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OUTDOORS

Brad Rassler

What Puts the Great In the Race?

North Shore's annual Nordic ski competition lives

up to its name.

ineteenth century statesman and philosopher Edmund

Burke posited that “greatness of dimension is a power-

ful cause of the sublime.” If true, then it would follow

that the annual Tahoe to Truckee Great Ski Race, with its 30

arduous kilometers of remote terrain, 1,600 feet of vertical

gain, 1,000 participants, 2 soup stations and 14-keg finale, is
nothing short of transcendent.

The Great Ski Race is certainly without peer: it's Tahoe’s

most storied, strenuous and entertaining endurance event.

Last year's Great Ski Race pulled
in more than 1,000 participants.

And the numbers don’t tell even half the story.

Envisioned by Tahoe Nordic ski entrepreneur Skip Reedy,
the Great Ski Race shoves out of Tahoe Cross Country in
Tahoe City and eventually slides into Truckee by Cottonwood
Restaurant. It's a point-to-point adventure—really a back-
country tour on meticulously groomed track. And as with all
great epics, its narrative arc is rife with plot twists: unrelent-
ing climbs, brutal descents, summits, defiles and a plunge to
the journey’s terminus. And if not for the fact that they’ve




already been invited, racers often crash their own party—literally—with phe-
nomenal ass-over-teakettle acrobatics on the challenging downhill that crosses
the finish line.

The Great Ski Race draws parallels with San Francisco’s famed Bay to Breakers:
the cast is large (it's the most attended ski race west of Wisconsin) and its lead-
ing players include past Olympians and national team skiers, elite master skiers,
a sub—two hour crowd—and then there’s the rest, which include off-the-couch
novices, recreational snowshoers and skiers clad in skivvies, tutus and other
neo-Nordic impedimenta. Finish times range from under 67 minutes to over
7 hours. For many, just crossing the finish line is a tremendous victory. And
though no one hides from his or her results—times are posted in local newspapers
and online—the Great Ski Race is just as much about community as competition.

“It’s all about locals getting together and putting on a wonderful event,” says
Reedy. “The race draws people from all over the state and country, and even a
few foreign countries,” he says. “And it’s really the only event that ties the two
communities of Tahoe City and Truckee together.”

In fact, The Great Ski Race is all about community, namely protecting it. Race
proceeds support Tahoe Nordic Search and Rescue, an all-volunteer cadre of
roughly 70 backcountry experts and logisticians who serve as the area’s go-to
group when outdoors people are in extremis.

In the early seventies, no such group existed. Due to the number of backcountry
users, it was not a matter of if but when the capabilities of local first responders,
primarily trained for front-country emergencies, would be insufficient to deal
with the rigors of tracking and navigating technical terrain in extreme condi-
tions. And then in 1976, 12-year-old Lance Sevison went missing when skiing the

backside of Northstar during a blizzard. By the time an improvised search team

was mustered and deployed, Lance had perished. Larry Sevison, his father, acted
swiftly to stave off future tragedies: he cofounded TNSAR along with Reedy and
backcountry stalwart and Carnelian Bay resident Doug Read. In those early days,
the fledgling group’s volunteers used their own gear and raised just enough for
the organization to survive.

(continued on next page)
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Enter the Great Ski Race. Within a
few years of its 1977 maiden voyage,
participant numbers had doubled, and
Reedy leaned on his TNSAR mates for
logistical support. By 1982, the race had
doubled again, and with the entire res-
cue team undertaking race planning and
execution, Reedy thought it appropriate
to bequeath the Great Ski Race—and its
proceeds—to TNSAR.

“When we took the race over, we
didn’t have a clue about how much we’d
eventually raise,” says Read, who has
served as the race’s organizer ever since.
“All we knew was it was going to be a
lot of work.”

The work’s paid off. Now in its 34"
year, the Great Ski Race is supported
by more than 150 volunteers, plus the
entire staff of Tahoe Cross Country. It's
become a boon to TNSAR, in some years
covering its annual budget—despite
its modest entry fee of $45. Events of
similar magnitude elsewhere fetch $80
or more.

“We're not into making millions,” Read
says. “The race is great for the sport and
it's great for TNSAR—and anything that
can help a sport like Nordic skiing is a
wonderful thing,” he says. “Cross-coun-
try skiing can help people live longer,
enjoy their lives more, make them more
thoughtful and thankful.”

And that, in a nutshell, is what puts the
Great in the Race. TQ

This year’s Great Ski Race takes place
March 7. For more information or to reg-
ister, go to wwuw.thegreatskirace.com.

Reno resident Brad Rassler’s excuses last
year included lack of training, the wrong
wax, not eating breakfast and lining up in
the wrong wave, but he still managed to get
to the party in under two hours. He’ll return
until he gets it right.



