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Searching for Snuffy

A chance meeting on the top of Vail mountain
leads a ski bum directly to his past.
By Devon O’Neil

THE ELDERLY MAN, skin wrinkled and dark from years in the high-
altitude sun, walked over and stood above me, casting his shadow
on my face. “Excuse me,” he said, “but would you mind taking our
picture?” I didn’t want to. I was tired from skiing all morning, and
lying in the snow with the sun on my skin was everything I needed
right then. Certainly anyone else in the crowd at the top of Vail's
Blue Sky Basin would’'ve been capable of taking that picture. For
some reason, he chose me.

When I obliged, he signaled his three friends to come over and
handed me his camera, an old 35mm that seemed a decade past its
time. The men looked far too old, too, especially to be skiing way up
there. Still, they had the latest equipment and, if they'd gotten this
far, some serious mountain know-how.

Then 1 noticed the telltale small white sticker at the tip of each of
their skis: the 10th Mountain Division logo. It was the proud badge of
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an elite clan of World War II veterans—the mountain fighters, soldiers
on skis. After four years ski bumming up in the Colorado high country,
I knew that sticker well. In fact, I had trained myself to look for it. It
was the mark of Colorado legends, men to respect. Most importantly
for me, though, that sticker might be the key to my past.

[ snapped a few photos of the men as they flashed weathered,
genuine smiles. We talked about the snow, the day. And before I knew
it I was blurting out the same question I'd asked every other 10th vet
I've ever met. “Does the name Robert ‘Snuffy’ O'Neil ring a bell to any
of you?” One of the men, who'd already begun to walk away, paused
and swung his head around like he’d heard a ghost. “Snuffy O'Neil,
did you say?” Before I could answer him, another man repeated the

REMAINS OF THE DAY Nelson Bennett, Earl Clark, and Dick Over, 10th
Mountain Division veterans of World War II, with a photo of Snuffy O'Neil.









