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TOR des GEANTS® 2013
8-15 September 2013
An extraordinary new challenge in the heart of the four giants of the Alps!
WORLD’S HARDEST ENDURANCE TRAILS
330 km / 200 miles long, with a positive altitude difference of 24,000 meters,
along the two Alte Vie routes in the Valle d’Aosta
BEHIND THE SCENES: 

1500 VOLUNTEERS - AN ENTIRE REGION

One year to prepare, 2500 meals per day to cook, 330 km of trails to set, 660 runners to cheer on, support and guide: here's the race from the volunteers’ point of view. Some of them follow the race step-by-step, some prepare the way, some wait for the runners at the staging points, still others are in charge of hot meals and treatments: together they are the soul of the Tor, and they share the excitement and the fatigue of the runners from the start to the finish line.
For the athletes who are preparing for the race, as well as for the volunteers, the Tor des Giants ® is an experience that lasts a whole year. This year 1500 volunteers are getting ready for a "giant" race. Part of a true engine they dedicate their time and passion to this event, pledging to maintain a unique level of quality and safety. Far from statistics, they are the soul of the Tor. Nothing can be left to chance: every single one of the 700 athletes must be followed and supported along all 330 km of the race, which embraces the entire Valle d'Aosta along its mountain trails.

The story of those that work behind the scenes is hard to tell but is nonetheless very exciting. Piero Bordon, a Tor veteran and head of volunteers, is the conductor of this orchestra. The "musicians", who are recruited in each municipality, enthusiastically make themselves available, following their own inclinations. “The whole Valle d’Aosta is behind the Tor des Géants®” says Piero Bordon. “Some are busy mostly before the race, organizing and stocking materials, some take care of the huts, the bivouacs, the bases and the refreshment points, others place the flags, the banners, the hurdles, there are those who deliver the race bibs and those who prepare the bags. Just think about all the food that must be ordered and delivered in the right amounts to each base or refreshment point: they serve 2500 meals a day, for runners, volunteers, guides and the Red Cross.

“Paths must be controlled too, both those crossed by the race and those reserved for emergencies. If a landslide makes a path unsafe, or if bad weather is raging, the race cannot stop. It continues at a lower altitude on an alternative route. The trackers check on paths and place the yellow reflecting flags sufficiently close to each other to be noticed from every point of the path. We discovered that chamois, ibexes and cows consider them a delicacy, so the volunteers need to go back and check that everything is ready close to the passage of the athletes. During the race the tension reaches the top. Some volunteers are there to welcome the athletes at crossing points that might be more or less well-equipped, to maintain the radio connection and to make sure nothing is missing.

“The general headquarters are close to the civil protection headquarters. From there it is possible to monitor via radio all the points of the race and to know exactly where every single runner is. In this way we are always close to the runners, a discreet and needed presence. In such extreme conditions strong bonds are formed: many runners ask us to wait for them at the finish line, here’s why in Courmayeur, there are always so many volunteers. "

Riccardo Taolin has volunteered in the first three editions of the event. "When I first heard about the Tor I had just arrived in Valle d'Aosta and, as I am a running fan, I was looking for a way to keep up with the running scene. I found much more than I thought. My level of involvement has been growing with time: the first year I was welcoming the runners, the second I worked at the departures, the third I took care both of the provisioning and of the distribution of food in all 34 locations. During the race, together with two other volunteers we carried participants’ bags up and down, ceaselessly, with three buses. We toured the entire valley! For me, the most exciting moment is always the starting point: the tension melts and finally the adventure begins. "

Daniel Mombelli does not hide his enthusiasm. He fills a delicate role: he’s a "sweep". Despite the name, he does nothing like sweeping the floors of the shelters. "We follow the last participants, step by step and inch by inch. We are their companions. If someone has a problem we are there to provide prompt assistance, if a competitor withdraws we take care of him. Runners call us the guardian angels.” he says “There are 330 km to go and people get exhausted. We need to play a bit the role of psychologists, to motivate them, to sense when they need silence to concentrate and when they are looking for someone to talk to. Mostly we all are runners as well, so we know what they are going through. I remember last year we accompanied Francis De Stefani, a 67 years old French-Italian, the last to finish the race. We talked and joked a lot, he used to describe the hallucinations he had due to fatigue: he saw our faces changing color. When he crossed the finish line, cheered on by the crowd, our eyes went teary. We are a good group of friends, to see such big boys cry on the arrival is incredible. There is so much emotion in those moments that words are not enough to describe it."

After the passage of the competitors, “sweeps” make sure that the spaces are safely returned to the mountains: they remove flags, materials, remains of any kind. Those who wait for the runners in Life Bases witness a continuous parade of faces, people, and stories, all in a babel of languages. No matter the nationality or the age of the athletes, they all need the same things: food, water, and rest, but also a smile and a friendly voice. The Tor de Géants ® is returning to the essential at the very base of human relationships: the solidarity and the brotherhood that unites those who live a collective adventure, extreme but at the same time within the reach of many people. Those who go through this experience are changed forever.
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