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  INTRODUCTION




  New Hampshire offers travelers a spectacular assortment of natural and scenic wonders, historic sites, and varied recreational opportunities. Numerous state parks, forests, and recreation areas preserve slices of superlative landscapes. In addition to the parks, thousands of lakes and ponds and numerous rivers and brooks offer boating, swimming, canoeing, and angling choices for outdoor enthusiasts. The cities, towns, and villages, from the urban center of Manchester, to myriad tiny villages dotting the hills of New Hampshire, are filled with culture and steeped in history.




  Scenic Driving New Hampshire, an indispensable mile-by-mile highway companion, explores and discovers the wonders of this compact region. The drives follow miles of highways and back roads, sampling the region’s colorful history, beauty spots, hidden wonders, and scenic jewels. Drivers will wind through the valleys and hills of New Hampshire, marvel at classic villages set between mountains, pass rural birthplaces and burial sites of the notable and the notorious, and wander amid enchanting forests. Most of the drives leave the urban sprawl and interstate highways behind, setting off into the beautiful heart of the region.




  New Hampshire is laced with highways and roads, some dating back to the earliest paths that once connected colonial settlements. Area natives will undoubtedly wonder why some roads are included and others omitted. These routes were chosen for their beauty, unique natural history, and historical implications. Omitted are worthy roads for one reason or another, but mostly due to the burgeoning development along those asphalt corridors in an amazing labyrinth of highway possibilities.




  Use these described drives to win a new appreciation and understanding of this marvelous land. Take them as a starting point to embark on new adventures by seeking out other back-road gems among the rolling hills and historic towns of New Hampshire.




  Travel Advice


  




  Be prepared for changing weather when traveling these scenic highways, especially in winter when snow and ice encase the roadways. Most of the drives, except for bits and pieces, are paved two-lane highways that are regularly maintained. Services are available on almost all the drives, and every little village offers at least some basics during daylight hours. Use caution when driving. Many of the roads twist and wind through valleys and over mountains, with blind corners. Follow the posted speed limits and stay in your lane. Use occasional pullouts to allow faster traffic to safely pass. Watch for heavy traffic on some roads, particularly during summer vacation season and on fall-foliage weekends. Be extremely alert for animals crossing the asphalt. Take care at dusk, just after darkness falls, and in the early morning.




  The region’s fickle weather creates changeable and dangerous driving conditions. Make sure your windshield wipers are in good shape. Heavy rain can impair highway vision and cause your vehicle to hydroplane. Snow and ice slicken mountain highways. Slow down, carry chains and a shovel, and have spare clothes and a sleeping bag when traveling in winter. Watch for fog and poor visibility, particularly along the coastlines. Know your vehicle and its limits when traveling and, above all, use common sense.




  Travelers are, unfortunately, potential crime victims. Use caution when driving in urban areas or popular tourist destinations. Keep all valuables, including wallets, purses, cameras, and video cameras, out of sight in a parked car. Better yet, take them with you when leaving the vehicle.




  These drives cross a complex mosaic of private and public land. Respect private property rights by not trespassing or crossing fences.




  Remember also that all archaeological and historic sites are protected by federal law. Campers should try to use established campgrounds or campsites whenever possible to avoid adverse environmental impacts. Remember to douse your campfires and to pack all your trash out with you to the nearest refuse container.




  Every road we travel offers its own promise and special rewards. Remember Walt Whitman’s poetic proclamation as you drive along these scenic highways: “Afoot, light-hearted, I take to the open road. Healthy, free, the world before me.”
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1Connecticut River




  General description: A 41-mile scenic route along the pastoral Connecticut River Valley between Claremont and Orford in western New Hampshire.




  Special attractions: Cornish-Windsor Covered Bridge, Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site, Connecticut River, Dartmouth College, Hood Museum of Art, Orford Street Historic District, Appalachian Trail, scenic views, fishing, hiking, nature study.




  Location: Western New Hampshire.




  Drive route numbers: NH 12A and 10.




  Travel season: Year-round.




  Camping: No campgrounds along the drive. Nearby campgrounds in Vermont include Mount Ascutney State Park (39 campsites and 10 lean-to sites) northwest of Ascutney (VT) and Quechee Gorge State Park (45 campsites and 7 lean-to sites) just west of White River Junction and Lebanon.




  Services: All services in Claremont, Lebanon, and Hanover. Limited services in towns along the drive including Plainfield, Lyme, and Orford.




  Nearby attractions: Cardigan State Park, Sculptured Rocks Natural Area, Mount Sunapee State Park, Gile State Forest, White Mountain National Forest, Bedell Bridge State Park, Mount Ascutney State Park (VT), Quechee Gorge State Park (VT), Woodstock (VT).




  The Route


  




  The 41-mile Connecticut River Scenic Route explores some of New Hampshire’s most charming scenery as it winds through hill country along the east bank of the mighty Connecticut River in the Upper Valley. The rural secondary roads along the drive pass not only superb views, but also some of New Hampshire’s famed cultural and historic shrines including the home of Augustus Saint-Gaudens, perhaps the 19th century’s greatest American sculptor; the longest covered bridge in the United States at Cornish; and the beautiful Orford Street Historic District at the drive’s northern end.
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  The Connecticut River, New England’s longest and largest river, cleaves the region politically, forming the boundary between New Hampshire and Vermont, and geologically. Some geologists interpret the zone that the river follows as a tectonic boundary between two crustal plates—North American bedrock on the west and a slice of an exotic plate from Europe or Africa on the east. The river existed well before the long glacial episodes that have intermittently covered and shaped New England’s topography. The last episode, called the Wisconsin glaciation, choked the valley with ice and chiseled it deeper into underlying bedrock.




  [image: The Connecticut River, forming the boundary between New Hampshire and Vermont, is New England’s largest and longest river.]
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  American flags mark the aging gravestones of Revolutionary War soldiers and patriots in the old cemetery next to the Lyme Congregational Church.




  Later, as the glaciers melted, the valley was filled by Lake Hitchcock, a long, thin lake that stretched 200 miles north from the moraine that blocked the river’s course near Middletown, Connecticut. Sediment and silt deposited in the lake by the melting glacier allow geologists to study the rate of glacial recession from New England. Studies of the distinctly laminated varved clays, each layer representing a single year’s deposit, show that it took 4,300 years at an average of 245 feet annually for the glacier to recede from Middletown to St. Johnsbury, Vermont. Much of the drive crosses terraced floodplains above the riverbanks.




  Claremont to Cornish


  




  The drive begins just west of Claremont at the junction of NH 12A and 103. This junction is on the east side of the Connecticut River opposite exit 8 on I-91 and Ascutney, Vermont. The journey’s first leg, following NH 12A, travels 18 miles north from here to the southern outskirts of West Lebanon.




  The rural highway runs north along the river’s east bank past orderly cornfields, apple orchards, and rich farmlands studded with strikingly plain barns and adjoining houses. Low, undulating hills border the riparian floodplain to the east. Pyramid-shaped Mount Ascutney, a 3,144-foot peak, looms above the valley to the west in Vermont. This dominating mountain, standing alone and aloof, is a monadnock or high point that towers almost 2,000 feet above the lower, older erosional surface that surrounds it. Ascutney’s summit is reached by a 3.8-mile, paved toll road in Mount Ascutney State Park. The mountain is formed of igneous rocks that are part of the White Mountain magma series deposited some 200 million years ago. The mountain’s commanding height along the Atlantic Flyway makes the peak a popular spot for birds and birders. The state park offers 39 campsites and 10 lean-to sites and an excellent trail to Mount Ascutney’s apex.




  [image: The 449-foot Cornish-Windsor Bridge over the Connecticut River is the nation’s longest covered bridge.]




  At 4.2 miles the drive route passes the private Chase House, the 1808 birthplace of Salmon Portland Chase. Educated at nearby Dartmouth, Chase defended runaway slaves as a lawyer before becoming an Ohio senator and governor, helping found the Republican Party, and serving as Lincoln’s secretary of the treasury and chief justice of the United States. Other old homes dating from the 1770s also line the road.




  About 0.5 mile later the road enters Cornish. Two covered bridges lie just east of this village on Town House Road. The first, Dingleton Hill Bridge, is 78 feet long. The second, Blacksmith Shop Bridge, spans 96 feet across Mill Brook and was built in 1881. Back on the highway, the drive reaches New Hampshire’s most famous covered bridge in another mile. The Cornish-Windsor Bridge (or the Windsor-Cornish Bridge, depending on what side of the river you’re on) is the longest covered bridge in the country. The 449-foot, two-span bridge, one of the most photographed bridges in America, was built in 1866 at the cost of $9,000. It was engineered and constructed by James Tasker, a construction genius who couldn’t read or write. Tasker used heavy, squared timbers rather than thinner planks to form the lattice-work, making a very strong design. Today’s bridge, a designated National Historic Civil Engineering Landmark, is the fourth one on the site.




  The bridge was the next-to-last Connecticut River bridge to charge a toll. The cost was 2 cents on foot, 4 cents for a horse, 2 cents for a cow, 15 cents to tote a cord of wood across, and 20 cents for a four-horse carriage. A sign across the bridge entrance still says: WALK YOUR HORSE OR PAY TWO DOLLARS FINE. Over time the state of New Hampshire slowly bought out the bridge companies and opened them for free passage, a popular move to discontinue what was called “interstate holdup.” The last toll on the Cornish Bridge was collected on May 31, 1943. The next day the bridge was ceremoniously opened for nonpaying customers.




  The bridge is still open for traffic and is now a popular tourist stop. Pull off at the designated parking area just south of the bridge and walk up to have a look inside. Vendors across the highway sell postcards, drawings, and other bridge paraphernalia.




  Windsor, the historic town on the other side of the river, is acclaimed as the Birthplace of Vermont. New Hampshire, as part of its boundary agreement with Vermont, owns the Connecticut River to its west-bank, normal high-water mark.




  Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site


  




  Two miles north of the bridge is another unique and important historic site. Turn right at a park sign and follow a short uphill road for 0.6 mile to Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site. The site, operated by the National Park Service from May through October, preserves the elegant hilltop home and studio of Augustus Saint-Gaudens, the premier American sculptor of the 19th century. Born in Ireland and reared in New York City, Saint-Gaudens worked as an apprentice cameo cutter as a teenager before studying in Paris. He returned to New York and in 1876 at age 27 he received his first commission, the Farragut Monument in today’s Madison Square Park. In 1885 he found this lovely spot above the Connecticut River and bought it as a summer residence. Here he executed some of his most famous works, including the Standing Lincoln, a Robert Louis Stevenson memorial relief, and the Shaw Memorial, a brilliant Civil War relief of Colonel Robert Gould Shaw and his Fifty-fourth Massachusetts Black Volunteer Regiment that took 14 years of exacting work.
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The 449-foot Cornish-Windsor Bridge over the Connecticut River is

the nation’s longest covered bridge.
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The Connecticut River, forming the boundary between New

Hampshire and Vermont, is New England’s largest and longest river.
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