GREEN GOLD

CAMP ABBOT (NOwW SUNRIVER!)

Events are sometimes linked in rather strange
ways. Why, you may ask, does this author want to
include the story of a U.S. Army installation in a
book on the history of the timber industry? The
chief reason is for the preservation of the histori-
cal record. Secondly, there are some direct con-
nections.

First, the land that became Camp Abbot was
logged a number of times—before and since. Sec-
ond, the man who eventually gained possession
of much of the Camp Abbot property—some-
where around 5,500 acres—was himself a timber-
man and the money with which be bought the
property was timber money. Third, with the
exception of a small publication published by the
Sunriver Nature Center, the story of Camp Abbot
is not recorded.! (The camp’s name is frequently
misspelled as Abbott.)

Sunriver Nature Center’s booklet is included
almost verbatim here. Some additions and dele-
tions have been made to bring the material up to
date. The information in the booklet has been
supplemented by a number of newspaper articles
originally appearing in The Bulletin, Bend, Ore-
gon. Photographs (different from those appearing
in the booklet) have been acquired from the Sun-
river Nature Center and from the collection of
Allan Gray (about whom you will learn more
later).

1. Camp Abbot; Sunriver’s Proud Roots, written and
designed by Michael O’Reilly; publishd by the Sunriver
Nature Center; 1989. Used here with permission from Sun-
river Nature Center.

Camp Abbot was named for Henry Abbot, a
member of the Williamson Survey party in search
of a rail route from the Sacramento Valley to the
Columbia River. The site along the Deschutes
River where the Abbot party camped the night of
September 2, 1855 was chosen for the Engineers
Replacement Training Center. Before the site
became the now famous Sunriver Resort, it func-
tioned in other capacities, all of which will be
included here

The Way It Was

When the first trainees arrived at Camp Abbot
in March 1943 the night time temperature had
dropped to 20 degrees below zero. This, the
U.S.’s third Engineer Replacement Training Cen-
ter, was built seemingly in the middle of nowhere,
but army officers had chosen the site both for its
isolation and its unique similarity to the European
theater where American troops confronted the
Nazi and Fascist forces.

By June 1944 the war in Europe had ended,
and Camp Abbot was abandoned. For a little over
a year the Deschutes River encampment had
transformed the bleak, but beautiful wilderness
into a whirlwind of army activities. Although
most of the settlement was razed after the war, the
concept of a self-contained community took root,
and decades later sprouted and blossomed into
the destination resort of Sunriver.
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To the combat engineers training at Camp
Abbot, life in Central Oregon was not the
easy-going comfort zone that Sunriver is today.
The 17 week training course was a tough, com-
petitive program designed to introduce the harsh
realities of war. Men, only a few weeks removed
from civilian life, were put under simulated battle
conditions in the heart of the Cascade mountains.

Where the tenth tee of the Sunriver southern
golf course is now located, in 1943 and 1944 sol-
diers learned how to dodge bullets in an obstacle
course. Where families now reside in cozy, spa-
cious homes, men once lived in foxholes dug in
the snow. And what is now a modern recreation
haven with swimming pool, tennis courts, and
bicycle paths, was then a military installation
fully equipped with anti-tank demolition facili-
ties, bayonet courts, and rifle and grenade ranges.

Construction of the camp began in November
1942, but wasn’t officially opened until Col.
Frank S. Besson assumed command on May 12,
1943. Besson graduated with honors from West
Point in 1909 where he also won the sabre,
emblematic of the academy’s outstanding athlete.
He was largely responsible for Camp Abbot’s
warm esprit de corps which he fostered through
strong leadership and personal example.

Besson saw his mission was to make Camp
Abbot the best Engineer Replacement Training
Center (ERTC) in the country. To that end he sent
a message of greeting to the new officers and
enlisted men in the Abbot Engineer, the camp’s
weekly newspaper. The message was meant to
instill a sense of tradition and pride, and said in
part:

“Welcome to your new station. It is an ideal
installation in which to train soldiers in the rudi-
ments of becoming proficient Army Engineers.
We, of the Corps of Engineers, have a reputation
to uphold. As a component unit of the Army Ser-
vice Forces, it is our prime requisite to equip indi-
vidual soldiers with the necessary technical and
military education to cope with any situation
against the enemy on the ground...

“In every theater of war, the Engineers are
using their tools and their weapons with equal
skill. Let us continue with our efforts of training
soldiers who are the ‘first ones in and the last
ones out’ when the going is toughest.”

Besson was a familiar sight to trainees. He
habitually rode around the grounds in an open
jeep, smoking his pipe, and encouraging the men
with his favorite slogan, “sweat saves blood.” Not
one to shy away from any test of skill, Besson
personally took part in many of the training exer-
cises. He crawled through an obstacle course with
live fire ringing overhead, and officially opened
the rifle range by firing the first shot—a bull’s
eye.

The Training Cycle

Camp Abbot was constructed to train up to
10,000 men at a time, and in the 14 months of its
active existence, the camp rotated 90,000 individ-
uals through its paces. The actual training cycle
of 17 weeks consisted of three phases: a general
instruction period of six weeks, a specialty train-
ing period of eight weeks, and a final three week
phase of living in the field.

In the program’s first stage, the trainee
received instruction in basic military subjects.
This included map reading, close order drill, rig-
ging, first aid, camouflage and safeguarding mili-
tary information. It also included rigorous
physical training and various combat drills—
hand to hand combat, hand and anti-tank gre-
nades, defense against chemical, air, and mecha-
nized attack, and rifle marksmanship.

The second eight week phase funneled a qual-
ified trainee into one of eight specialist training
courses. These were courses in carpentry, sawmill
operation, demolition, cooking, administration,
automotive maintenance, motor vehicle opera-
tion, and heavy equipment operation. Each of the
courses were augmented by more instruction in
military subjects such as orientation, night opera-
tions, and physical training.

If a trainee was not selected for specialist
training, he advanced to the technical and tactical
phase, also eight weeks in duration. He became
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part of a team that build bridges, perhaps under
fire. He was trained in village fighting, laying and
passing through field mines, and engineer recon-
naissance. In essence, he was trained to build and
fight, to prepare the way for troops.

The third phase of the ERTC program was a
three week field maneuver spent under conditions
parallel those of a combat zone. The soldier
became part of a unit working on a simulated bat-
tle “problem.” The problem came in the form of
sealed orders, revealed to the men one day at a
time, and generally dealing with the mission of
repelling a hypothetical enemy.

For example, the 51st Battalion was given the
following situation for their bivouac phase: on the
first day out of camp they were told that the
enemy had effected surprise landings at Seaside
and Reedsport and had pushed eastward to
occupy Portland, Salem, and Eugene. The enemy
had moved even further eastward to a line extend-
ing from Three Sisters to Davis Lake. The town
of Bend had already been bombed and all bridges
destroyed.

At noon on the second day the 51st was
ordered to build bridges across the Deschutes
River in its role as a supporting unit for the main
defense force. The bridge had to be finished that
night by 9 o’clock so a convoy could pass over.
As soon as the bridge was completed, minutes
before 9, the 51st received instructions to proceed
immediately to a point further north and prepare a
defensive position with barbed wire and mine
fields. The battalion camped at dawn and ate K
rations for breakfast. And so it went.

After 17 consecutive days in the field, march-
ing under full packs, and eating three meals a day
outdoors, the men returned with a better idea of
what war is. They looked rugged and confident
now that they had proven to themselves that they
could take it.

War Games

Contrary to the post-Vietnam anti-war atti-
tudes of today, the spirit of that time was one of
gung-ho patriotism and unquestioned loyalty to
the war effort. Most of the trainees were from

rural areas and were taking their first trip away
from the farm. The excitement and togetherness
of fighting Nazism as recognized evil in the
world made the brief stay at Camp Abbot for
most trainees the most important time in their
lives.

For Central Oregon civilians the war years
were equally impressive as everyone contributed
in whatever way possible toward victory. In
nearby Bend shop owners made special accom-
modations for the soldiers arriving hourly by bus
from Camp Abbot. Spouses and relatives staying
in Bend could not all fit in the available motels
and many homeowners rented out rooms to the
visitors.

Central Oregon landowners readily agreed to
allow the army the use of their land for large scale
war games. In September and October 1943 a
10,000 square mile area covering three Central
Oregon counties were used for what was called
the “Oregon Maneuver.”

The Oregon Maneuver involved over 100,000
soldiers commanded by Major General Alex-
ander Patch. The principle forces were grouped
into the 91st, the 96th, and the 104th Infantry
Divisions and made Central Oregon one of the
country’s most important military areas.

The isolated High Desert made an ideal stag-
ing ground for training men and planning Euro-
pean strategies. Camp Abbot was the head-
quarters for the war games and supplies were
routed by train through the engineers’ camp. The
Deschutes River was likened to the Rhine River
and the surrounding old range country provided
the clear, cold weather for long foot marches and
continuous operation of aircraft.

The Camp Abbot engineers took part in the
war games as a crucial training component for the
Allies final push across France and into Germany.
The combat engineers learned about bridge build-
ing, amphibious assault, and construction of
roads and canals. The soldiers would often take a
day to build a bridge and then the next day
destroy it.
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Recreation

Beyond the seriousness of the war and the
intensity of training, Camp Abbot’s soldiers
enjoyed a wide variety of recreational activities.
Sports teams were organized and games fought
throughout the duration of the camp’s tenure.
Colonel Besson encouraged his trainees to play
aggressively and competitively.

The first baseball game was played on Sun-
day June 6, 1943, though the GIs were over-
whelmed by the Bend Elks to the tune of 11 to 1.
Soon after other sports action could be seen
around the camp in both team and individual
competitions.

Mass boxing was initiated on June 25, but
instead of regulation boxing rings, huge saw-
dusted outdoor circles were established in each
battalion. Soldiers gathered in large numbers,
donned their gloves and attempted to smash the
living daylights out of anybody within range.

Col. Besson tossed the first ball from center in
the post’s first basketball tournament held in
October. Soldiers also competed in track meets,
bowling leagues and volleyball tournaments. Ice
skating was a favorite in the winter months,
though freezes alternating with thaws produced
some rough surfaces. The men voted table tennis
as the camp’s most popular activity.

The arrival of the first WACs both delighted
and awed the men in June 1943. The recreational
hall opened then and the occasion was celebrated
with Camp Abbot’s first dance. Dances were held
as often as possible, but since the WACs were
outnumbered by the men 15 to 1 and greater, the
Service Club arranged for women to be brought
in from Bend by the busload for these special
events.

Since television wasn’t around then, many
trainees relaxed by listening to the radio and the
sounds of the Big Band. One of the most popular
bands of the time was Fred Waring’s Orchestra
which could be heard across the country during a
quarter hour show called “Victory Tunes.”

The Camp Abbot engineers swelled with
pride when Waring dedicated one of his national
broadcasts to the new camp in Central Oregon.

The Waring crew played tunes selected by the
trainees in a contest sponsored by the Post Spe-
cial Service office. Millions of radio listeners
heard the engineers’ favorite tunes when the
orchestra played “Great Day,” “I Just Kissed Your
Picture Goodnight,” and then the number one
ditty, “Day In, Day Out.”

The Camp Abbot Service Club was where
enlisted men and women could relax away from
army responsibilities. The Service Club was
located near other entertainment facilities, such as
the post theater in the heart of the group areas
while the third, the Post Chapel, was located near
the intersection of Group Avenue and Center
Street. After the war most of Camp Abbot’s
buildings were destroyed, but the Post Chapel
building was carefully dismantled and later
reconstructed. Today it exists as “Our Savior’s
Lutheran Church” located on Third Street in
Prineville. Pastor John Maas, a former Camp
Abbot chaplain, presides.

Officers’ Club

The most recognizable and magnificent leg-
acy of Camp Abbot’s engineers was the Officers’
Club, today known as Sunriver’s Great Hall. The
clubhouse was built as a training project and took
six months to complete. Col. Besson appointed
his most talented personnel to lead the project and
most camp members took part in it at one time or
another.

The building was designed in the style of a
mountain lodge, and as part of the training exer-
cise, only used native materials for most of the
construction. The only financial expenditure was
$4,796 for materials unavailable locally, such as
window panes, cement, plumbing fixtures, and
paint.

Work began on October 1, 1943 when the
area was cleared for construction. The principle
building materials came from the white fir, pon-
derosa pine and tamarack cut from the surround-
ing terrain. Stone masons shaped ten tons of
volcanic rock into the massive fireplaces, and
heavy equipment operators lifted the huge tresses
into place.
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A “bush raising” ceremony was held on
December 24 to honor the completion of the roof,
and a well attended dance that Christmas was one
of Camp Abbot’s most memorable occasions. By
the time the Officers’ Clubhouse was dedicated
on April 29 (only a month before the war ended),
it had become the most attractive structure at the
camp and remains today Sunriver’s most distin-
guished landmark.

When Camp Abbot was abandoned in June
1944, the Officers’ Club was the only significant
building left unmolested. The 5,500 acre army
property went up for sale in 1945 and by 1950
was used for a livestock operation. The once
magnificent clubhouse deteriorated from neglect,
and at one point was even used to house cattle.

Not until the planned community of Sunriver
was developed did the lodge receive a
much-needed restoration. It became known as the
Great Hall, and along with condominiums and
recreational facilities, reopened to the public in
1969. Colonel Besson made a prophetic tribute to
this unique structure and his engineers when he
wrote: “It will be a standing monument to you
and to the training you received at this center.”

Things To Do

Besides its historical interest to Central Ore-
gon’s residents and visitors, Camp Abbot also
provides many opportunities for the amateur
archeologist. The five cent bottle return law
wasn’t in effect then, nor was the environmental
consciousness for which Oregon is renown. Typi-
cally trainees stumbled through the woods, play-
ing their war games, eating their army grub, and
then just tossing the spent materials wherever
they camped.

Now their refuse provides a layer for archeo-
logical investigation, a recognizable historical era
lodged between modern tourist discards and the
obsidian arrowheads of yesteryear.

Recently a major find was discovered by
teenagers who took part in the Junior Natural pro-
gram. In their trek through Sunriver’s surround-

ings, they found an abundance of bazooka
rockets, bullets, hand grenades, and barbed wire
used in the engineers’ bivouac training.

One veteran swears that there’s still a billion
dollars’ worth of heavy equipment buried in the
trenches from when Camp Abbot made its hur-
ried demise. Although this veteran has been
known to exaggerate, he suggests that the forgot-
ten stock can be found through magnetic reso-
nance photography and correlating that to the
trench lines made visible through aerial photogra-
phy.

In addition to whatever random items can be
found in Sunriver neighborhoods, or the lucky
treasure hunter can find through modern technol-
ogy, Sunriver provides ample opportunity for a
leisurely examination of Camp Abbot’s remnant
structures. The following items are of special his-
torical interest and are easily located:

The Officers’ Club is the most prominent and
best preserved of Camp Abbot’s buildings. Now
called the Great Hall, it is always open to the pub-
lic and continues to function regularly as a com-
munity gathering place. The Post Chapel, also
already mentioned, was located at the Lodge’s
“B” parking lot.

Camp Abbot’s sewer sedimentation tanks are
also still extant, The Sunriver developers added
roofs, punched holes in the sides for doors, and
now they are known as the corporation ware-
houses, located in the corporation yard.

Several foundations of historical Camp Abbot
structures remain intact and are easily located for
observation. Though most of the bridges built by
the engineers were destroyed soon after, the Bes-
son Bridge was designed as a permanent bridge.
Its abutment foundations can still be seen along
the Deschutes River.

The camp entrance, depicted on this booklet’s
cover, was located on Highway 97. The highway
has since moved west of its original routing, so
the curious will find the entrance foundations just
east of the present Highway 97 in a line continu-
ing from South Century Drive.

Sunriver has grown much larger than Camp
Abbot’s original boundaries, although combat
engineers once roamed all over the area. The
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main entrance road was known as F Street and The camp’s northern most barracks on L.
was the site for rows of barracks, the cafe and rec-  Street is now located between the 12th and 14th
reation buildings, and other centrally located holes of the southern golf course. The infamous
buildings. Now it is Center Drive and the tennis obstacle course that gave trainees so much trou-
courts. ble is now the southern golf course’s 10th tee.

Army warehouses, the Civilian Conservation
Corps’ camp site, and many other historical
places of interest can be found with a little perse-
verance.
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CAMP ABBOT (NOwW SUNRIVER!)

Events are sometimes linked in rather strange
ways. Why, you may ask, does this author want to
include the story of a U.S. Army installation in a
book on the history of the timber industry? The
chief reason is for the preservation of the histori-
cal record. Secondly, there are some direct con-
nections.

First, the land that became Camp Abbot was
logged a number of times—before and since. Sec-
ond, the man who eventually gained possession
of much of the Camp Abbot property—some-
where around 5,500 acres—was himself a timber-
man and the money with which be bought the
property was timber money. Third, with the
exception of a small publication published by the
Sunriver Nature Center, the story of Camp Abbot
is not recorded.! (The camp’s name is frequently
misspelled as Abbott.)

Sunriver Nature Center’s booklet is included
almost verbatim here. Some additions and dele-
tions have been made to bring the material up to
date. The information in the booklet has been
supplemented by a number of newspaper articles
originally appearing in The Bulletin, Bend, Ore-
gon. Photographs (different from those appearing
in the booklet) have been acquired from the Sun-
river Nature Center and from the collection of
Allan Gray (about whom you will learn more
later).

1. Camp Abbot; Sunriver’s Proud Roots, written and
designed by Michael O’Reilly; publishd by the Sunriver
Nature Center; 1989. Used here with permission from Sun-
river Nature Center.

Camp Abbot was named for Henry Abbot, a
member of the Williamson Survey party in search
of a rail route from the Sacramento Valley to the
Columbia River. The site along the Deschutes
River where the Abbot party camped the night of
September 2, 1855 was chosen for the Engineers
Replacement Training Center. Before the site
became the now famous Sunriver Resort, it func-
tioned in other capacities, all of which will be
included here

The Way It Was

When the first trainees arrived at Camp Abbot
in March 1943 the night time temperature had
dropped to 20 degrees below zero. This, the
U.S.’s third Engineer Replacement Training Cen-
ter, was built seemingly in the middle of nowhere,
but army officers had chosen the site both for its
isolation and its unique similarity to the European
theater where American troops confronted the
Nazi and Fascist forces.

By June 1944 the war in Europe had ended,
and Camp Abbot was abandoned. For a little over
a year the Deschutes River encampment had
transformed the bleak, but beautiful wilderness
into a whirlwind of army activities. Although
most of the settlement was razed after the war, the
concept of a self-contained community took root,
and decades later sprouted and blossomed into
the destination resort of Sunriver.
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To the combat engineers training at Camp
Abbot, life in Central Oregon was not the
easy-going comfort zone that Sunriver is today.
The 17 week training course was a tough, com-
petitive program designed to introduce the harsh
realities of war. Men, only a few weeks removed
from civilian life, were put under simulated battle
conditions in the heart of the Cascade mountains.

Where the tenth tee of the Sunriver southern
golf course is now located, in 1943 and 1944 sol-
diers learned how to dodge bullets in an obstacle
course. Where families now reside in cozy, spa-
cious homes, men once lived in foxholes dug in
the snow. And what is now a modern recreation
haven with swimming pool, tennis courts, and
bicycle paths, was then a military installation
fully equipped with anti-tank demolition facili-
ties, bayonet courts, and rifle and grenade ranges.

Construction of the camp began in November
1942, but wasn’t officially opened until Col.
Frank S. Besson assumed command on May 12,
1943. Besson graduated with honors from West
Point in 1909 where he also won the sabre,
emblematic of the academy’s outstanding athlete.
He was largely responsible for Camp Abbot’s
warm esprit de corps which he fostered through
strong leadership and personal example.

Besson saw his mission was to make Camp
Abbot the best Engineer Replacement Training
Center (ERTC) in the country. To that end he sent
a message of greeting to the new officers and
enlisted men in the Abbot Engineer, the camp’s
weekly newspaper. The message was meant to
instill a sense of tradition and pride, and said in
part:

“Welcome to your new station. It is an ideal
installation in which to train soldiers in the rudi-
ments of becoming proficient Army Engineers.
We, of the Corps of Engineers, have a reputation
to uphold. As a component unit of the Army Ser-
vice Forces, it is our prime requisite to equip indi-
vidual soldiers with the necessary technical and
military education to cope with any situation
against the enemy on the ground...

“In every theater of war, the Engineers are
using their tools and their weapons with equal
skill. Let us continue with our efforts of training
soldiers who are the ‘first ones in and the last
ones out’ when the going is toughest.”

Besson was a familiar sight to trainees. He
habitually rode around the grounds in an open
jeep, smoking his pipe, and encouraging the men
with his favorite slogan, “sweat saves blood.” Not
one to shy away from any test of skill, Besson
personally took part in many of the training exer-
cises. He crawled through an obstacle course with
live fire ringing overhead, and officially opened
the rifle range by firing the first shot—a bull’s
eye.

The Training Cycle

Camp Abbot was constructed to train up to
10,000 men at a time, and in the 14 months of its
active existence, the camp rotated 90,000 individ-
uals through its paces. The actual training cycle
of 17 weeks consisted of three phases: a general
instruction period of six weeks, a specialty train-
ing period of eight weeks, and a final three week
phase of living in the field.

In the program’s first stage, the trainee
received instruction in basic military subjects.
This included map reading, close order drill, rig-
ging, first aid, camouflage and safeguarding mili-
tary information. It also included rigorous
physical training and various combat drills—
hand to hand combat, hand and anti-tank gre-
nades, defense against chemical, air, and mecha-
nized attack, and rifle marksmanship.

The second eight week phase funneled a qual-
ified trainee into one of eight specialist training
courses. These were courses in carpentry, sawmill
operation, demolition, cooking, administration,
automotive maintenance, motor vehicle opera-
tion, and heavy equipment operation. Each of the
courses were augmented by more instruction in
military subjects such as orientation, night opera-
tions, and physical training.

If a trainee was not selected for specialist
training, he advanced to the technical and tactical
phase, also eight weeks in duration. He became
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part of a team that build bridges, perhaps under
fire. He was trained in village fighting, laying and
passing through field mines, and engineer recon-
naissance. In essence, he was trained to build and
fight, to prepare the way for troops.

The third phase of the ERTC program was a
three week field maneuver spent under conditions
parallel those of a combat zone. The soldier
became part of a unit working on a simulated bat-
tle “problem.” The problem came in the form of
sealed orders, revealed to the men one day at a
time, and generally dealing with the mission of
repelling a hypothetical enemy.

For example, the 51st Battalion was given the
following situation for their bivouac phase: on the
first day out of camp they were told that the
enemy had effected surprise landings at Seaside
and Reedsport and had pushed eastward to
occupy Portland, Salem, and Eugene. The enemy
had moved even further eastward to a line extend-
ing from Three Sisters to Davis Lake. The town
of Bend had already been bombed and all bridges
destroyed.

At noon on the second day the 51st was
ordered to build bridges across the Deschutes
River in its role as a supporting unit for the main
defense force. The bridge had to be finished that
night by 9 o’clock so a convoy could pass over.
As soon as the bridge was completed, minutes
before 9, the 51st received instructions to proceed
immediately to a point further north and prepare a
defensive position with barbed wire and mine
fields. The battalion camped at dawn and ate K
rations for breakfast. And so it went.

After 17 consecutive days in the field, march-
ing under full packs, and eating three meals a day
outdoors, the men returned with a better idea of
what war is. They looked rugged and confident
now that they had proven to themselves that they
could take it.

War Games

Contrary to the post-Vietnam anti-war atti-
tudes of today, the spirit of that time was one of
gung-ho patriotism and unquestioned loyalty to
the war effort. Most of the trainees were from

rural areas and were taking their first trip away
from the farm. The excitement and togetherness
of fighting Nazism as recognized evil in the
world made the brief stay at Camp Abbot for
most trainees the most important time in their
lives.

For Central Oregon civilians the war years
were equally impressive as everyone contributed
in whatever way possible toward victory. In
nearby Bend shop owners made special accom-
modations for the soldiers arriving hourly by bus
from Camp Abbot. Spouses and relatives staying
in Bend could not all fit in the available motels
and many homeowners rented out rooms to the
visitors.

Central Oregon landowners readily agreed to
allow the army the use of their land for large scale
war games. In September and October 1943 a
10,000 square mile area covering three Central
Oregon counties were used for what was called
the “Oregon Maneuver.”

The Oregon Maneuver involved over 100,000
soldiers commanded by Major General Alex-
ander Patch. The principle forces were grouped
into the 91st, the 96th, and the 104th Infantry
Divisions and made Central Oregon one of the
country’s most important military areas.

The isolated High Desert made an ideal stag-
ing ground for training men and planning Euro-
pean strategies. Camp Abbot was the head-
quarters for the war games and supplies were
routed by train through the engineers’ camp. The
Deschutes River was likened to the Rhine River
and the surrounding old range country provided
the clear, cold weather for long foot marches and
continuous operation of aircraft.

The Camp Abbot engineers took part in the
war games as a crucial training component for the
Allies final push across France and into Germany.
The combat engineers learned about bridge build-
ing, amphibious assault, and construction of
roads and canals. The soldiers would often take a
day to build a bridge and then the next day
destroy it.
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Recreation

Beyond the seriousness of the war and the
intensity of training, Camp Abbot’s soldiers
enjoyed a wide variety of recreational activities.
Sports teams were organized and games fought
throughout the duration of the camp’s tenure.
Colonel Besson encouraged his trainees to play
aggressively and competitively.

The first baseball game was played on Sun-
day June 6, 1943, though the GIs were over-
whelmed by the Bend Elks to the tune of 11 to 1.
Soon after other sports action could be seen
around the camp in both team and individual
competitions.

Mass boxing was initiated on June 25, but
instead of regulation boxing rings, huge saw-
dusted outdoor circles were established in each
battalion. Soldiers gathered in large numbers,
donned their gloves and attempted to smash the
living daylights out of anybody within range.

Col. Besson tossed the first ball from center in
the post’s first basketball tournament held in
October. Soldiers also competed in track meets,
bowling leagues and volleyball tournaments. Ice
skating was a favorite in the winter months,
though freezes alternating with thaws produced
some rough surfaces. The men voted table tennis
as the camp’s most popular activity.

The arrival of the first WACs both delighted
and awed the men in June 1943. The recreational
hall opened then and the occasion was celebrated
with Camp Abbot’s first dance. Dances were held
as often as possible, but since the WACs were
outnumbered by the men 15 to 1 and greater, the
Service Club arranged for women to be brought
in from Bend by the busload for these special
events.

Since television wasn’t around then, many
trainees relaxed by listening to the radio and the
sounds of the Big Band. One of the most popular
bands of the time was Fred Waring’s Orchestra
which could be heard across the country during a
quarter hour show called “Victory Tunes.”

The Camp Abbot engineers swelled with
pride when Waring dedicated one of his national
broadcasts to the new camp in Central Oregon.

The Waring crew played tunes selected by the
trainees in a contest sponsored by the Post Spe-
cial Service office. Millions of radio listeners
heard the engineers’ favorite tunes when the
orchestra played “Great Day,” “I Just Kissed Your
Picture Goodnight,” and then the number one
ditty, “Day In, Day Out.”

The Camp Abbot Service Club was where
enlisted men and women could relax away from
army responsibilities. The Service Club was
located near other entertainment facilities, such as
the post theater in the heart of the group areas
while the third, the Post Chapel, was located near
the intersection of Group Avenue and Center
Street. After the war most of Camp Abbot’s
buildings were destroyed, but the Post Chapel
building was carefully dismantled and later
reconstructed. Today it exists as “Our Savior’s
Lutheran Church” located on Third Street in
Prineville. Pastor John Maas, a former Camp
Abbot chaplain, presides.

Officers’ Club

The most recognizable and magnificent leg-
acy of Camp Abbot’s engineers was the Officers’
Club, today known as Sunriver’s Great Hall. The
clubhouse was built as a training project and took
six months to complete. Col. Besson appointed
his most talented personnel to lead the project and
most camp members took part in it at one time or
another.

The building was designed in the style of a
mountain lodge, and as part of the training exer-
cise, only used native materials for most of the
construction. The only financial expenditure was
$4,796 for materials unavailable locally, such as
window panes, cement, plumbing fixtures, and
paint.

Work began on October 1, 1943 when the
area was cleared for construction. The principle
building materials came from the white fir, pon-
derosa pine and tamarack cut from the surround-
ing terrain. Stone masons shaped ten tons of
volcanic rock into the massive fireplaces, and
heavy equipment operators lifted the huge tresses
into place.
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A “bush raising” ceremony was held on
December 24 to honor the completion of the roof,
and a well attended dance that Christmas was one
of Camp Abbot’s most memorable occasions. By
the time the Officers’ Clubhouse was dedicated
on April 29 (only a month before the war ended),
it had become the most attractive structure at the
camp and remains today Sunriver’s most distin-
guished landmark.

When Camp Abbot was abandoned in June
1944, the Officers’ Club was the only significant
building left unmolested. The 5,500 acre army
property went up for sale in 1945 and by 1950
was used for a livestock operation. The once
magnificent clubhouse deteriorated from neglect,
and at one point was even used to house cattle.

Not until the planned community of Sunriver
was developed did the lodge receive a
much-needed restoration. It became known as the
Great Hall, and along with condominiums and
recreational facilities, reopened to the public in
1969. Colonel Besson made a prophetic tribute to
this unique structure and his engineers when he
wrote: “It will be a standing monument to you
and to the training you received at this center.”

Things To Do

Besides its historical interest to Central Ore-
gon’s residents and visitors, Camp Abbot also
provides many opportunities for the amateur
archeologist. The five cent bottle return law
wasn’t in effect then, nor was the environmental
consciousness for which Oregon is renown. Typi-
cally trainees stumbled through the woods, play-
ing their war games, eating their army grub, and
then just tossing the spent materials wherever
they camped.

Now their refuse provides a layer for archeo-
logical investigation, a recognizable historical era
lodged between modern tourist discards and the
obsidian arrowheads of yesteryear.

Recently a major find was discovered by
teenagers who took part in the Junior Natural pro-
gram. In their trek through Sunriver’s surround-

ings, they found an abundance of bazooka
rockets, bullets, hand grenades, and barbed wire
used in the engineers’ bivouac training.

One veteran swears that there’s still a billion
dollars’ worth of heavy equipment buried in the
trenches from when Camp Abbot made its hur-
ried demise. Although this veteran has been
known to exaggerate, he suggests that the forgot-
ten stock can be found through magnetic reso-
nance photography and correlating that to the
trench lines made visible through aerial photogra-
phy.

In addition to whatever random items can be
found in Sunriver neighborhoods, or the lucky
treasure hunter can find through modern technol-
ogy, Sunriver provides ample opportunity for a
leisurely examination of Camp Abbot’s remnant
structures. The following items are of special his-
torical interest and are easily located:

The Officers’ Club is the most prominent and
best preserved of Camp Abbot’s buildings. Now
called the Great Hall, it is always open to the pub-
lic and continues to function regularly as a com-
munity gathering place. The Post Chapel, also
already mentioned, was located at the Lodge’s
“B” parking lot.

Camp Abbot’s sewer sedimentation tanks are
also still extant, The Sunriver developers added
roofs, punched holes in the sides for doors, and
now they are known as the corporation ware-
houses, located in the corporation yard.

Several foundations of historical Camp Abbot
structures remain intact and are easily located for
observation. Though most of the bridges built by
the engineers were destroyed soon after, the Bes-
son Bridge was designed as a permanent bridge.
Its abutment foundations can still be seen along
the Deschutes River.

The camp entrance, depicted on this booklet’s
cover, was located on Highway 97. The highway
has since moved west of its original routing, so
the curious will find the entrance foundations just
east of the present Highway 97 in a line continu-
ing from South Century Drive.

Sunriver has grown much larger than Camp
Abbot’s original boundaries, although combat
engineers once roamed all over the area. The
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main entrance road was known as F Street and The camp’s northern most barracks on L.
was the site for rows of barracks, the cafe and rec-  Street is now located between the 12th and 14th
reation buildings, and other centrally located holes of the southern golf course. The infamous
buildings. Now it is Center Drive and the tennis obstacle course that gave trainees so much trou-
courts. ble is now the southern golf course’s 10th tee.

Army warehouses, the Civilian Conservation
Corps’ camp site, and many other historical
places of interest can be found with a little perse-
verance.



