Old Man Turnbuckle Retrieved from Mountainside

FRANCONIA, NH - The largest of the four turnbuckles that held the Old Man of the Mountain in place for decades was retrieved Friday afternoon (Sept. 9) by helicopter from the talus slope below his chin in Franconia Notch.


"It fell when the Old Man fell in May 2003 and it's been there ever since because it is so heavy - it's about 30 feet long and weighs 600 or 700 lbs.," said Dick Hamilton, president of the Old Man of the Mountain Legacy Fund, which has, through private donations, created a memorial to New Hampshire's fallen icon. "We weren't sure we would ever get it back."


The turnbuckle will now become a part of the Old Man of the Mountain Profiler Plaza, which was dedicated in June on the shore of Profile Lake.


Carl Swenson, a pilot with JBI Helicopter Services in Pembroke, who annually flew caretakers to the top of the Old Man each summer for maintenance, made the retrieval, lowering a grappling hook and catching it on the turnbuckle on his third try.


"This is one of the original turnbuckles," Hamilton said, "and the largest of four that were up there. Three of them hung off the top, which you can still see up there. This is the one that fell off."


After a study in 1915 of the five enormous rocks that made up the profile showed they were slipping from the ledge, Edward Geddes set out in September 1916 on what was called "scenic surgery" to secure the profile. The quarryman from Quincy, Mass. used heavy fasteners attached to 2-inch steel rods, drawn tightly by the 3.5-inch turnbuckles, and were anchored to the granite to prevent slipping.


The turnbuckle flown off the slope was put in place on top of the Old Man's head back in 1958, via helicopter, which flew it to the top of the mountain, to be carried down by work crews. When they assembled it, it stretched straight across the top of the head for about 30 feet. Its fall hundreds of feet from above caused it to bend and twist.


"What we hope visitors will get out of seeing it at the plaza will be to understand the force of what came off the mountain that day - 750 tons of rock - and what falling down 1,000 feet did to this heavy piece of steel," Hamilton said, "and the fact that there was something like this at the top to stabilize it all those years."


The sole witnesses to the tumble - two young men sleeping in the parking lot below the Old Man - said they heard two crashes early on the morning of May 3, 2003.


"They said there were two crashes - one large one and then a small one that followed a few seconds later," Hamilton said. "We figure that the turnbuckles held the top of the rocks for a few seconds after the bottom fell and then they let go."


The turnbuckle is expected to be on display at the Profiler Plaza later this month, becoming another feature in the memorial to the Old Man. 


The three smaller turnbuckles remain at the top of the cliff, now clutching at the emptiness left by the Old Man's tumble.


"Those will remain right where they," he said. "They did their job for as long they could."


Throughout the summer, stonemasons have laid hundreds of engraved granite pavers at the Profiler Plaza, which are still available for purchase, and thousands of people paid a visit to the seven steel 'profilers,' which recreate the beloved image of the Old Man. 

