slon have remalned a close-knit veter-
ans greup,

“Maybe when you've fought with
someone and your life depended on
your buddies, you get atlached. It’s the
sa::lu.- way with pollce and marines,” he
said.

Today, the 10th Mountain Division
Associatlon has held flve national con-
ventlons. The gatherings have twice
taken place in Vail and Lake Placid,
popular ski resorts, but durlng the sum-
met. On four occasions, members have
traveled back to Italy where the [talian
government has staged celebrations in
their honor, complete with parties and
parades.

“When you go up to those liitle
:innunlnln towns, they declare it a holi-

av.”

There are also local chapters (o the
organization, In Michigan, the associa-
tion's Lower Michigan Chapier, mects
twlce a year, Puckedt is its historlan,

IN LIVONIA, Puckett is one of five
velerans from the group. Other resi-

Camping

dents who were members of the skl
troop Include Richard L. Hibbard of
Oakdale Street, an accountant at Ford
Motor Co.; Calvin Moore of Roycroft
Street, a carpenter and constructlon
worker; Chester Suglerskt of Norman
Street, who s retlred from Ford Motor
Co. and Arne A. Hanninen of Barbara
Street,

At the Tenncssee Pass in Colorado
remalns one of thls country’s monu-
ments to the skl troopers.

“Camp Hale Is torn down, therc’s
nothing there anymore, but there’s a
blg marble monument with the names
of all the 992 fellows who dled on it. 's
always very touching when they have a
ceremony there. Some lallan officials
have shown up.”

Many also attribute the rise in the
skl Industry in the Urited States to the
lcgacy of the 10th Mountain Division.
According to Puckett, many of the ex-
pert skicrs of the division returned
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home to take part in the
sports buslness. “A couple of the guys
founded Vaif and one of the guys was
responsible for Aspen.™

Today, Puckett says he skis on occa-
sion, but is not an avid fan of the sport.
Neither of his two chlldren have devel-
oped a fancy for the sport ejther.
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that people wovld read the pastoral letter and then
make a decision, based on their consclence, on war
and peace.

"The most dangerous moral Issue tn the public
order Is the nuclear arms race,” Gumbleton said.
“It's prabably the most imporlanl decislon this na-
tlon has ever had to make.”

But the bishops are clear (n pointing out that any
warfare, whether conventional or nuclear, may be
waged only against combatants, avoiding popula-
tion centers,

"That means even If our cities have been at-
tacked, even then, we may not morally retaliate,”
Gumbleton sald. “The targeting of cities is immo-
ral,

“You must be sure that violence will be used
against combatants. And how difficult it becomes
to fulfill that condition when it comes to modern
warlare.”

YET ANY “deliberate initlation of nuclear
war,” Gumbleton sald, "can never be morally justl-
fied. Whoever inltiates nuclear war simllarly takes
responsibllity for its escalation.”

However, he also sald that when a nation is under
attack by nuclear weapons, it may respond with
nuclear weapons.

“Theoretteally you may use a proportlonate re-
sponse,” he sald, “However, you're talking about
responding against milltary targets only.™

The bishop asked the gathering It in reality it's
polmbic to limit nuclear war to mllitary targets
only.

“We are proloundly skeptical that a limited nu-
clear war could ever be waged,” he sald, “So the
orﬂy adequate mornl ruponsc is prcvcnllon

wh(-ther he could uy um the nucl:zr bomblng nl
Hiroshima and Nagasakl was wrong and unjustified
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if It brought an end to the war and saved a potential
one-milllon American casvalties,
“It's difficult now to make a judgmeni about
45 years ago,” Gi
said. "It clearly violated the norms of the just war
theology. Obvlously, we have 1o say the bombing of
Immccnt people cannot be justified moraily,
“It nl ncu‘ssnry fo bomb those two cities.

174
end 1o the war, We knuw lhis wg rclusnd because
we had a policy of unconditional surrender.”
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