I-70 traffic no picnic on holiday

By Kirk Mitchell
Denver Post Staff Writer 

July 6 - People who hot-footed it out of town for the July Fourth weekend ended up cooling their heels Monday in stalled traffic on Interstate 70. 

Stop-and-go traffic near the Eisenhower Tunnel added two hours to the drive from the mountains to the metro area, Colorado Department of Transportation spokesman Dan Hopkins said. The 9-mile stretch from Silverthorn to the tunnel took many drivers an hour Monday afternoon, Hopkins said. 

At least a dozen cars overheated in the afternoon sun. 

"All mountain roads coming back into town were pretty congested,'' Hopkins said. 

Traffic moved through the Eisenhower Tunnel at the record pace of 4,363 vehicles an hour between 11 a.m. and noon Monday, Hopkins said. The traffic appeared to be on course to break the single-day record of nearly 47,000 vehicles through the tunnel set Aug. 2, 1998, he said. 

But electronic signs warned people of delays through the tunnel and many motorists took a windy diversion on U.S. 6 over Loveland Pass to avoid the crush of cars, Hopkins said. As of 10 p.m., 43,005 cars had passed through the tunnel. 

"We did see a lot of cars bailing out and going to the pass,'' Hopkins said. 

Along U.S. 285, where traffic came to a standstill by noon, enterprising youngsters set up a lemonade stand. Drivers were getting out of their cars and stretching their legs during stops lasting several minutes. 

On I-70, the transportation department converted one westbound lane of the tunnel to eastbound to accommodate more homeward bound traffic. But when eastbound traffic backed up in the tunnel around 2 p.m., causing a hazard, the transportation department stopped traffic west of the tunnel temporarily, he said. 

"I'm sure people are frustrated this afternoon,'' he said. But it can only be expected during the year's peak travel period, he added. 

"This is only the beginning,'' Hopkins said. The heaviest traffic of the year oc curs on the last days of summer weekends, Hopkins said. 

He recommended that people go home either early Sunday mornings, late Sunday evenings or Monday morning if they want to avoid 10-mph traffic. 

"It gets worse every year,'' Hopkins said. 

"It's another one of the signs of growth in Colorado.'' 

A November bond election will determine whether the state will get an additional $50 million for I70 improvements over the next five years, he said. The state already has earmarked $50 million for additional lanes and other improvements along the highway. 

One long-term proposal to ease traffic congestion is to build a rail system for a high-speed train into the mountains. 

As of late Monday, at least five people had been killed in roadway accidents since the holiday travel period began at 6 p.m. Friday. 

- Darlene Alire, 50, and Ramon Sanchez, 58, both of Grand Junction, were killed Friday night on a county road southwest of Grand Junction when the truck Alire was driving skidded off the left side of the road and rolled onto its roof, crushing the cab. 

- Peggy Bierhas, 44, of Loveland was riding a motorcycle Friday at about 9:18 p.m. when she sideswiped a parked van and then hit the back of a pickup truck on Edgewood Drive in Loveland. Bierhas, who was not wearing a helmet, died Saturday night of head injuries. 

- Michael Dick, 43, was ejected from a car Saturday at about 9:45 p.m. when it rolled several times on southbound I-25 about a mile south of Wellington. The Cheyenne man was not wearing a seat belt. 

The Colorado State Patrol said the driver, Bobbi Arnold of Cheyenne, may face numerous charges including vehicular assault, drunken driving and careless driving causing bodily injury. 

- Leonard J. McConnell, 46, of Silverthorne died Sunday at about 4 p.m. after the car he was driving northbound on E-470 rolled several times and ejected him. 
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