
HYPOTHERMIA, FROSTBITE, EXPOSURE, INADEQUATE CLOTHING 
AND EQUIPMENT, FAILURE TO TURN BACK, PARTY SEPARATED, 
EXCEEDING ABILITIES—INEXPERIENCE, WEATHER 
New Hampshire, Mount Jefferson and Mount Washington
On January 14, 1994, Derek Tinkham (20) and Jeremy Haas (20), both students at the 
University of New Hampshire, set out for a planned traverse of the Presidential Range. 
They camped, actually a bivouac, as they had no tent, the first night, and continued up 
the next day, Saturday, in extreme cold weather and wind. High on Mount Jefferson, 
Haas left Tinkham, who was suffering from hypothermia, in a sleeping bag. He took his 
mittens off to do this, and lost them in the wind. Haas continued on to the summit of



Mount Washington, arriving there after three or four hours of hiking in severe wind and 
cold, with his frozen hands tucked in his armpits. Fortunately for him, people in the 
observatory heard him knocking on the door.

He was treated as best they could for severe frostbite on his face and hands. He was 
then evacuated and hospitalized. Rescuers found Tinkham's body the following day.

Analysis
This brief account of an accident that caused great grief to the friends and family of 
Derek Tinkham, great difficulty for all the search and rescue personnel, and great media 
attention, captures the essential facts of the incident. There are, of course, the causes to 
be discussed.

The weather forecast a week in advance of the trip called for extreme cold and high 
winds. The temperature on the summit of Mount Washington the night Jeremy Haas 
arrived there was -42° F, and the winds were gusting up to 100 mph. Both young men 
were inadequately clothed for the conditions, Tinkham more so than Haas. On their way 
up, they passed four different trail heads which lead about a mile and a half to the Gray 
Knob cabin, where there was a caretaker, a radio, and heat. They had planned, appar
ently, to spend the night at Sphinx Col.

One could argue that they never should have started out in the first place, especially 
given the weather and the inadequacy of their clothing and equipment. It is clear that 
they should have turned back, even before they reached timberline. Rather than turn 
back when Tinkham could no longer go on, Haas chose to put him in a sleeping bag and 
go on to the summit of Mount Washington. For everyone from classmates to the rescue 
team, the two most difficult issues are why they did not turn back earlier, and why Haas 
did not attempt to get Tinkham back down. The only clue we have for the latter is from 
an interview with one newspaper, in which Haas said that it was not until just before the 
peak of Mount Jefferson that Tinkham showed any sign of fatigue. “To turn around 
would have led us directly into the wind, so we had to keep going forward.” He said that 
it was on the other side of the peak that Tinkham's fatigue and the 100 mph gusts of wind 
got the best of him. “The two of us were spinning like tops.” Once they took shelter 
behind a wall of rocks, Haas said that Tinkham went quickly into a state where he could 
no longer take care of himself and had lost all physical and mental will to descend.

When rescuers found Tinkham, the next day, he was only half in his sleeping bag, 
parka not fully zipped, wearing a lightweight hat and gloves.

A February 4, 1994, editorial in the UNH campus newspaper, The New Hampshire, 
ends with this statement: “The truth is that both Haas and Tinkham were planning the 
trip since October, both knew the risks, and both were responsible for their actions. The 
two tragedies happened. An innocent life was lost, and a hero was blamed.”

As editor of ANAM, and as a former president of the New Hampshire Outing Club 
while at UNH myself, I felt compelled to respond, and here is the essence of my letter in 
response to the editor:

“We have a duty to Jeremy Haas. We must be compassionate and help him through 
this period of grief. We must help the healing process that will serve to bring him back 
together with his peers, allow him to accept the reality of what has happened— and of 
his part in it, and to move forward with his life. And therefore, we must also be honest 
with him— and with each other.

“For the past 20 years, I have been compiling and editing Accidents in North Ameri
can Mountaineering, an annual publication of the American Alpine Club. Each narra



tive begins with a headline of key words describing the cause. When I write the report 
on this accident, the headline will include Hypothermia, Frostbite, Exposure, Inadequate 
Clothing and Equipment, Failure to Turn Back, Exceeding Abilities— Inexperience, 
Weather. Following the description, there will be an Analysis. In it there will be no 
blame, but rather, a description of the kinds of clothing and equipment needed for such 
a venture, the turnaround possibilities, and what kinds of things might be done under 
the circumstances these young men were exposed to.

“Though this was indeed a bold exploit, it was by any standard ill-advised, and there
fore we should not call Jeremy a hero. Rather, he is a survivor of a very traumatic event. 
We must forgive in areas where we may find it difficult to do so and learn from the 
lessons that will continue to unfold.” (Source: Jed Williamson, and a number of reports 
and newspaper articles, as well as interviews and discussions with key people)


