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ROAD TRIPS

Take me home, mountain roads
Americans love their
highways to the sky.
How did they ever
come to be built?
MARK RICHARDSON
WHEELS EDITOR

Thousands of years from now,
when archaeologists are trying to
figure out North America as it was
in the 20th century, there’ll be one
question that will baffle them as
much as Stonehenge or the pyramids. Why did Americans build
roads to the tops of their mountains?
It’s a strange phenomenom: Take
the highest mountain around, then
construct a road so that absolutely
anybody can drive comfortably to
the top of it. Charge an admission
fee and it becomes a money-maker.
Bingo!
Many roads have been built to
provide access to observatories, but
there are four high summit roads in
the U.S. that were built primarily for
tourists – none in Canada.
The oldest of them all, and perhaps the most famous, is the road to
the summit of Mount Washington,
which opened officially in New
Hampshire on this weekend 149
years ago, Aug. 8, 1861.
The road was built thanks to Canadian wheat from Saskatchewan,
which needed to be shipped overseas but, in winter, had to be carried
by rail to the nearest ice-free seaport in Maine. The railroad that was
constructed for this from Montreal
to Portland also opened up the
mountains to tourists and the railMARK RICHARDSON/TORONTO STAR
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A car winds slowly to the top of Colorado’s Mount Evans, driving on America’s highest paved road to a parking lot at 14,130 feet above sea level.
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Car climbing high into the clouds
MOUNTAINS from W25

road company built grand hotels to
service them.
The ascent of Mount Washington
– the highest peak east of the Rockies at 6,288 ft. (1,917 m) – became a
popular journey, with more than
5,000 people each year hiking to the
summit. A small lodge, the Tip-Top
House, was even built right on the
summit with a bar and restaurant
and rudimentary beds for a couple
of dozen people. The entrepreneurs
at the railroad could see the appeal
and profit of making the journey
simpler and began construction of
the Mount Washington Summit
Road in 1854.
It was a massive job that needed
supplies to be brought in on the
backs of mules, horses and men.
Dynamite was still unknown, but
blasting powder in hand-drilled
bore holes helped clear the way. Labourers toiled in all weather until
the halfway point was reached in
1856, when the money ran out. It
didn’t help that Mount Washington
claims “the world’s worst weather”
and holds the record for the strongest winds ever recorded, at more
than 370 km/h.
Three years later, a new construction company was formed and
work resumed the following year,
winding up the mountain to the
very top by the next summer. The
first person to drive to the summit
was the proprietor of the local hotel,
a Col. Joseph Thompson. Just to be
sure his rival – the owner of another
hotel – didn’t beat him to it,
Thompson actually rode up in his
horse-drawn buggy three weeks
previously with a photographer,
wrestling the vehicle around the
large boulders strewn over the final
stretch of roadway.
The highway quickly proved profitable carrying passengers in stage
coaches to the peak, doubling its
traffic every year, but the journey
was still arduous for most. When a
cog railway to the summit was built
in 1869 on the other side of the
mountain, most tourists preferred
the smooth ride and enclosed carriages to the bumpy road.
It was not until 1899 that the first
motorized vehicle completed the
drive to the summit: a steam-driven
Stanley Locomobile, driven by
Freelan O. Stanley himself. Three
years later, the first gasoline-powered cars reached the summit and
the road found a new appeal among
tourists who wanted to drive themselves. These days, some 45,000 vehicles make the ascent during the
half-year that the road is open to
the public.
Of course, the Adirondacks pale in
comparison to the Rockies. In Colorado there are 54 peaks higher than
14,000 ft., more than twice the
height of the highest eastern peak;
western entrepreneurs in the late
19th Century scoffed at the Mount
Washington road but could not deny its early success.

Marcus Gronholm races his Ford Fiesta to the top of the Pike’s Peak Hill Climb in 2009.
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Regular traffic is more sedate near the summit of Mount Washington.

The most easterly of the high
Rockies peaks is Pike’s Peak, where
a summit weather observatory had
been built by the army in 1873.
Within a decade, adventurous tourists were riding horses and burros
to the observatory at 14,115 ft., and so
a company was formed to build a
road to the peak, to attract more
people.
The first crude road opened in
1887 and travellers could either pay
$1to use their own vehicles on it, or
pay $5 for the nine-hour horsedrawn carriage ride. Once again, a
cog railway was built a little later
and drew tourists to it, but once
again, the availability of cars and the
appeal of driving yourself opened
up new possibilities. The first car to
make the ascent was a two-cylinder
Locomobile Steamer in 1901.
A better, smoother road was built
in 1915 and the toll increased to $2 to
offset its half-a-million-dollars cost.
The road was steep but nowhere
near so steep as Mount Washington, with average grades of 6.7 per
cent compared to an average 12 per
cent on the eastern mountain. And
of course, being Americans and
great promoters, the very next year

the road’s private owners organized
a motor race to the top. The Pike’s
Peak Hill Climb is still held every
summer.
Today, the mountain is claimed to
be the second most visited in the
world, second only to Japan’s
Mount Fuji. It helps that the road is
open year round and is a relatively
easy ascent, unlike its neighbour to
the north, Mount Evans.
Denver’s mayor had watched the
success of the Pike’s Peak road
down in Colorado Springs, his rival
for tourism dollars, and was determined to build a competing highway to the top of nearby Mount
Evans – 14,264 ft high and the fifth
highest in the state.
The winding road was finally approved in 1917 and completed 10
years later; it reaches a point 15 feet
higher than Pike’s Peak and visitors
can climb to the very top right next
to the parking lot. A restaurant and
gift shop was built to service those
visitors, though it burned down in
1979 and was not rebuilt. Unlike the
others, the entire 40 km of the road
is paved, making it the highest
paved road in America, but its
grades are also not too steep – they

just seem that way, thanks to the
terrific height and the switchbacks
of the final ascent.
Mount Evans is a popular spot for
Denver visitors in the summertime,
but it doesn’t have the same appeal
as Pike’s Peak, perhaps due to its
lack of services, or its lack of famous
racing.
Which brings us back east, to the
closest mountain road to Toronto
and the lowest, at 4,867 ft., but also
possibly the most appealing.
Whiteface Mountain is the backdrop to Lake Placid in New York,
with Olympic ski runs on the south
side and an auto road on its northern slope. A local store owner
named Marcellus Leonard had lobbied for the road’s construction
since making a vacation ascent on
the Pike’s Peak road in the late 19th
century, but it took until the
mid-1920s for the government to
consider the project seriously. The
New York World War Veterans’
Highway was eventually approved
as a Depression-era make-work
project, and as a homage to American servicemen.
Not everyone welcomed the idea.
The conservationist Russell Carson
complained in 1927 that the summit of Mount Washington “has
been desecrated and made filthy by
careless picnickers, who, having attained the summit without effort,
were unappreciative and indifferent about leaving it in such a condition that others who came after
them might enjoy the pleasure that
an undefiled mountain top affords.
A few spots should be left for those
who enjoy the out-of-doors on foot.
“‘Thanks be to God for the mountains’ was carved into the rock on
Whiteface’s top more than fifty
years ago by an unknown. It is to be
hoped that the road on to Whiteface will never be built, and that the
hosts of unknowns of the future,
who shall attain the summit by
strength of leg and sweat of brow,

may always find there their inspiration for a prayer of thanks for an
untarnished mountain top.”
But his appeal was going nowhere.
It probably didn’t help that the earlier mountain climber had thought
nothing of carving up the summit’s
rock with his message of praise, but
Carson’s plea that the peak should
be left to those with strength of leg
surely fell on deaf ears in the state
offices at Albany. In 1929, Franklin
D. Roosevelt was elected New York
governor – and FDR had used a
wheelchair since polio crippled his
legs eight years before. Construction began that year. The road
would be built!
It was an arduous process, beset
by foul weather and hard-as-hell
granite. Dynamite was sunk into
shafts in the rock to blow out
chunks of the mountainside, but
the pneumatically-driven drill bits
dulled rapidly; a special blacksmith’s shop had to be constructed
in town to sharpen them regularly.
As the road grew higher and the
topsoil thinned, another blacksmith’s shop was built against a
rock face shelter at 4,400 feet, to
speed up the process. Compressors
were powered from there, too, and a
bunkhouse was made for housing
the labourers when winter storms
prevented them from working out
their shifts.
Italian-speaking stone masons
built massive retaining walls, and
sometimes, they had to work from
wooden platforms suspended on
the cliff’s sheer face. Bulldozers –
the first in the country – pushed the
stubborn road through. They
pressed on for six years until the
road was complete to a point not far
below the highest point.
Even this wasn’t quite enough.
When Roosevelt returned as President in 1935 to open the road and
dedicate it to the veterans of the
Great War, he didn’t want to be held
back in his wheelchair by the final
rocky staircase to the very top.
“I wish very much that it were
possible for me to walk up the few
remaining feet to the actual top of
the mountain,” he said at the ceremony. “Some day they are going to
make it possible for people who
cannot make the little climb to go
up there in a comfortable and easy
elevator.”
The engineers could take a hint.
Three years later, a narrow foot
tunnel was completed through the
brutal rock, leading to an elevator
for the final 276-foot ride to the top.
Roosevelt knew it could be done if
the will was there. He stood at the
top of the road in 1935 and summed
it all up: “What I have seen today in
this wonderful drive makes me
more enthusiastic about four little
words than I have ever been before.
Those four little words are these: ‘It
can be done.’”
Or, as a President these days might
say: “Yes, we can.”
mrichardson@thestar.ca
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Mount Washington’s historic wheels
DIANE SLAWYCH
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

Since the 12-km-long Mt. Washington Auto Road opened in New
Hampshire on Aug. 8, 1861, eight
different types of horse-drawn or
automotive stage vehicles have
transported visitors on organized
trips to the summit.
After being hidden away in storage
for years, most of them are now on
display in the Red Barn Museum at
the base of the road.
One showpiece is a Concord
Coach — similar to the first official
vehicle to the top in 1861. It was
pulled by horses and made the journey to the summit in four hours.
Fortunately the passengers didn’t
have to contend with 370 km/h
winds, minus-43 degree Celsius
temperatures, or 14 metres of snow,
all of which have been recorded at
the summit.
Other vehicles in the museum include a Mountain Wagon (circa
1870s), a 1918 Pierce Arrow Touring
Car, and a 1938 Ford “Woody”. Although these vehicles were sold off
over the years, the former general
manager and president of the Mt.
Washington Summit Road Company began to collect them privately.
On retirement in 1987, he sold the
collection to the company and his
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This horse-drawn Concord Coach is similar to the first official vehicle to
be driven to the top of Mount Washington, by Col. Joseph Thompson.

successor, Howie Wemyss, decided
to put the vehicles on display four
years ago.
“It’s been a great success,” concludes Wemyss.
“We have lots of photographs (of
the vehicles), but people love to be
able to see a three-dimensional
piece that’s connected to the car-

riage road, especially the Concord
Coach which people know from the
movies.”
The coach, which was a very heavy
vehicle, only ever made it to the top
one other time. In 1899, the American Mutoscope and Biograph
Company decided to publicize its
moving picture firm by showing the

wagon carrying people around on
the top of Mt. Washington.
The lighter weight, horse-drawn
Mountain Wagon, also on display,
made many more trips than the
coach, though it was also quite an
ordeal. On windy days, stones had
to be collected along the way to act
as ballast to prevent the wagon
from tipping over; brakes wore
down and would have to be re-lined
after each trip. Two separate teams
of horses were required — one
group took visitors to the summit
and another team of horses stationed at the top took passengers
back down, allowing the first team
of animals a chance to rest.
“A four-hour trip on an eight-mile
road, that was about two miles an
hour,” notes Wemyss “That was
slower than if you walked.”
Of all the vehicles in the collection,
the one with perhaps the most outstanding history is the Stanley Locomobile, although unlike the others it wasn’t involved in organized
tours. Its claim to fame was as the
first automobile to the summit in
1899.
The Stanley Brothers who invented the steamer were hired to publicize the vehicle — something Freelan Stanley did with great fanfare.
His first stunt was to drive the car

from Massachusetts to the summit
of Mt. Washington. The drive from
the base of the mountain to the top
was timed and a photographer
waited at the summit to record the
event.
The drive was “a very notable
achievement,” says Wemyss. “He
got to the top in two hours and 10
minutes and he was just travelling,
not racing.” The trip made international news (“Steam Car makes Mt.
Washington” was one of the headlines in a European newspaper).
Next, Stanley went to Washington
D.C. and offered U.S. President William McKinley a ride. It was the
first time a U.S. president had been
in an automobile. You can see the
Stanley Locomobile in the Lodge. It
was placed there as an enticement
for visitors to check out the other
vehicles on display in the barn museum nearby.
The Chevrolet van used today
seems a long way from the Concord
Coach. The driver gives passengers
a narrated tour using a microphone
and keeps up to date on ever-changing weather conditions via two-way
radio.
And if there are stops on the way to
the summit, it’s usually to allow visitors to take photos of the scenery,
not to collect stones for ballast!

