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Gore-Tex Transalpine-Run

4th – 10th September 2005

Oberstdorf (D) to Latsch (I) in 7 stages

This was the first running of the Gore-Tex Transalpine-Run, north to south over the Alps.  It was a seven-day stage race running approximately 30-40km per day starting in Oberstdorf in Germany, running over alpine routes through Austria and Switzerland and finishing in Latsch in Italy.  The entry fee included accommodation in local halls on the basis of taking a sleeping bag and mat, breakfast and evening meals, bags were transported daily to the new sleeping area.  The format for every day was roughly the same; a briefing was given for the exact times such as breakfast, kit bag time, start time, race route, checkpoints and evening meal and presentation. Due to the nature of the course and the weather conditions that could be encountered on this high level route it was compulsory to run in pairs and as such the prizes were awarded to male, female, mixed and masters (combined age of over 80).  Daily awards were given and final race winners.  Some athletes opted for the comfort of a hotel every night and transport was provided for these athletes as well as kit collection and forwarding.

For me this event came at very short notice, while training to compete in the open race at the European 100km in Holland (UKA had decided not to select a women’s team despite the team gaining the selection criteria), I was informed of the event by Paul Larkins from Running Fitness, I had met him several times while taking part in the Flora 1000 Mile Challenge a couple of years ago, having run internationally for 12 years now my decision was an easy one, the only problem was finding a suitable partner at short notice.  

Although I initially had three weeks notice, the lack of a partner was looking likely that I would still end up in the 100km on 10th September, but on the Wednesday before the race an email detailed a possible partner and promptly rang Fiona Paterson, from Plymouth that evening.  We had very different backgrounds and there was obviously a difference in fitness levels.  I was a solo ultra distance runner of World Class standard (and have been ranked British Number 1at 24 hours for the last 9 consecutive years) and Fiona had a background in multi day adventure racing with a team of four women.  We both had the endurance to get through the event and it was just a case of whether we could both spend a week together crossing the Alps aware of the different fitness levels.  The choice for me was to stick with the 100km or try this exciting new event aware that it would have to be paced by Fiona, I have run many 100km races and felt like a new challenge would be better and also was aware of a slight medical problem that may slow me down a little and took the chance.  

Thursday we confirmed our intentions to Sally Ryder-Taylor from Gore Footwear who promptly arranged our flights, she was aware of another British couple that were competing for Men’s Health but it was not possible for us to travel together – it was Luke who had contacted Fiona as a partner for me.  Thursday and Friday were a bit hectic as I was finishing my testing for my dissertation at the University of Teesside where I am have been studying for MSc in Sport and Exercise, I had to do a 15 mile training run in the climatic chamber at 30 degrees on the Thursday and my last test of 10 degrees on the Friday, not leaving much time to prepare for a week away.

Saturday 3rd September

A nice early start at 5am to get to Teesside Airport for the 7am flight.  As my flights had been booked separately it meant I would have to reclaim my baggage and check it in again at Heathrow.  I rang Fiona around 10am to see what time she would be arriving at Heathrow, she was already in London for work purposes.  I thought it would be best to check in together, I described what I was wearing and that I would be close to the BA check in gates.  She rang when she arrived but in the noise of the airport I failed to answer her call, but the description was good and easily recognised me loitering about.  It was good to finally meet and after a short delay took the flight to Munich.  

We arrived around 5pm and were met at the airport by Uwe, one of the German representatives for Gore, wearing a bright yellow, Gore Wind stopper waistcoat.  It took him around 3 hours to drive us to Oberstdorf and learned a lot about the event and Gore-Tex shoes.  The recent heavy rain in the region had caused major flood damage and part of the route was impassable due to landslides and alternatives were being made, the devastation the flood damage had caused even at the low levels we were driving though was obvious to see.

We arrived for accreditation and received a numbered kit bag, hip bag and bottle, wind stopper cap, race t-shirt (even a size small that fitted!!) laminated race maps, a few snacks and a race number with a chip stuck into the reverse, also an identity card to gain access to the food and camps.  Loaded with all our goodies we then had access to the pasta party.  The food was excellent and as much as you could eat.  We were introduced to Wolfgang who was responsible for the course design and who was to give us the daily briefings.  We then had the luxury of staying in the hotel while in Oberstdorf to break us in gently, the hotel was within metres of the accreditation hall and start/finish area, we briefly sorted our kit and were soon tucked up in bed.

Sunday 4th September

Stage 1, Oberstdorf (D) – Oberstdorf (D), 18.5km, 665m ascent.

Breakfast at 8am in the hotel, the region was glorious, just looking out of our hotel window the views were fantastic and walkers and mountain bikers were passing by.  We met Luke and Neil from Men’s Health and went for the briefing at 10am.  Wolfgang announced the rules and did a short briefing of the days run.  The format for the first day was to be different, we had been lucky and were doing a short prologue run of just 18km (the plan had been to do 38km but had since thought better of it), just for a bit of a warm up and a taste of what was to come.  This was to be a circular route with just a couple of short climbs and a couple of checkpoints.  One strict rule was that we were to run together and if found to be further that 2 minutes apart would initially be given a time penalty and a second infringement would result in disqualification, checkpoints scanned the numbers and you were never always entirely sure where these could appear.  As this was a short run not into the real alpine paths the kit requirements were small, just a survival bag and first aid kit.  The weather had initially been forecast to be good until Wednesday, beyond this was unknown.  

The race for today started at 12 noon, it was hot and sunny and it was very difficult to predict a time for the race not knowing the exact ability of Fiona, all I knew was we had a marathon differential of around 90 minutes.  The route was 18.5km and 665m of climbing.  The course map was in black and white and difficult to see the contour lines but on the reverse were a profile of the course and a list of the places, checkpoints, mileage and altitude.  The route on the map was marked in four colours, yellow for tarmac, green for forest track, red for hiking trails and orange for single file alpine paths.  Dangerous sections were marked with a large board indicating the start of a bad section and another board indicating the end of a dangerous section.  On the course there were orange chalk arrows, signposts and red and white Gore-Tex labelled tape.  

I decided to carry the new hip bag and take a 750ml bottle of sports drink with us, Fiona also packed a couple of small snacks, there were to be two feed stations on the course.  Dressed in shorts and t-shirt we had our numbers scanned and stood towards the back of the pen.  The atmosphere was great, the music was playing, the sun was shining and almost 200 athletes were gathered for the start of this new event.  Uwe came and wished us luck, he was running the first stage with a journalist from the Dutch Runner’s World, and it was good to see the sponsors taking such an active role in the event.  Sven was the commentator and really hyped up the atmosphere as the music “Highway to Hell” started playing, a short countdown and we were off.  

It took a little while to spread out and had decided to run behind Fiona so I could pace myself rather than run ahead and have to keep looking behind.  I tried to follow the route on the map to get used to the marking and navigation, there was plenty of people to follow and the markings were very easy to see and there was absolutely no excuse for getting lost on this route.  We went through the small village of Rubi and knew this was around the 5km mark, a short climb followed and Fiona was soon walking.  There were a lot of supporters at the next village of Reichenbach where the first checkpoint and feed station was, we had already drunk half of the bottle I was carrying but was not worth refilling.  The numbers were scanned in a flash and nothing held us up before we started the first of the climbs up through the forest.  We doubled back onto and hiking path that was then steadily downhill to the road.  The numbers were scanned again here and we hair-pinned up the road to the feed station.  On nearing the top we were just overtaken by an older female couple and said to Fiona I think we should try to beat them, she promptly took off on a narrow tricky downhill section that was hard to overtake with me hanging on to keep with her, scrambling by people I realised we overtook Uwe.  At the bottom of the steep section we hit the road gently sloping down and the pace slowed again as we were well clear of the other female couple.  We ran through the streets and could hear the commentary long before we reached it, one final corner and we were at the finish, we joined hands to cross the line and Sven was calling out our names as the British team and that we were the fifth ladies couple to finish.  We were immediately interviewed on camera and then left to recover.  There were plenty of drinks and snacks and soon retreated to have a shower.  This event had real atmosphere and even in the hotel room could hear the continuous commentary and music.  It was as though the event had taken over this small town and everyone had come out to watch.  

After a shower we were talking to Luke and Neil and how good the new Gore-Tex shoes had felt, they were wearing Asics.  We went to the stall and we were both given a pair of Puma Gore-Tex shoes.  I was really pleased, as the one problem I suffer with is wet feet.  At the previous World 24 Hour Championships that had been held in Austria in July we had experienced torrential down pours and had wet feet from the start, I had got 6 blisters and my feet were only just recovering from the trench foot I got.  The four of us relaxed outside and then went to the pasta party at 6pm; the food was just as good and plentiful as the previous day.  

At 8pm the presentation started.  The first three in each of the four categories were awarded prizes.  The women first, then mixed, masters and male.  The prizes were awarded in reverse order and Sven again got the atmosphere hyped up and the music was playing.  After the prizes were awarded all the leaders were again invited onto the stage and were each given leader t-shirts to wear the next day, ladies in red, mixed and masters in navy and black and men in green, the music being played this time was “stand up for the Champions”, very appropriate.  The leading ladies were a couple from France (team Lafuma) and the men’s from Puma racing team.  The results were posted on the wall and we were fifth out of six ladies teams, that older couple we had overtaken were from Finland aged 58 and 62!!  As the Running Fitness team we had finished in 2 hours 11 minutes and 52 seconds (compared to the French winners of 1 hour 36 minutes).  The young looking Puma lads had finished in 1 hour 18 minutes. 

At the end of the ceremony Wolfgang gave the briefing for the next day, breakfast started at 6am, kits bags could be handed in at 6:30am, the start was 8am and we had 12 hours to complete the 28.9km and 1496m of climbing.  He described the route from 813m in Oberstdorf in Germany, over the Madelejoch at 1973m and down into Steeg in Austria.  The first part of the route was not as indicated on the map as was damaged in the flood so had to run a little further on the road following the signs until we picked up the trails.  We also had to carry extra kit today including warm clothing, waterproofs and hat and gloves to add to yesterday’s kit.  We put all the kit in the one hip bag to try to equal us out a little better; I also carried a 750ml sports drink.  After the briefing there was the TV show of the days action followed by a film slide.  We managed to get a shortened version of our finishing interview on TV.  This finished around 9:30pm and it was soon back to the hotel to prepare our kit for the next day.  We had been issued a large kit bag and this was all that would be transported for the athletes, there was a service available to leave any extra kit at Oberstdorf, we were lucky in that we were allowed to put our extra kit in the Gore-Tex car as we were not sure if we would be returning to Oberstdorf.  We relaxed in our hotel for the last night.

Monday 5th September

Stage 2 – Oberstdorf (D)- Steeg (A), 28.9km, 1496m ascent
We set the alarm for 6am and were to meet Luke and Neil at 6:15 to take our kit bags to the truck, as we were not sure of its exact location, it was not far to go.  After breakfast we were ready for the 8am start.  There were two pens this morning, one pen for the first five athletes in each category and one for the remaining athletes, being in the top five we were in the first pen and got a better position to start with.  The music was playing again even at this time in the morning and the athletes at the front seemed to get very hyped up with the rhythm, dancing and jiggling around.  Although the sun was shining we were in the shade and it felt quite cold at this time in the morning, although we knew we would get warmed up once the event started.  The pen behind us was opened up and the gaps soon filled with athletes.  Once again we were off on stage two of this long event.  We seem to space out a lot earlier today and were also a little better as the route was wider for longer and not so restricting.  There seemed to be a lot of tarmac to start with but this was a diversion due to the flood damage.  The route was reasonably flat and quite “runnable” for around 10km before the gradual climb through the forest started, as we climbed above the trees the route became a lot steeper and a lot narrower, athletes began bunching together in single file on this track as it was difficult to overtake, we took a couple of breathers to stand aside and let faster couples get on their way.  On nearing the top the views really opened up and we went past our first section of snow in a gully beneath us.  As we neared a hut near the highest point and border crossing a helicopter began circling, it was probably the Dutch Runner’s World journalist who had told us he would be watching and filming from the air.  We reached the border of 1973m, the highest point of the day and immediately began to run the downhill section, the helicopter was quite close at this stage and kept my eyes firmly glued ahead as could feel the draft from the helicopter pushing us sideway quite firmly, you felt as though you wanted to look up to see how close it was but was probably filming so just concentrated on keeping up with Fiona, these rough, rocky, steep descents were obviously her strong point and overtook several couples.  

As the route eased to a wide, gently downward sloping forest track the pace slowed again, but it was great as we were descending through a very deep steep sided gorge, it was amazing looking up at the sheer cliffs above us, this was probably the deepest gorge I had ever been in with some very spectacular waterfalls and pools that looked ready to dive into.  On reaching the bottom was the feed station and another short climb on tarmac.  As we hit the forest track we could hear the commentary in Steeg below but it was very deceiving, as we had to run above it high on the forest tracks and circle round and back down to the village.  As we were circling on this forest track we hit several small sections where the recent flooding had caused landslides and had to carefully scramble around these sections.  The descent was quite quick when it came and almost on hitting the road we were at the finish, we crossed the line in fifth place again with a time of 4 hours 42 minutes and 11 seconds.  There were much less spectators than yesterday, but there was one very special person to greet us.  Wilfred, a friend of Fiona’s who lived close by had come to support us and little did I know how welcome this would be.  After leaving Fiona and Wilfred to catch up with each other in the marquee that had been set up for the event I went to find the camp.  It was well sign-posted and not far to walk.  At the entrance to the building that I believe was a school someone sat with a map of the numbers and where the sleeping area had been allocated.  We were in one of the small rooms with probably around 20 athletes; there was one large room that accommodated the rest of the athletes.  I set my sleeping bag out and found out there were no showers here and also some temporary portaloos had been set up as the floods had damaged the facilities.  On top of everyone’s bag was a small box, inside was a large white tablet, I was not sure what it was and guessed may be it was a water purifier because of the floods, on asking some of the athletes in the room I was told it was a sugar with salts and very good to eat after a long run, I gingerly ate it but it was quite pleasant.

Fiona returned and asked if I would like to return to Wilfred’s house to have a shower and somewhere to relax.  I gratefully accepted the invitation, as facilities seemed very lacking here due to the flood damage.  A scenic 40-minute journey over some winding roads and we pulled up outside a traditional looking wooden house some way up a hillside.  I had always been curious to know what these houses were like on the inside and I was not to be let down. All wooden inside, very light and even a veranda.  After a bite to eat and a few cups of tea I managed to get a nap for about an hour in very peaceful surrounding.  We then had dinner of Austrian dumplings, tasted very much like pasta with cheese and onions, very nice and very filling.  Wilfred returned us to the camp in time for the evenings presentation and briefings at 8pm that were held in the marquee.  The presentation held the same format as the previous day, the briefing described the next day of 36.8km and two very big climbs and some dangerous sections that we needed to be aware of, after this was the TV and film slide, we were not surprised to see the we did make the TV coming down from the border that was filmed in the helicopter.

I returned to the camp at around 10pm but it was very difficult to sleep.  I am a very light sleeper anyway but the music in the marquee was blasting out until midnight and sleeping in such close quarters to other athletes, popping to the toilet at night and snoring meant I didn’t get much sleep.  

Tuesday 6th September

Stage 3 – Steeg (A) – St Anton (A), 36.8km, 2387m ascent

It was 5:30am when the alarm clock of some loud Germans awoke and put the lights on and chatted and started packing there gear, I probably got around 5 broken hours of sleep so was very grateful for the short nap I had managed to take the previous day.  We packed our kit bags and deposited them on the way to breakfast in the marquee.  It was quite cold at this hour in the morning and having deposited our kit bags could only wear the kit that I was carrying for spare clothing on the run.  We returned to the sleeping camp, as it was warmer in here to wait for the start. 

I kept my long sleeved shirt on for the start today as I was a lot colder to start with and had felt the cold initially the previous day.  I also decided to swap the hip back for a back pack today as we needed slightly more kit and the hip back had bounced around a bit yesterday with carrying more kit.  I was wearing my watch which had a distance and altitude monitor, I had used it the previous two days and found both readings to be very accurate, the distance had been within 0.5km of the official distance.  The route started with a steep hair-pinning climb out of Steeg before the slope eased and joined a forest track, it was 80 minutes before the sun reached us and was able to take my long sleeved shirt off.  At the end of the forest track was the feed station and checkpoint.  The route started climbing steeply now and continued to climb to the first peak at Kaiserjochhaus at 2310m.  The most fantastic views seen so far opened up and it was a superb alpine route across the high ridges.  The path itself was quite rocky at times and slowed progress.  As the sun beat down we ran out of drinks several times but just topped up in the mountain streams, the cool mountain water always tastes better than tap water.  The weather was superb giving clear views to the mountains ahead and the valleys below.  

Shortly after one of the mountain huts with came across one of the athletes who had sprained her ankle on the rocky path.  There was little we could do to help apart from pin point where they were on the map and give the distance to the next checkpoint, we also took their number so we could report the injured athlete to the checkpoint to get help sent out.  It took a while before we started to descend slightly and came across the first dangerous section.  There was a big sign and a medic at the start of the section and so we informed him of the injured athlete.  He warned us not to overtake and that we must only walk and not run the next section.  I was soon to see why.  We had to traverse across a sheer rock race on a narrow path of shingle.  Looking down sent me a little dizzy and was aware of someone ahead to had major problems with crossing this route.  It was scary but the path was dry and wide enough to cross slowly without much danger, it was very unnerving but was soon jogging down to the second feed station at Erlach Alm, 1893m.

Immediately after the feed station was the next big climb, a very steep hair-pinning ascent initially.  While taking a breather from climbing the path it was possible to look back at the dangerous path we had crossed previously, it just looked like a sheer cliff face and seemed incredible that there was a path across this rock face at all, absolutely amazing.  At the top of the steep climb at Erler Joch, 2460m the path became a more gradual high-level route traversing the slopes.  As we traversed around we came across some extremely steep scree slopes with a very, very narrow path, I was at the limits of my ability here.  It was now me that was beginning to slow the other athletes up as I pigeon stepped my way across, there was nothing to hold on to, no firm grip on the fine scree, one wrong footing or slip and it would be fatal.  I could feel my heart thumping as I crossed these sections and felt extreme fear, even to the extent of what my husband would do without me.  Although the sections were only a few metres in length there were several of them.  No sooner did I have a great sigh of relief when I successfully navigated one section than I seemed to hit another.  I did think of turning back but had already got across some sections and the fear of navigating my way back over these was greater than the fear of what lie ahead and also did not want to not complete the event because of such a tiny section and let my partner down.  Fiona was incredibly confident here and for the first time I slowed her down, she even took the pack from me to help give me better balance.  

The scenery had completely changed now from the grassy green slopes to a baron, grey, rocky landscape.  As I looked ahead all I could see was rocks and scree and just dreaded rounding a corner to find more dangerous scree slopes, but it was all behind me now and the paths were wider and slopes less steep.  Ahead we could see the last big climb just above a snow section.  We had been going over six hours now and had only done 28km.  The path turned into a rocky boulder path but the orange chalk markers were easy to follow.  Wolfgang was at the bottom of the snow section telling us the way to go, we stopped for a short chat before climbing the snow section and a short rock climbing gully with steel ropes to hit the top of the second big climb at Trittcharte, 2580m.  The descent was initially quite steep and rocky.  We heard some shouting ahead as someone had dislodged a large boulder that bounced down the slope, further down the athletes had heeded the warning and stopped in their tracks as the boulder bounced immediately in front of them.  It didn’t take long to descend and reach the sign that ended the dangerous section.  

After filling up at the third feed station it was a long gradual descent on some very wide runnable slopes.  Fiona picked up the pace now and battled to overtake some of the other couples on the run into the finish, it seemed to take forever to get to the finish and seemed to do a big circle around to reach it, but we finally made it after 8 hours and 22 minutes of being on our feet.  

I took advantage of the foot spa today, at the finish of every stage there is an array of tents, some with snacks and drinks, some selling sports kit and this Gore-Tex one with several foot bath spas that vibrated and bubbled water.  The water was cold and perfect after a long hot day in the hills.  I had worn the new Puma Gore-Tex shoes for the last two days and my feet were in perfect condition and not a single blister.  Fiona had got a few minor blisters but did not complain about them, just popped them and got on with the event as is normal.

It had been a long day today and went to find the camp which was immediately next to the finish line, the helpers looked at the map and took us immediately to our bags and said we could sleep anywhere, the small gift for today was a lip balm.  The place was massive, like a big theatre with a stage and screen and seating areas.  We chose a pleasant spot away from the crowds and I felt a lot more comfortable sleeping in here than the previous night.  The showers were next door in the sports centre; we also had free use of the swimming pool.  By the time I had sorted my bed for the night it was almost 6pm and ready for my second meal of the day at the pasta party which was all within the building.  I showered after my meal but did not feel like a swim tonight, just not enough time.

At 8pm it was the usual presentation followed by the briefing.  The route for stage 4 was mapped out from St Anton to Ischgl, 21km with one big climb to Doppelseescharte at 2786m but this was not to be.  The landslides had made the route impassable and Ischgl itself was hard to access and had not recovered from the devastation, the big trucks that carried the equipment could not get to Ischgl.  The alternative was now to do a circular route and stay a second night in St Anton and then be transported on, we had an alternative map to follow.  Although sad not to completely traverse the Alps it was very possible that the whole event could have been cancelled after such a natural disaster, so was very grateful that the event was still going ahead with some alterations.  The TV and slide show that followed was spectacular, these cameramen were extremely fit men and got to all the intricate places to make the best possible shots, it was fantastic looking back over the route we had been today.  Some of the TV shots were of the leaders and it was stunning to see the pace at which they run, especially over some of the steep rocky sections.

After retreating to bed it was a lot quieter and a lot more comfortable tonight not being so close to the others.  I think being the third day, a long hard route and lack of sleep from the music the night before soon sent us all to sleep.

Wednesday 7th September

Stage 4 – St Anton (A) – St Anton (A), 36.2km, 2143m ascent.
Although people were mooching around from 5:30am the lights were not turned on until 6am and had a very good nights sleep.  As I awoke I was aware of one very strong lamp, it took me a while to realise that it was the TV crew filming people as they awoke.  I went straight to breakfast, as we did not have to pack up camp this morning, which was nice.  Some athletes were looking very stiff this morning, I was feeling fine, just a little tired from having been on my feet for a long time on Stage 3 but no real stiffness as I wasn’t racing this event, just completing it with Fiona.

I took a walk outside and it was still very cold and so decided to start with my long sleeved top on again.  The start was the same as usual, 8am with lots of loud music and the usual “Highway to Hell” to get us on our way.  The route this morning was very gentle, a gradual slope up a forest track to a dam that was being constructed.  From here the route undulated a little, rising to the checkpoint at Darmstadter Hutte, 2384m, from here the narrow track continued on the same route as the original but diverted off to Kuchenjoch, 2730m.  The last bit of the climb was across another snow section and some steep boulders and rocks with steel ropes and a few steps screwed into the rocks, it looked like a lunar landscape here, there was a lot of scrambling and using both hand and feet here.  There were guides helping the athletes, I was fine with this section as I had a good hand hold and was not loose scree and such a big drop as yesterday, Fiona was still quicker than me over these sections being more used to adventure races as opposed to a pure runner such as myself.

There was long, steep path to descend to the next forest track and overtook several athletes on this section.  At the bottom the forest track followed the river down to the next feed station at Gasthof Ferwall, 1445m.  Another steep unforgiving hairpin climb followed straight up to the top of the ridge at Sattelkopf, 1985m, and initially the descent was just as steep.  The final section of today’s stage was along the track we had started on, although we still had another 6-7km to run we could hear the noise from the commentary.  The other side of the river we could see the path we were to return along but were not aware of which bridge to cross.  There was a bridge that some walkers were heading towards but was obvious the runners were crossing further up the river.  Fiona was not impressed that we were not taking the first bridge but had to take the official route, unknown to us there was another feed station and checkpoint that had been added at this bridge so was glad we had not short-cut the route.  As we passed the first bridge it did look very unstable and had a lot of debris hanging from it from the floods and so took a guess this was why we had gone to a more sturdy bridge up river.  By the time we retraced our steps to the finish my watch was recording over 37km, a little longer than the planned route.  Sven announced our arrival as he did for everyone and was surprised to learn we had finished fourth in 7 hours 8 minutes and 45 seconds.  Still a long time to be out after such a long day previously and had another foot spa at the finish.

It was great to go straight into the showers knowing the set up and the bed already made (our small gift on the beds today was a St Anton pin badge and a chocolate wafer biscuit).  I had a couple of hours relaxing, rehydrating and snacking to recover before the pasta party.  On looking back to the original route this had only got one climb, just less that we had done on our first climb and dropped down for just 21km, we had done over 36km today but a reprieve was soon to follow.  After looking at the results sheets we had come fourth as one of the couples ahead of us had not competed today and were given a twelve hour penalty instead.

After dinner and the presentation we had the briefing.  The disruption from the flooding was to affect us for just one more day; instead of travelling on to Ischgl we were now going to travel straight to the next camp at Scuol in Switzerland.  Breakfast was to be at 7am, kit bags in from 7:30am and leaving on coaches at 9am.  In the afternoon we were going to have a short 7km run all uphill to a cable car station 900m higher, staggered times would be posted with 4pm start being the earliest, the reason for the late start was so that we could have the evening meal and presentation at the top station, coming down by cable car and shuttle bus back to the camp.  

Thursday 8th September

Stage 5 – Scuol (CH), 7km, 900m ascent.
Today seemed very laid back considering this was a stage race, up for breakfast at 7am, plenty of time to pack up camp and deposit kit bags and watch the dismantling of the finish area while we waited to board the buses.  It was a short trip of just over an hour and was amazed to see that the kit bags had all been laid out in the gym before we arrived.  It was a mad rush by some people to get their spot, but in reality there was not really much room to spread out; soon the kit was hanging over every badminton net and piece of string that was available.  The facilities here seemed quite lacking, just one toilet for the men, two for the women and only one set of communal showers that I could find, out small gift for the day was a packet of fruit and nuts.

It was just gone midday by the time I had settled and looked at the map and information I was given, there was a voucher to use the nearby spa and swimming pool, which sounded good.  After a short visit to the centre and bite to eat I spent a couple of hours relaxing in the spa, it was great, all sorts of whirlpools, hot and cold pools, indoor pools that also led to an outdoor pool.  There were several people from the camp here and the two best features were the Jacuzzi beds where you could lay on and be pummelled and the fountain of water that did wonders for the stiff shoulders from carrying a pack, also spent a couple of spells in the steam room.

Totally recovered it was time to rehydrate ready for the short uphill run.  It was a five-minute walk to the start and we had been allocated a start time of 4:19pm.  We arrived very early after leaving at 3:30pm and had a long wait sitting around the town square, luckily the organisers had thought ahead to put a couple of portaloos here and were also providing water for those that had not brought drinks as it was quite hot in the sun.  Eventually we lined up, all the faster runners were starting from behind and expected to be overtaken by several athletes as uphill and running did not go together with Fiona, athletes were started every 30 seconds.  After an initial burst of running at the start it was a walk the rest of the way, the last couple of hundred yards were flat to the finish line but as I had walked faster than Fiona I just walked to within yards of the finish line to wait to cross together at Motta Naluns, 2136m. We finished in fifth place again today with 1 hour 12 minutes and 12 seconds.  I soon changed into my warm kit and had a great choice of food; for once there was a choice of different foods from pasta (you could still have pasta if you wanted).  I had a superb meal including rice and vegetables, there was even a choice of puddings such as cheesecake, but refrained as I was full from my main meal.  

The whole scene here was incredible to picture bearing in mind the position we were in.  All the usual gantry had been put up for the finish, inside the cable car station the screen and projectors were all in place for the evening briefing and TV show.  The cable cars were usually closed by this time but this had been put on especially for the Gore-Tex Transalpine Run and Wolfgang and tried to give us something special to make up for missing a stage, he certainly done us proud and gave us an event to remember.  We also had the pleasure of his company during the evening as he sat next to us and we gleaned as much information as possible from him.  His son Maxi who was just 14 was also with us, he had helped as many of the checkpoints and his English was so good to hold a normal conversation with him.  

Wolfgang runs a mountain guide school and had been told where the camps would be and he was responsible for the route we took.  He had measured the route with GPS and I had found it very accurate.  I questioned him on the dangerous path we had taken on stage 3, as this was the only part of the course that I really had hated, although the views were some of the best I had seen.  He was an experienced mountain guide and had admitted that he was not too sure what the abilities of the athletes taking part would be, it was difficult to pitch the level of experience of the competitors but feed back had led him to think about it.  He told us of an athlete that really struggled to cross the cliff face and had to walk face to the cliff, eyes closed and someone either side holding hands to guide them across and that we had been lucky because the weather had been dry.  In wet conditions this could have been more of a risk and in future was not a risk worth taking and so the route would be changed for future years.  Some competitors had asked him to keep the section because some of the views were the most spectacular but in my eyes it is a great unnecessary risk and is probably best left out.  After the usual presentation and briefing we travelled down by cable car in the dark.  There was a bus waiting to shuttle us to the camp and soon as it was full we were returned.  The gym was quite small and no air was travelling through even though the small windows high up were open, it was very stuffy and smelly with all the wet clothing, as I write this diary my the temperature on my clock is reading 26 degrees centigrade.   I did not sleep much at all. 

Friday 9th September

Stage 6 – Scuol (CH) – Mals (I), 38.5km, 1357m ascent.
We got another sleep in this morning as breakfast was at 7am as we were starting at 9am today; this was due to the start of the shooting season.  Today was another long run of 38.5km in distance but their was only one climb and not so severe as previous days.  It was still quite cold at the start for 9am and had my long sleeved shirt on again.  It was nice to get into the fresh air, as the night had been very oppressive.  We set off as the “Highway to Hell” music was playing and was escorted from the town by a police car.  The weather was looking a little misty on the tops and it had only just stopped raining at breakfast.  The route was very easy to start with, a very pleasant forest track that lead to the first feed station.  From here the path started climbing, the path had been cut out from the rocks and also had a safety rail, it was an amazing path and incredible to think how this was built, it was a rocky gorge with a couple of tunnels to climb through.  Fiona had managed to get hold of her ski poles from the car and used them today, had to keep my distance a bit more to avoid the hazards these things cause.  The ski poles were very popular with athletes but I find it hard work overtaking people with poles and have to give them a wider berth which is not always possible on the narrow tracks, have had some very near misses with these poles several times, I prefer the rules I run by in British events such as the 95 miles West Highland Way where aids such as these are not allowed. 

On reaching the top we were now in the mist, the highest point of the day was Hohenweg at 2315m and we were now in Italy, the fourth country.  After gently traversing we got the occasional glimpse of the valley below as the mist slowly lifted.  After the second checkpoint it was down hill all the way.  The route was a lot gentler underfoot being more grassy than the rocks from before.  The last few kilometres were on a tarmac and just gently sloping down hill still.  It was just beginning to drizzle as we weaved through the village streets to the finish in the square at Mals with 5 hours, 31 minutes and 32 seconds.  We didn’t hang around long with the weather worsening and took the shuttle bus to the camp around a mile away.

The camp was in another gym, but about three times bigger than the previous nights gym and a lot higher.  The camp was restricted to the end of the gym on carpeted tennis courts; we got another chocolate wafer for a gift.  There was also a swimming pool available free to runners.  The pasta party, briefing and presentation were at the opposite end to the camp.  The next stage was to be a lot lower in altitude and did not have to carry any compulsory kit this time.  While resting in the camp there seemed to be a lot more people walking around with bandages and plasters slapped all over their feet and ankles, the event was obviously taking its toll.  It was a lot more pleasant atmosphere tonight and slept well.

Saturday 10th September

Stage 7 – Mals (I) – Latsch (I), 38.18km, 833m ascent
The start was at the usual time of 8am.  It was raining and very misty on the tops, which was good for Gore-Tex as I think they were hoping for at least one wet day.  I thought it would be a good test for the shoes to see if my feet would stay dry.  We deposited our kit for the last time and went out into the heavy rain.  I wore my waterproof jacket to start with as I thought I might get cold if I got wet running at a slower pace. 

The route was to be quite intricate with lots of small climbs and dips today, finishing at a lower altitude than we started at.  It was a downhill road start as the rain continued to fall, then off into the woods and various tracks between a few small villages, this was a big orchard region and ran through many apple orchards and a few peach trees.  There was a striking difference in the colour all the different apples being grown, some being a very deep purple to the usual green apples.  The rain began to ease after an hour of running and stripped down to just a t-shirt and shorts.  The mist lifted a bit but remained on the high tops.  We seemed to be just skirting around the base of the hills just above the valley.

The finish dropped down through the apple orchards and was good to finally see and hear the finish in the distance, we congratulated each other on our achievement of finishing this wonderful crossing of the Alps, quite a challenge with two very different people with different abilities and backgrounds, the challenge had been more that just an athletic one and we thanked each other for the support we had given each other, we crossed the final finish line of stage 7 with our hands in the air after 4 hours, 39 minutes and 40 seconds as the sun was peeking through.  We had a medal hung around our necks and could relax in the satisfaction of completing this weeklong event.  I also had the bonus that my feet had stayed dry in my Gore-Tex shoes even though it had rained heavily for the first hour and had run through some long wet grass.

We were treated to the luxury of a hotel tonight.  The shuttle bus transported us there and returned for the final presentation at 6pm.  Food tonight was a buffet of local produce of cheese and meat with various breads, must admit I would have preferred a hot pasta meal.  The presentation was a long drawn out affair.  After various speeches the stage winners of the day were presented their prizes followed by the overall winners.  Spot prizes were also given out and we were lucky enough to both get a back-pack spot prize.  Our overall ranking for the 202.5km, 9’816 metres of climbing was fourth place in 33 hours, 48 minutes and 13 seconds.  All the organisers, and staff were then presented on stage and all the sponsors.  All the runners were called up to the stage in pairs to be presented with a special finishers t-shirt (probably the best t-shirt I now own) and a folder with booklets of all the stage results and overall results.  Finally all the runners got on the stage for a group photograph all wearing their finishers t-shirts, quite a spectacle.  There was one final TV show and film slide of the weeks event finishing about 10pm and then the party began with a solo singer and guitar. It was quite a late night by the time we returned.

Sunday 11th September

Up at 6:30am for a quick bite to eat and away by 7am for the drive back to Munich airport, the flight to Heathrow was delayed by an hour and just had enough time to retrieve my baggage and take my second flight back to Teesside, Bill arrived to collect me from the airport at 6:30pm and was nice to be back home again, no pasta tonight, a Chinese take-away instead.

On reflection of this event, considering this was a new event and the first time it had been held the organisation was just about faultless.  The music and commentary had created an atmosphere to reflect this superb event.  Timing of events, the organisation of transporting kit, breakfast, checkpoints, evening meals, briefings had all been excellent and on time, at times the facilities such as toilets had been in short supply but I suppose this is normal in big events, everyone wants to use the facilities at the same time.  The route had been fantastic and the good weather had helped give us superb views, a challenging course and although maps were provided, the route was marked so well there was no need to use them except for guidance of the terrain and feed stations.  The event had obviously been thought through meticulously to even using numbered kit bags that were supplied.  There was nothing much about this event that could be changed to improve it, well worth the trip and a very good experience, great sense of achievement and a good time had by all.  It is certainly an event I would love to run again and would recommend to anyone who loves mountain running, the camaraderie among athletes is also an experience in itself. 
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