Hello from Canada, Mr. Julius Jaeger.

 

We really enjoyed our stay at the Faerbe in July `08 and hope to be back in 2011. 

 

For your interest, I am attatching a report I wrote about the Widdersteinlauf for friends at home. Feel free to advise if there are inaccuracies in the report...after weeks of travel one tends to confuse details. I am also attatching some photos I took during the race. Unfortunately, you cannot be seen in any of the pictures as you were so far ahead of us! Congratulations on your excellent finish.

 

Regards,

 

Family Hass

Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

 

Widdersteinlauf 15K Mountain Run July, 2008

The Kleinwalsertal is a narrow valley surrounded by high peaks in the Austrian Alps right near the German/Austrian border. We were vacationing there for almost a week, and had hiked numerous trails, many of which are accessible by the various trams that take you up to trailheads at higher elevations. The Kleinwalsertal , and the town of Oberstdorf where we were staying just over on the German side of the border, offered a full dose of every Bavarian and Alpine stereotype: Not a single building that does not look like a gingerbread chalet with fancy carved trim and steep clay-tiled roof, cows and goats wandering around the slopes with loud ding-dong bells around their neck, a tiny ancient church in the centre of every cobblestoned village with bells chiming every hour, rustic huts on the mountains where huge rounds of cheese are hand-made within sight of the happy cows, a scenic patio in front of every hut filled with hikers enjoying locally made ham, sausage, bread, cheese and beer, and exceedingly active Europeans decked out in the most advanced technical hiking clothes and footwear and always…always  using trekking poles.  It is a very touristy area, but virtually all of the visitors were German, Dutch, Swiss, Italian or Austrian so for us Canadians it was still a very authentic place to experience how Europeans vacation amongst their own.

The Kleinwalsertal  valley belongs to Austria but only has road access via the German side of the border. The road terminates at the end of the narrow valley in a tiny village called Baad, after that one would have to climb up and over the snow-covered peaks to access the rest of Austria. One of those mountains is the Widderstein, and that is where the 15K Widdersteinlauf would be held. It is big and rocky above the treeline with snow on top. Sponsored by the Kleinwalsertal Tri Team, it was that last in a series of local mountain races that attracted a talented field of experienced mountain runners. 

The day before the race there were strong afternoon rain showers, and much of the Widderstein was concealed by clouds. The super friendly host at our accommodation, young Herr Jaeger proved to be an experienced climber and mountain runner, and he eyed the Canadian tourists with suspicion as he found out that we too would be racing the Widdersteinlauf with him the next day. He offered warnings that the steep technical downhill sections would be exceedingly slippery from the rain, and advised great caution. Meanwhile, we prepped him with a long lists of excuses for our anticipated slow performance: live in pancake-flat prairie, not acclimated to the elevation, excessive gulasch and strudel consumption on vacation, and our two top headliners: Brian’s running of a very hilly trail marathon only seven days prior, and me having not run a single mile since the start of May due to serious hip bursitis and being under strict doctor’s orders to not even consider such a foolish stunt as any run within sight of a mountain.

Registration occurred the evening before the race, and we filled in “Canada” on the “Affiliation” section on the form where most others were naming local mountain sports teams, employers such as local outdoors sports outfitters or Mountain Rescue, and nearby Alpine towns of residence. While the participants at the previous week’s race had been an exceedingly fit looking field of competitors, the ones at this race were absolutely uber-athletic looking with not a single normal recreational looking runner in the group. A very different field from most races where there is a somewhat broader cross-section of people from beginners to elite. Every one of these people looked elite, with the most wiry of builds, bulging quads and calves, and visible energy suggesting they probably already run up and down a mountain every day before breakfast.

Among the race organizers were Seppi Neuhauser and Markus Schuster, who placed in the lead pack at the 2007 Gore Tex Trans-Alpine Run. Impressive! That race happened to start in our holiday town of Oberstdorf and can be glimpsed at www.transalpine-run.com.

The 18 Euros entry fee bought us a reusable cloth bag with some sponsors freebies, a race number, a timing chip for the race, and a large amount of trepidation. At least, there were no other North Americans competing so we figured we had a decent chance of placing as top Canadian male and female, although I was not sure if I’d even make it past the first checkpoint as I intended to drop out at the first recurrence of pain related to my hip injury.

On race morning we found parking at the base of the mountain which was looming above us enshrouded in mist though it was sunny below. Tents and tables were being set up both for the race and for the local town festival that was occurring in conjunction with the race. Any tourists who’d come to the normally secluded tiny village for peace and quiet were going to be awakened by the music blasting through the loudspeaker system, frequently interrupted by announcements about previous course records, which elite athletes had come to defend their various titles, and constant serious warnings about the wet slippery conditions on the downhills: “Besser langsam als den Hals brechen”…”Better you go slow than break your neck,” the race director warned repeatedly. As start time approached there was a minute by minute countdown, and with 10 seconds to go we were told that the starter was loading his musket; then 10 seconds later a deafening blast scared us into rapid motion. We were accompanied by music which we recognized from the Trans-Alpine Run video trailer, reminding us that we were probably in way over our heads at this steep mountain race.

For approximately the first mile a wide gradual path descended gently alongside a mountain stream, allowing the field to spread out before the trail narrowed to single track. Not knowing what to expect from our decrepit corpses, we were both thrilled to find that my hip was holding strong and Brian’s joints seemed unharmed from the previous week’s marathon. However, our heart rates shot instantly through the roof and this was still on the slightly downhill section. The course would first skirt around the bottom of the mountain at 3495 feet elevation, then climb steeply, not straight to the very pinnacle but  up and around way above treeline at 6045 feet, then continue around the mountain and back down the other side. The route is signaged as being for only fit, experienced hikers with a finishing time of 6 to 7 hours.

After the spectators at the previous week’s trail race in central Germany had proven to be a rather quiet and seemingly indifferent bunch we’d concluded it may just be a German cultural thing to not cheer while spectating, and we were not expecting any fanfare way up on a remote mountain trail. However, this was in Austria not Germany, and the adjoining German border region was Bavaria which totally has its own identity and cultural habits anyways. What was lacking in fan support at the other event was caught up many fold here, as there were all kinds of people watching from the side of the trail, outdoing each other with the deafening clanging of cowbells some of which were almost a foot wide, and enthusiastically shouting “Hopp hopp hopp, hopp hopp auf gehts” (up you go). 

And “auf” it went, as the trail narrowed and started climbing up and around. There were lots of rocks and boulders to traverse, sections so steep that ropeholds were provided, tricky stream crossings and massive step-up after step-up that required me on occasion to steady myself with my free hand; the other was clutching a camera which mercifully provided an excuse for the occasional break. Again and again there would appear hikers at trailside, dinging those cowbells, and shouting and clapping. The trail climbed into the clouds, and a large waterfall was cascading down a near vertical wall across the valley, while beside us grazed a herd of cows, their bells echoing loudly in the very steep narrow valley. Enjoying the scenery did require pauses of which I needed many, as the footing was too tricky to take one’s eyes off the trail. The temperature was well below 20 but I was sweating like on the hottest day of the year, and my breathing was pretty much out of control as my lungs felt like they were going to explode.  After not having done even the shortest of jogs during a couple of months of injury, it was the ultimate shock to the system and a good indicator that a full rehab program would be necessary. Brian, meanwhile was pleased to not be suffering any specific aches or pains, but was feeling his week-old marathon in legs that did not want to climb up as did the trail, and he was literally leaving a trail of sweat drippings on the ground. As the ascent continued it got increasingly bright as we emerged from the treed area to the high meadows where the cows’ yummy green grass was interspersed with wildflowers and rocky outcrops. There were numerous false summits as the trail would appear to top out, only to take a turn and rise up once more. When the clouds were completely beneath us we knew we must be pretty high up there, and the same was true when we spotted a helicopter circling around below us. It later turned out that the chopper was coming to pluck two injured runners off the mountain; one of them a female who was a leader in the mountain trail series and was one of the top people in this race before she got hurt.

Aid stations were at very rustic mountain huts that provided outdoor seating, snacks and drinks for the hikers who persisted in showing loud enthusiasm for the racers, even us back-of-the-packers. For the racers the checkpoints just provided water and a sports drink for the runners, which was plenty sufficient for such a short though strenuous race. Around the time we saw the helicopter, we also got to a marker indicating the summit of the trail, if not the peak of the mountain itself. Lounging around up there above the clouds was a group of unsaddled horses, some brown hens that appeared to belong to the nearby hut, more athletic and vocal hikers, and some more bell-ding-a-linging cows. Down below there was a pristine little lake surrounded by wildflowers and rocks, and as the trail finally plateaued out to traverse the back side of the mountain, it dipped down to cross a stream emerging from what looked like a deep snow cave in a glacier right beside the trail. Being from “Winterpeg” we weren’t all that impressed by the snow, but the stream provided a cooling facewash to remove some of the sweaty salt buildup.

As the trail started to descend down it was gradual at first, continuing to loop around the other side of the mountain. Brian’s race-weary legs had gotten him bogged down behind me for a little while, but as the trail started to head down Brian sped up and passed me, as he did really well on the increasingly slippery surface. As the route went lower into the trees once more, the slipperiness got increasingly worse as the trees’ shade protected the still rain-soaked trail from the drying effect of the sun. The trail roughly followed along another glacial creek and little rivulets flowed across the trail, watering the lush trailside wildflowers but also turning the occasional cow pies into most deadly slippery slime. Ahead of me I heard a shout as Brian slipped and hit the dirt in a tricky steep slippery rocky descent section, and he called back a warning to be extra careful. Heeding his warning, I lost my footing and went down in the exact same spot of course. As it was getting later in the morning towards midday, there was an increasing number of hikers on the route who were unconnected to the race but were unparalleled incredibly polite sidestepping off the tricky narrow trail to let runners pass.

Finally I knew the finish was within a few kilometers’ reach when I got to the last aid station which was located at a hut to which we’d hiked several days prior. Seated at the outdoor tables were large groups of hikers who’d apparently already rewarded themselves for every kilometer walked with a beer drank, and they were particularly exuberant in their cheering for the runners. From this hut, it was just a few kilometers of relatively gentle downhill on a runnable gravel trail alongside the creek. All the tricky slow stepping on the descent had left my legs and lungs refreshed, and I enjoyed a fast run to the 15K finish. Oops, there was the 15K marker but then it turned out to still be a good jaunt to the real finish area in town, but it was all downhill. 

Racers’ names and hometown or affiliation were announced as they entered the finish chutes, and after the timing chip had beeped the official finish, each man was handed a large local alcohol-free beer and each woman a rose. Then we were ushered to the officials’ table, where we exchanged our timing chip for a finishers’ shirt, and were invited to help ourselves to the buffet of homemade “Pflaumenkuchen” and other tortes and cakes, snacks and beverages.

Meanwhile, the tents and tables that had been set up in the morning had now been transformed into a massive party which seemed to be attended by every resident of the entire Kleinwalsertal. No matter that it was not yet noon, half-liter mugs of beer were being emptied faster than the bar guys could pour them, and everyone was devouring outlandishly huge bratwursts sticking out of crusty fresh made buns. Up on the stage was a local band in lederhosen and full traditional regalia, quaffing their own beers between sets of incredibly loud Oktoberfesty traditional favorite songs. The ambiance was stellar  as elite racers and locals alike raucously sang aloud to, “Ein prosit, ein prosit, der Gemuetlichkeit” and various other party favorites. The brutal uphill slog was forgotten as we decided that Austrian mountain running is a great sport indeed.
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