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the first climber reached them,” Paul said.
“Their climbing equipment consisted of two
lengths of rope, a carpenter’s hammer, and
a few short iron rods. They were inadequate-
ly clothed and lacked the experience for so
dangerous a climb.”

Rescue work in the national forest is in
charge of the district ranger, who relies heav-
ily on the AMC. George Hamilton keeps a
list of 18 expert mountaineers according to
their particular skills, such as ice climbing
or rock work, together with their day and
night telephone contacts.

Rescue equipment, ranging from wind-
proof clothing to basketlike metal Stokes
litters, is cached at key spots. Radio connects
Mount Washington with Pinkham Notch,
and a telephone with Lakes of the Clouds
Hut, although the other huts can communi-
cate only by “moccasin telegraph.” Most res-
cue missions have happier endings than the
one on Cannon Mountain. That same year
AMC and Forest Service crews successfully
answered 36 search and rescue calls.

Arctic Plants Thrive on Rocky Heights

Expert mountaineers find ample challenge
in the White Mountains. A group within the
AMC has formed the “4,000-Footer Club,”
open to anyone who has climbed 46 desig-
nated peaks above 4,000 feet.

Two friends of mine, Miriam Underhill,
editor of the AMC magazine, Appalachia,
and her husband Robert, now form an even
more exclusive group: those who have
climbed all 46 in both summer and winter.
Making their last ascent of Mount Jefferson
to achieve this unique record in December,
1960, the couple snowshoed to the summit in
winds up to 35 miles an hour and tempera-
tures ranging to 8° below zero.

The feat sounds impressive enough, but
consider the fact that Mrs. Underhill is in
her 60’s and her husband is 72!*

Most hikers in the White Mountains are
content to visit one or two of the huts, or to
cover the entire circuit in a leisurely (in our
case, even haphazard) way.

Of all the huts, Lakes of the Clouds — with
a capacity of 90 guests—attracts the largest
crowds, principally because it is so close to
Mount Washington, which can be ascended
by road, cog railway, and trail.

The Lakes hut has, however, another dis-
tinction: It rests near the base of Mount Mon-
roe, and here the moist, rocky soil produces
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the most exotic wild flowers to be found in
New England. Some I have found also in the
Brooks Range of Alaska, 1,600 miles more
northerly; others are akin to plants of Lab-
rador and Greenland.

Cranberries with small, leathery leaves
and tiny pink flowers grow here, as do deli-
cate alpine saxifrage, lush cassiope, and Sol-
omon’s seal. A purplish mountain heath
shows urn-shaped flowers; the Greenland
sandwort makes beds of white.

Pale laurel displays tiny, star-shaped flow-
ers of reddish pink. A tiny white sprite known
as dwarf cinquefoil grows along the trails.
Most profuse of all are creamy beds of arctic
Diapensia lapponica that mantle the rocky
surfaces (page 230).

Building Bolted to Windy Peak

It was at the Lakes that I learned how
severe Mount Washington weather can be,
even in late June. It had seemed warm as we
hiked; indeed, I felt as if I had worn too much
clothing. After dinner at the hut, when the
sun was still high, I went out to explore some
of the near-by botanical wonders. I wore no
hat or jacket and felt comfortable enough.

Suddenly the wind came up. It arrived like
a gunshot. In a few minutes it was blowing
a gale. The temperature dropped fast, and
before I could walk 100 yards I was blue with
cold. There were moments on the half-mile
hike back to the hut when I questioned
whether I would be able to reach it. The ex-
perience taught me the awful threat Mount
Washington holds for an incautious hiker.

The White Mountains are not high, even
by United States standards. Yet they suffer
some of the worst weather we have, for dis-
turbances from the Great Lakes and the Gulf
of Mexico often converge here, and the area
lies close enough to the coast to feel severe
storms from the Atlantic and Newfoundland.

As early as 1870 scientists spent long win-
ter vigils atop Mount Washington. The pres-
ent weather observatory there was estab-
lished in 1932 (page 222). A staff of four to six
mans it the year round.

They live and work in a small structure
known as “the strongest frame building in
the United States.” Its framework of 10-inch
railroad trestle timbers is bolted at least five
feet deep into solid rock and concrete. Seven-

*A veteran mountaineer, Miriam O’Brien Underhill
wrote “Manless Alpine Climbing” in the NATIONAL
GEOGRAPHIC, August, 1934.
















































