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Classic climate
By Scott Stowell

Perfect conditions dominated the day for mushers and sled dogs in the second annual running of the WolfTrack Classic last weekend. 

Unlike warm weather last year, sunny skies and 10-below temperatures at the start of the race helped polish a fast trail from Ely to Tower. 

Thirty-four six-dog teams sprinted the 30-mile course from Hidden Valley in Ely to Tower. Thirteen eight-dog teams dashed the 60 miles to Tower and back. 

Winner of the eight-dog race, Matt Rossi from Herbster, Wis., said the conditions for everyone were outstanding. After finishing, but before the final results were tabulated, he described his race. 

“The team did fabulous. I had the run of a lifetime,” he stated. “If anyone beats me, they had the run of their lifetime, too. I’m honored to run this team.” 

Ely area musher Tom Benson finished third in the eight-dog race and also said he had a great run. Though sometimes handling a sled around turns or passing other teams can force him to hop off, he said he never left the sled during the race. 

Stillwater musher and second place finisher Linda Hart said the conditions and her team were as good as racing gets. 

“The team was flawless. I couldn’t ask for more. Everything fell into place. That doesn’t always happen,” she said. 

The speed of the trail caught her attention as well. 

“[The trail] was so beautiful, for what I could see,” she said. “I was going so fast I forgot to see how pretty it is.” 

First-year musher Fleur Perano also attested to the trail’s quickness. She came to the U.S. from New Zealand and is training near Togo. 

“Everyone said the trail was beautiful, but I didn’t see it. I was too busy watching the dogs.” Then she added, “They could have gone another 60, but I couldn’t have.” 

Elizabeth Chapman from Angora finished 17th. She used the race to try out four younger dogs in their first competition. She said passing other teams caused a few “communication issues,” but the race was good for their education and they overcame it. 

“They had a hard time understanding ‘passing’ language,” she said. 

Team chemistry, a bond between the mushers and the dogs, and the dogs’ enthusiasm were all in abundance. 

Amid the team’s post-race watering, snacking and wagging tails, Rossi said the dogs were ready to race again. Time in the woods together helps make them best friends. 

“It’s the coolest thing in the world to be out there with these guys. They give everything you ask,” he said. 

Hart expressed similar sentiments. She said she’s proud of helping her dogs grow from puppies to full-blown athletes. She has a relationship with them that’s better than she has with some people. Their time in the woods adds to their bond. 

“They’re my stress reliever,” she said. 

As for further racing that day, Benson kept it simple. “The dogs are doing better than me.” 

He seemed to have a point. 

Teams were being shuttled into their kennels on trucks and trailers as the sun set behind the gravel pit ridge at Hidden Valley. A handler hoisted one of the dogs into her arms and said to him, “You want to keep going, don’t you.” She didn’t phrase it as a question.


