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A spring trip to Tuckerman Ravine
offers pulse-quickening thrills

By PATRICK CASSIDY trail to Tuckerman Ravine.
CAPE COD TIMES . “This could be midwinter,” Damon said of
OUNT WASHINGTON,N.H.-Ina snow conditions in the ravine.
word: superb. On the ground an unusually deep late April
So said veteran ski patroller Roger snowpack made for the conditions Damon
Damon Saturday afternoon on the deseribed. But the sun overhead was high and
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golden on a sea of blue. Without the snow it
could have been August on Cape Cod.

despite a late start, we arrived in the parking lot
at the base of the Pinkham Notch Trail with the

A spring trip to northern %ﬁr sun still high in an unblemished sky.
isa tion

one last ride on skis or snowbo
at the ravine. This year was a success already.
Superb was the word, all right.

Tuckerman — or Tucks as regular visitors

affectionately call the glacial cirque on the side

of Mount Washington - is home to some of the

most challenging terrain accessible to adventure

enthusiasts on the East Coast.

There are no ski lifts and not many ameni-
ties beyond the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
Pinkham Notch Visitors Center on Route 16.

The pitch at the crux of the ravine is so steep

that snow and ice fall constantly in a series of
mini-avalanches. .

Located in New Hampshire’s White Mountain
National Forest, Mount Washington is also home

to some of the world’s most extreme weather.
The highest official wind speed on the planet
— 231 miles per hour — was recorded at the
Mount Washington Observatory in 1934.

Hardly a year goes by without someone dying

in the area while skiing or ice climbing or in

an avalanche. Many deaths occur at Tuckerman

Ravine.
After we read online reports about the high
avalanche danger we questioned whether the

trip was worth it.
But as Damon said,
- I

Edward Pinkin of Somerville and Osborne hike up
the Pinkham Motch Trail toward Tuckerman Ravine.
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Saturday was superb and,

After strapping skis and snowboards on back-
packs and stowing enough water for man and
dog, we started the 2%-mile climb to the base of
the much-heralded head wall.

Depending on the time of year and condi-
tions, the trail can be snow-covered or a sloppy
mess of mud and muck. It can take between 90
minutes to several hours to make the 1,850-foot
vertical ascent.

The trail is often crowded with other hikers,
children and dogs, but the atmosphere is friendly,

and after passing and being passed a couple of
times, trail mates become familiar faces.

Most hikers take a break at the Hermit Lake
ski patrol hut for a snack and to reconnect with
traveling companions before making the final
push to the ravine. Rising steeply from the end
of the trail, the head wall is still another half-
hour away, but the most relevant information on
conditions is first available at the hut.

“Avalanche danger is set at moderate,” Damon
said when asked about conditions on the head
wall.“It's better than it was a week ago today for
sure, but that still does not rule out the possi-
bility of things happening.”

Translation of “things happening”equals

dying.

- The week before, patrollers dug out four
skiers who were caught in an avalanche, Damon
said. Injuries were minor, and the would-be
adventurers were able to take themselves out of
the ravine, but that isn’t always the result.

As the ravine floor nears, a sound much like a
football game is usually heard. Until a full view
of Tuckerman is revealed, the cheers and shouts
can be confusing for the first-time visitor.

Gathered on car-sized boulders left by the
glacier that formed the ravine, an often rowdy
crowd salutes the brave and stupid alike with
catcalls and applause.

The history of Tuckerman is practically the
history of mountain exploration and so-called
extreme skiing. :

The late explorer, map maker and former
director of Boston’s Museum of Science Brad-
ford Washburn cut his teeth in the area. When
Washburn was 11 he became hooked on moun-
taing during his first ascent of Mount Wash-
ington through Tuckerman Ravine. Collaterally
the clear mountain air appeared to cure his
allergies, he claimed.

In the early 20th century skiers from the
newly formed Dartmouth Outing Club began to
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Patrick Osborne of Charlestown, right,
talks about the avalanche danger on
Tuckerman Ravine with ski patrol crew
member Justin Preisendorfer.
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Fogo the dog watches for
hikers near the Hermit Lake
Hut at Tuckerman Ravine.

explore the sides of the moun-
tain wearing skis and taking
chances. The most extreme
flung themselves off the head
wall, a dizzying drop from the
more gradual slopes leading
to the mountain’s 6,288-foot
summit.

It was from the summit in
1939 that Toni Matt of Austria
made the most famous run
down the ravine. On April 16 of
that year, Matt was competing in
the third American Inferno, an
extraordinary race from summit
to the Pinkham Notch trail head.
Matt had been to the mountain
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only once before, according to
a history on the Mount Wash-
ington Avalanche Center Web
site. He took off in stiff 60 mph
winds and freezing tempera-
tures, turned three times and
then pointed downhill.

By the time he finished at
the Pinkham Notch trail head,
only 6% minutes had elapsed,
crushing the old record by six
minutes.

The feat is legendary and,
standing at the base of the
towering head wall, hard to
imagine.

Climbing up the wall, the
verticality of the place becomes
quickly apparent.

Notching foothold after foot-

hold in the almost 60-degree
slope can be grueling, espe-
cially under a hot sun and with
a heavy pack.

After 30 minutes to an hour,
climbers can turn, strap on
their equipment and point
downhill. Alternatively. they
can keep going over the head
wall and choose from scores
of routes. Taking one run is not
unusual, and it doesn’t last for
long.

Watching the sun set for
the second time in the day
and with my friends waiting
far below, I looked down
across the ravine and then
farther up toward the summit.
Shadows skated across the
landscape and the alpine
fields glowed.

The trip down was swift. But
between soft mashed-potato
snow and the steep slope, turns
were hard and awkward. I fell
head over heels more than I'd
care to admit.

Once farther down the slope
things smoothed out.

My friends waited at the
top of the Sherburne Ski Trail,
which winds along a riverbed
through the woods back to the
parking lot and the cold beers
we buried in a snowbank to
chill.

My friends weren't happy

at having to wait for me, but
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that was all right. If they had
gotten up where I was they
would have kept going, too.
I'm sure of it

Patrick Cassidy can be reached
at pcassidy@capecodonline.
com.

If you go:
B Check the weather and avalanche conditions.

R Bring lots of water and energy snacks.

M Layer clothing. Even though the day may start hot,
once the sun sinks below the mountains, temperatures
can drop dangerously.

B Know your limits. Skiing down from the ravine can

be fun, but the terrain higher up is for experts only.

M Leave time for travel. It takes more than four hours

to get to Pinkham Notch trail head from the bridges over
the Cape Cod Canal.

M For more information, visit tuckerman.org,
timefortuckerman.com or mountwashington.org or call
the Appalachian Mountain Club‘s Pinkham Notch Visitors
Center at 603-466-2721.
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Photos by PATRICK CASSIDY/Cape Cod Times.
A view of Tuckerman Ravine from the floor. The rocks about halfway up on the right are where crowds gather to watch skiers and snowboarders ride down the ravine.
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Edward Pinkin
and Patrick
Oshorne

hike up the
Pinkham
Notch Trail
toward
Tuckerman
Ravine.

PATRICK CASSIDY/Cape Cod Times
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