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Racing the 
high road

A MAss stARt in FeRnie 
isn’t coMplete without 
the towns old FiRe tRuck

Seven days riding some of the world’s 
best trails – through, up, over and down 

the Canadian Rockies – eases the pain of 
racing the TransRockies Challenge 

I t was day six of the seven-day 
TransRockies Challenge. A cold wind 
whipped across the exposed ridge line. 
As we made a push on the last steep 
pitch before the summit, dark, angry 

storm clouds were gathering. I looked at 
the surrounding mountains – with their 
weathered rock faces, all too familiar with 
the storm that awaited us – and thought 
‘Now, this is a real TransRockies moment.’ 

If the day wasn’t already challenging 
enough, with 50-odd kilometres of 
singletrack and 1500m of elevation gain, 
this storm was going to test us. We were due 
for some bad weather; earlier in the week we 
had sweltered in punishing 30-degree heat. 
As we pedalled towards Canmore, Alberta, 
the finishing point of this, the twelfth and 
final TransRockies Challenge, the heavens 
opened up, giving us a taste of some genuine 
Canadian Rockies wet weather racing. 

Many non-riding people had asked me 
why I’d ever want to ride the TransRockies 
seven-day stage race – and if you’d asked 
me at that moment as sheets of rain 
made seeing the trail difficult, I may have 
struggled for an answer. But looking back, 
it was moments like this that made the 
experience so rewarding. 

The race began in Fernie, British 
Columbia, my hometown for the past year. 
The lure of big mountains and powder 
snow had originally placed me in Fernie, 
but as the snow melted and the bike-crazy 
community started trail talk, I couldn’t 
resist the chance to ride world-class 
singletrack and to be part of such a famous 
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event. Fernie has a long history with the 
TransRockies and was the perfect place to 
kick off the 2013 Challenge. 

Mechanical hiccups during a week of 
racing were to be expected, and I found 
myself dealing with an ovalised bearing hole 
in a rear pivot point. After some phone calls 
it appeared I had a replacement chainstay 
on the way, scheduled to arrive two days 
before the start, however the Fedex man 
arrived with bad news! Unwrapping my new 
chainstay it became evident that the wrong 
part was sent. 

Luckily for me, my trusty French bike 
mechanic and good friend Arnaud Lavergne 
had a solution. 

“So I have fixed your bike, you will be 
riding on race day – no worries,” Arnaud 
proudly tells me over the phone. 

Intrigued, I went to see how this crazy 
Frenchman had managed to get my bike 
back in action. Walking into the workshop he 
handed me a bottle of Loctite with a big grin. 

“Look, it says on the bottle super strength. 
Do not use if you intend to remove. Perfect! 
We won’t be removing this bearing any time 
soon.”

Without a complete bike switch my options 

were limited, so I trusted his enthusiasm and 
took a chance. 

The bike held up on day one and so the 
week of racing continued. Varied in terrain, 
each stage provided new challenges in riding 
conditions and trail types – with one thing 
you could count: monster climbs. Over the 
week, 10,400 metres of elevation was ridden, 
pushed and conquered – so if you’re not 
interested in riding up mountains, maybe 
the TransRockies isn’t for you. Of course, the 
upside of all this climbing was the downside 
– the descents. If you weren’t dripping with 
sweat and cursing your way up relentless 
climbs, you were humming down the other 
side, picking lines through rock gardens, 
navigating tight-rooted forest trails and 
driving into perfect flowy singletrack. 

Growing up riding in Tasmania, my idea of 
cross-country racing was slightly different, 
but after living in British Columbia for a 
year, I had an idea of what was in store. For 
the fancy carbon hardtail warriors who 
were more familiar with traditional XC 
racing, some stages of the TransRockies 
were daunting. While still a cross-country 
race, some days would be better described 
as all-mountain trial riding. Crashes were 

common; by the end of the week the majority 
of riders wore some form of bandage.

On one particular descent down a route 
named Porky Blue, I had a heart-in-mouth 
moment – and I wasn’t the only one. Pushing 
a little too hard trying to make up lost time, 
the steep and loose double-black downhill 
section – supposedly noted as a ridge descent 
– caught me off-guard. Maybe, if you squinted 
one eye and stood on your head, it could be 
called a ridge descent, but the bottomless 
steep slopes on each side leading down 
to a creek far below definitely caught my 
attention as the handlebars went between 
my legs and the back wheel led my downhill 
assault towards an uncomfortable stop. 

Upon registration, Jonathan Mcleod, the 
TransRockies media and communications 
guru, told me the 2013 field was again an 
international affair.

“Mountainbike enthusiasts from all over 
the globe are turning up to see what Canada 
had in store,” Jon said. “This creates not 
only a high level of competition but also 
an interesting atmosphere, adding to the 
experience that we work hard to provide.”

The TransRockies staff ran a flawless 
event. Nothing fazed the event staff; even an 
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aggressive moose on day three was avoided 
with some last minute re-routing while we 
waited on the start line.

More alarming for the non-Canadian 
entrants was the compulsory bear spray 
requirement instruction in the race briefing, 
the evening before a long stage through 
forests in Alberta’s Kananaskis region. The 
presence of a safety officer on a dirtbike with 
a hunting rifle slung over his shoulder made 
some riders wonder what they had signed up 
for. Thankfully, no bears were encountered, 
and everyone crossed the line in one piece. 

I knew a little about the TransRockies 
history, and its global recognition as a 
famous seven-day stage race, but I was 
continually surprised at the variety of riders 
and nationalities that turned up to race. 
A classic moment – one which every rider 
fears – occurred to the fast Spanish rider, 
Jordi Falgueras Payret, near the end of the 
long and hot stage in Crowsnest Pass. In the 
last few hundred metres of tight singletrack 
before the sprint finish, Jordi came unstuck, 
resulting in a split rim. Unable to ride, he 
sprinted down Main Street with his bike over 
his shoulder to finish still well up the ranks. 
Interviewed immediately after crossing 
the line, he said in broken English with a 
big grin, “ I thought that a little run might 
change up my day a bit from all this biking.”

Racers in the team categories ranged 
from fully-sponsored riders right through 
to the older husband and wife combo riding 
a tandem. (Yes, you read that right, a 
tandem!) The pointy end of the field, both 
solo and teams, featured many professional 
racers, but this was by no means only a race 
for the elite. For any rider prepared to slog it 
out, the TransRockies was a rewarding and 
challenging experience. 

Switzerland’s Oliver Zurbruegg, racing for 
Wheeler-IXS Team, was the eventual winner, 
closely followed by Canadian Corey Wallace 
(Kona Racing) and Sweden’s Calle Friberg, 
riding for Nordic Cycling Cannondale. 

The female team combo of Jodie Willet and 
Cathryn Zeglinski took honors in the Open 
Women’s field. Funnily enough, I somehow 
ended up being listed as a Canadian rider, 
not Australian, something to do with my 
Fernie address on my entry form. How did I 
fare? Finishing was the goal and to roll over 
the line in 14th place in the open men’s field, 
4 hours and 7 minutes behind the super-fast 
Swiss winner after seven days of memorable 
racing was a bonus. 

Would I do it all again next year? I 
am sad to say the original TransRockies 
Challenge has been retired as a race. 
Organisers are giving the event a facelift, 
tweaking the format to include enduro 
stages, showcasing MTB regions in western 
Canada. Singletrack 6: Ride the West will 
carry on the TransRockies legacy, kicking 
off in July 2014. Riding in Alberta and 
British Columbia, six days and six different 
communities will provide a perfect brew of 
XC, panoramic vistas and enduro descents. 
Keep an eye out for full details in November.

I will be sticking around for another 
winter, so when the snow melts, the grizzlies 
wake up and the MTB trails clear in spring 
2014, I will be locking ST6 in, hopefully with 
a new bike. AMB
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