Mountain Madness 

by

Eyes Right

Gorham, NH –  At 6288 feet above sea level, my all-consuming goal was simple:  do not become number 140.  I was at the top of Mount Washington, about 10 miles south of here.  The wind speed was averaging over 55 mph, and the temperature was in the 40’s.  It was early August.
Mount Washington is the tallest mountain in the “Presidential Range” of the White Mountains of New Hampshire.  It is also the highest peak in the northeast.  The road which we had driven to reach the top is called “The Mount Washington Auto Road.”  It has its own history, having been open to the public in August, 1861 – almost 150 years ago.  At its beginning, of course, it was not known as an “auto road,” but was called the “Carriage Road.”    Construction had taken 7 years, and was privately funded, although chartered by the State Legislature.  To complete any road to the top of this mountain was a stunning engineering feat; to do it with all manual labor is even more impressive.
Almost immediately after its opening, the road became a prime tourist attraction.  Boston was within a day’s travel, and soon over 100 people a day were making the trip in stage coaches and on horseback.  Now over 3 million people have gone up the road to experience a view from what is advertised as “the top of the world.”  

The view is often mostly of the inside of a cloud as the summit is literally in the clouds about 60% of the time. We were fortunate, because clouds passed by infrequently, and we were able to see incredible distances.  Sometimes, when I was not sheltered by a building or a rock, I had to hang on, due to the vicious winds.  It had been nearly 90 degrees in Gorham, the nearest town on the eastern side of the mountain range, when we began the trip, but my hands were freezing once I was on the summit.   Wind speeds average over 35 mph.  The current world record for wind speed was measured here at 231 mph on April 12, 1934.  Snow is not cleared from the road until mid-May.  Those who work at the weather station on the mountain proudly brag that Mt. Washington has the world’s worst weather.  I could not argue with them.
It will cost you 20 bucks for a car and driver to use the Auto Road.  Additional adult passengers are $7 each; children over five cost $5.  There is also a “guided tour,” in which you can ride a van up the mountain with a guide/driver.  This may be a good idea if you are faint of heart, or concerned about heights.  The road is narrow, and there are no guard rails.  If you go off the road virtually anywhere, you die.  The operators of the road do not allow vehicles larger than a pickup truck to go up the mountain, and bicycles and pedestrians are prohibited.  If you choose to drive yourself, you will receive a cassette or a CD to play while you drive. The narration is excellent, and helps to keep your mind off the very obvious danger lurking at each curve.  Coming down is just as dangerous as the trip up.  There are several turnoffs to stop to allow your brakes to cool.  I had to stop three times, even though I was following the mandate to use low gear both up and down the mountain.
Oh, I mentioned not wanting to be number 140.   In the Visitor Center at the summit, there is a plaque listing the names, age, and cause of death of each person who has died on Mount Washington since the road opened to the public.  Number 139 died from cardiac arrest exactly one year to the day prior to my visit.  Most of the dead were hikers or skiers who died of hypothermia while using the slopes.  The Appalachian Trail passes by each of the mountains in the Presidential Range, as there have been several accidents, often when a sudden storm catches someone by surprise.  There is no shortage of warning signs, but there is also no shortage of those who choose to ignore the warnings.
In the package we received when we paid the entrance fee we received a bumper sticker which is now proudly on my vehicle, “This car climbed Mt. Washington.”  I recommend that you get one.
I thought you might like to know.
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