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SKIING

Modern skiing bloomed in Lech,
Austria. A century later, other
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I wake up to a full moon etched in a dark blue night. 1t's early still,
Hours yet before anyone else in the hotel will be up. But I'm drawn to
the window. The light outside is surreal—n pre-dawn wash that bathes
evervthing in a glow of freshness.

I stumble out of bed and traverse the room. Lean out the window
and drink up the familiar smell of the Alps; a rich blend of wood
smoke, cut hay and fresh juniper. All around me, classic Arlberg
farmhouses—pine and stucco—eut sharp-edged shapes out of the shy.
Below, a river gurgles over smooth-washed rocks, weaving its lazy way
through the village. An old man walks slowly across a wooden bridge
nearby, a weathered felt hat slouched over one eye. His steps reverber-
ate against ancient planks,
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FOR ALMOST A CENTURY,
SKIERS HAVE TAKEN TO
THE SLOPES ABOVE THE
CLASSIC VILLAGE OF LECH,
SKIER: GORDY PEIFER.
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. _MOSTBEALFIFUL LOCA-
<~ TIONS ['VE EVER VISITED,

SAYS THE WELL-TRAVELLED

DAVE SWANWICK, WHO 1S
FILANKED BY THE AUTHOR
AND WENDY FISHER.

And there, across the snow-covered meadow—so near
that [ eould almost touch it—is the legendary Omeshorn.
At least the north face of it. Rising straight out of the
valley—steep and forbidding. Brooding moodily over the
village as night reluctantly gives way to day. I've been in
Lech for less than eight hours and already T'm smilten.

Mo one who hag any bit of romance flowing through his
veins can help but feel inspired by Austria’s Lech Am
Arlberg. After all, the village lies at the very heart of the
region known as “the eradle of alpine skiing™— the place
where it all began at the turn of the last century.

Just down valley, for example, is the little burg of
Stuben, where Hannes Scehneider first put on skis in
1906, Tt was Schneiders revolutionary Arlberg technique
that would eventually change the face of skiing. And it
was in Lech and nearby Ziirs where Sehneider honed the
new downhill style that would make him one of the most
celebrated skiers of the 20th century.

But Schneider was only the beginning, For the Arlberg
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has produced more acelaimed skiers than just about any-
where, Moreover, Lech has the distinetion of being the
only mountain village in the world to have spawned four
Olympic gold medalists: Patrick Ortlieh in 1992, Egon
Zimmerman in 1964, Othmar Schneider in 1952, and
Trudi Jochum-Beiser in 1948 and again in 1952, More
startling is the fact that they all still live and work in the
Lech Valley=—a testimony to the quality of the skiing, the

the place speaks directly to the modern skiing experience.
As the archetypal high-alpine village—the quintessential
ski-in/ski-out resort—Lech is what the rest of the ski
warld has been trying to emulate for decades, In America,
in Japan, in Canada—in Chile and Argentina, even:
Mini-Lechs, maxi-Lechs and Disney-Lechs dominate

the modern ski industry.

To date, nobody has done it better. And noboedy has
done it longer. For nearly a hundred years now, skiers,
hikers and climbers have been making the pilgrimage (o
Lech to play on its storied slopes. And it’s had a profound
effect on the local lifestyle. What was once an isolated,
high-mountain village where life was a constant stru gele
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And it still is like that today, In the narrow streets of
the village, high-end Mercedes jockey for position with

BMWs, Bentleys and Range Rovers. Silver-haired patri-

| cians escort their younpger female companions to pricey
' boutiques and tea shops. The place fairly reeks of privi-
lege and money. Old money.

Yet the feel of Lech is still that of a small, intimate
mountain village. “We have no big hotel chains in the
valley” says Hubert Schwartzler, the former director of
tourism here, “There are no Hiltons or Sheratons, Or
anything like that. The people of Lech still own the hotels

and pensions and guesthouses here. And that makes a
hugze difference.”

Herr Schwartzler is our host this week, And like most
of Lech's innkeepers, he takes his job seriously. He is
recently retired from his tourism post, and he and his
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in finding creative solutions to difficult challenges.”

With his neatly combed gray hair, horn-rimmed
glasses and fresh-faced complexion that sings of outdoor
exercise and high=mountain air, Schwartzler could easily
be mistaken for a local teacher, And it wouldn’t be that

far off the mark: It is a parl that he clearly enjovs playing.

“For 40 years [ have worked hard to tell the story of this
valley to the rest of the world. And [ think T've succeeded
pretty well. Lech will always play an important role in
the story of skiing. We just have o make sure we keep
evolving with the times”
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We are having a quiet Tunch in the tiny hamlet of Zig,
The food is tasty, if predictable. Spaetzle, a type of
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Austrian pasta, and Wiener schnitzel, breaded veal, dom-

inate the menu. But the atmosphere is good and

our group is relaxed. The discussion revolves around
the unbelievable high-mountain access provided by
Lech’s many lifts. For unlike so many other Austrian
resorts, Lech—and nearby Ziirs—are located at timber-
line, nearly 5,000 vertical feet above sea level,

Photographer Seott Markewitz and T have been joined

by big-mountain skiers Wendy Fisher, Gordy Peifer and
Diave Swanwick. Our host for the day is local mountain
guide Ulli Eberle. Together, we've spent the morning
exploring the off-piste paradise beyond the Kriegerhorn
and Roter Schrofen lifts on the northwest frontier of the
Lech network. And it's been stunning.
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region.” Schwartzler says, “We were the first in the Alps to
start skiing, the first to start organized ski schools. And
the first to export our cxpertise, With the big farming
families in the valley, there wers many sons to send out
into the world. In this way, Arlberg-style skiing soon
spread Lo other countries. And our reputation was mae.”
But Lech has never rested. Today, it is considered
one of the most innovative—and progressive—moun-
tain towns in the world, “Take the way we heat our-
selves;” Schwartzler says. “Over 175 hotels in the valley
are linked by an underground pipeline to a massive
pulp-wood heating plant. Pedestrian-only Oberlech [an
even more exclusive burg above the main village | uses a
vast system of underground tunnels to transport lug-
gage, food and refuse. Even though we're proud of our
history, we're not afraid of new ideas here. We belicve
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“Probably one of the most heautiful locations I've
ever visited.” the much-traveled Swanwick offers. "A
really cool place,” echoes Fisher. “And it's so great Lo
see it through a local’s eves.”

Although the storm that pasted nearby Ischgl only
a few days before with nearly 3 feet of snow barely left
a dusting in Lech, the skiing is still fun. But the weather
is getting warm, It’s more like April than early February.

Now Eberle has an idea, “Afler lunch, U'd like to take
you on a very special tour, Tts called the Weisse Ring or
the Madloch Round. And it gives you a nice overview of
the region. Who knows? If'we ski fast enough, maybe we
can finish the day in Oberlech. 1ts a nice place to have a
beer in the late afternoon.”
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sicde waiting for the free bus back to Lech. T
hours are a whirl of lifts and pistes and more lifts and
more pistes. From Lech we take the tram to the top of
Riifikopf, then scream down perfectly groomed runs to
the glamorous hamlet of Ziirs.

“In the old days,” says our guide, “the slopes around
Ziirs were used as summer pastures for the people of
Lech. There was no village here.” Although it is nearly
1,000 {eet higher than its neighbor, Ziirs is also closer to
the Flexen Pass—the only link the two high valleys had to
the rest of the world in winter, When skiing first started
becoming popular in the early 1900s, it was Lo Ziirs that
enthusiasts came, “Tt was an hour-and-a-half closer to
the train station by horse-drawn carriage.” explains
Eberle, “So that's where the first lifts went up in 1937."

Today, Ziirs is considered more of a satellite to Lech
than anything else. But the brightly colored collection
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SWANWICK DIVES
INTO OME OF LECH'S
"SECRET" COULOIRS;
PATRICK ORTLIEE'S
HOTEL MONTANA IN
OBERLECH 15 A PLACE
TO SEE—AMND BE SEEN.

of fowr- and five-star hotels on either side of the narrow
valley offers ample testimony to the comfortable lifestyle
of the people who stay here. “The skiing is better in Ziirs.”
says Eherle, "It steeper, and there are more choices.
And the nightlife is considered livelier than in Lech.

It attracts a vounger, more outgoing clientele”

From Ziirs, Eberle leads us up a high-speed quad into
the Ziirsersee region, By this point, Swanwick and Peifer
are nearly panting with eagerness, Everywhere they look
offers new skiing possibilities. To the south of us are

Mugzengrat and Hassenflub peaks—unskied, off-piste
lines calling from every ridge and saddle. “We're going to
have to come back here, for sure!” says Swanwick. Peiler
nords, And shakes his head, “Why not now?” he asks.
“Why don’t we check it out while we're here?”

But Eberle is fimm. We have to move on. By the time we
rench the top of the Madloch, at 8,000 feet, its already
midafternoon. We've nearly done a full cirele. Chur guide
points out our morning runs down the Zuger Tobel across
the valley. Then he asks: “Would you like to finish oflf with a
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descent down one of Lech’s ‘secret’ couloirs?”
He doesn't have to ask twice. The conven-
tional way down takes most skiers from the
top of Madloch around a long ridge and
down nearly 3,500 vertical of wide-open
meadow-skiing below the Omeshaorn back to
Lach, Tt's considered an off-piste run but it's
mainstream., Eberle has another idea.

Instead of bearing rdght and following
the main pack around the ridge, our guide
leads us to the left and over a steep, rock-
studded traverse that has me wondering
about the wisdom of our choice. We slip
and slide and jump our way over the sharp-
pointed gneiss and finally work ourselves
to the edze of the couloir.

And now 1 know why it is considered a
seperel” A north-facing elevator shaft that
drops 3,000 vertical feet directly to the val-
loy floor, the couloir is maybe G0 feet wide at
the top and quickly narrows to a dozen feet
below us. Tts steep all the way down. No
breaks. High rock walls line both sides. And
the sketehy snow we encountered on the way
here doesn't give me much confidence. Get
caught in a slide, I think to myself, and
you're riding it right to the bottom, My heart
begins to pound just a little bil harder.

“The snowpack is safi here)” Eberle says,
ns if reading my mind. “And the snow condi-
tions very good. Still, we will go down one at
atime” And he pushes off.

1t soon evident that he wasn't blutfing,
The slope offers an icing of fresh snow on a
chalky, firm base, and the first few turns he
makes leave perfieet little ares on the surface,
“That looks heatiful,” enthuses Fisher, “Way
Detter than I thought it would be.”

Elerle continues to work his way down
the gully. But it’s a convex slope, and he dis-
appears from view | CONTINUED ON PAGE 226
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s Giatting There Fly into try the Haus Angerhof; if at (he Ave-stir Arlberg Hotel.  access, a5 well as reserved

Zurich, 125 miles away, or
Munich, 185 miles distant.
sSleeping The Lech areas
accommodations range from
five-star hotels to pampering
B& s, Merr Schwartzlers
four-star Haldenhof is richly
appointed and impeccable for
service, For those on a budget,

The Cradle of Skiing

cONTINUED From Pagk 163 | just before
reaching the erix of the mun. Five see-
onds, Ten seeonds. Twenty, Thirty:
Mearly a minute passes before he
reappears far below. Still making the
same radius turms he started out with
and still skiing strong, But hes along
way down. When he finally comes to a
stop, just above the valley floor, none
of us can believe how far he’s traveled.
“It looked a lot shorter without any-
ane there Lo pul itin perspective,” says
Feifer “But it sure looks Tike fun!™
And he takes off.

Then its Wendy's turn. And
Swanys. And Scotts, Finally I'm
standing all alone on the lip.

The descent is indeed sublime—
dozens and dozens of steep turns
tramed by sheer rock walls witha
perfect blue sky overlead. Time
stops, All I'm conscious of is my
breathing and the sound of my skis
snaking throogh the srow.

By the time T reach the group,
my legs are burning and my breath is
coming in wheering pasps. Bul I'm
happy. “That was the best run of the
trip by far)” says Swanwiclk, a 100-
wanlt grin across his fnee. "And now”
suys Eberle, “Shall we take the Ziig
lift and head over to Oberlech?”

Our cirele is complete,

An Afternoon in Paradise

11 only takes a couple of lifts o
completely change our environment.
From high-stakes, off-piste adven-
turing, we suddenly find ourselves

in hedonistic Oherlech. From being
all alone in the mountains, we are
suddenly surrounded by hundreds of
Bogner-wearing, schnapps-sipping,
sun-worshiping tourists.

And it feels pood. A tight litde
enclave of top-rated hotels, Oberlech
{German tor Over-Lech) is exactly
what it says it is. Situated a few hun-
dred vertical feet above the main vil-
lage, it can only be accessed by tram
ar chairlift from the valley floor. The
resulting sense of isolation —and
alpine calm—lends a certain charm
Lo Lhis pedestrian pocket-resort thal is
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money is no object, check in
at the Post, a member of
Telais & Chatenus group.

= Aprbs-Ski After drinks at
Hotel Montana, the chic head
to the riverside ice barat the
Hotel Krone. Later, check out
former Qlympian Egon Zim-
merman's Scotch Club disco

found nowhere else in Europe.

Its location, above all, is superh.
Built on a southwest-facing bench—
almost directly across the valley
from the sharp=peaked Omeshorn-—
Obedech’s hotels all feature large,
sprawling outdoeor decks where food
anel drink are served until late in
the afternoon.

Our guide leads vs to Patrick
Ortliebs Hotel Montanan—and one

of the biggrest outdoor decks T've ever

seen in the mountains. And it's full
o bursting. Half-a-dozen waiters
seurry from group-to-group, taking
orders, telling stories, clearing tables
(and sneaking cigareties),

It takes a few minutes to find
a free table, but we're soon all com-
fortably ensconeed near the center
of the action. Eberle orders a round
of wersshier (a spicy, loeal brew) and
wi el dewn Lo the serious business
of aprés-ski, Oberlech-style.

There are so many great faces
here—so many different nationali-
ties represented —that photogra-
pher Markewitz can’t sit still.
While the rest of us enjoy our beers,
he quictly takes a camera hody
from his pack, serews on a big lens
and proceeds to effect a guerrilla
photo shoot that is as surreptitious
as it is hilarions.

No doubt, Wealth, cecentricity
andl quiet ostentation rule here in
Obedech. Germans, Austrians, Brits,
Americans, Scandinavians—oeven
Bussian nowveau rche: They're all
here. And they all want to “be scen”
I'm suddenly reminded of Cannes
during the Film Festival. Only with
snow and mountains for a backdrop
instead of sen and sand.

Eventually, the sun drops behind
the high peaks to the west of us.

The high-mountain air quickly gets
chilly. The decks slowly start cleanng
of people. “Isn't it time we made

our way back down o Lech," asks a
shivering Wendy Fisher. *After all,
it’s getting late.”

Shie's rightl, SLill, it sure fecls
comfortable here, drinking weissbier
and basking in the last light of &
wonderful Arlbery day.
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sVital Stats The Arlberg
repion, including 51 Anton,
hins more than 80 lifts, in-
eluding 10 cable cars and two
shx-packs, serving some 160
miles of terrain. The Lech-
Oberlech-Ziirs region is
lirnited Lo 14,000 skiers a
diy and offers direct-to-lift

parking Lilt tickets vange
firom §33 10 837 aday, or

5155 Lo 3170 for a six-day
pass, depending on the season,
Contact the Lech-Ziirs tourism
office al 011-$3-55583-211-21
G1-0; fax: 011-45-5585-31-55;
direktion@tlech=mers.at;

wwrw. lech-zoers.at.
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