 Col de la Schlucht (BIG 220)
Alt 1139 m

In the north eastern corner of France the mountain range of the Vosges is situated. This range has a north to south orientation, is in alignment with the German Black Forest (Schwarzwald) some 40 kilometers to the east and stretches over a distance of 250 kilometers. In BIG terms it starts near Le Grand Wintersberg (BIG 216) in the north and ends with Le Grand Ballon (BIG 223) in the south. The total of BIGs in this area is 10 and besides these BIGs this area is loaded with many great climbs.

To cyclists who want to visit the Vosges I always advise them to cycle La Route des Crêtes. This is, like the name says, a road over the tops of the Vosges. The 80 kilometer long road was constructed during WW I for logistic and defensive purposes. Nowadays it’s a great way for exploring the Vosges and offers you tons of great views of  e.g. the German Black Forrest and river Rhine in the east and the snow covered Swiss Alps in the south. La Route des Crêtes crosses the Col de la Schlucht.
The name of Col de la Schlucht is a combination of the French word ‘col’ (pass, saddle) and the German word ‘schlucht’(gorge, canyon, ravine). The name reveals exactly what you’ll find at the top. The mix of French and German is characteristic for this region. Culture, food and language are largely influenced by both the French and Germans. The reason for this is: from  1871 to 1918 the border between France and Germany ran through the southern Vosges.
The Vosges are the first ‘obstacle’ for the predominantly present west and south-west winds. These winds carry moisture from the Atlantic Ocean and at the moment they hit the Vosges, and have to gain altitude to come over the mountains,, they drop water in the form of rain. The western side is more humid than the eastern side and Gérardmer is sometimes called: l’Urinoir de Dieu (The urinal of God).
There are several options to climb the Col de la Schlucht and they all have a beauty of their own. I’ve climbed Col de la Schlucht 21 times (first time in 1980) and from all possible directions, but the side which impressed me most was and is the east climb. This is the side I will describe in this article.

Every climb has at least a starting point and a top. The starting point of this climb lays in the small city of Munster (Haut-Rhin) at an altitude of 359 meter. It’s  a nice city to stay and enjoy what the Vosges have to offer. It’s a good starting point for some great cycling tours. To many of us Munster is wellknown for its  typically round cheese; ‘Fromage de Munster’. This cheese has a distinct but nice taste, but smells like your cycling socks. Try it together with one of the lovely local wines like Tokay pinot-gris or Gewurtztraminer.
Not far from ‘centre ville’ you take the D417 to the west in the direction of Gérardmer. After a few hundred meters you’ll leave Munster behind you and you’ll find yourself amongst meadows. The elevation isn’t something to bother about (between 2 and 3%); so you have some time to look around. Not far before the village of Stosswihr the route is called ‘Route de la Schlucht’ so when you see this expression on the signs you know you’re on the right track. About 2,5 km after the start you’ll enter Stosswihr and the first hairpin (to the right) is a fact. The long stretched village of Soultzeren will follow soon and in the middle the village you turn right on the next harpin. This turn takes you out of the village and by gaining some height you have a good view over the village, the meadows and valley. The road heads left at the turn off to Col du Wettstein (nice col to climb with an astonishing view over the valley). The meadows left and right of the road will soon come to an end and just under 8 kms of cycling the forest will embrace you and the trees will accompany you for many kilometers to come.
There are no real long straights in this road and the elevation will stay to the end between 4,1% and 5,3% . So, it’s not very heavy and you have a lot of diversion because of the winding road. At some points you can peek through the trees and enjoy the surrounding area. At around 16 kilometers from Munster there is a turn off to the ‘Centre Medical Altenberg’ which isn’t a hospital but a clinic for dietetics. Shortly after the clinic the spaces between the trees are getting larger and you’ll  get better and better views around. The small 20 meter long tunnel is the only one on this road and it’s something that gives you the real mountain feeling. Please take a little time to enjoy the marvelous sights from the ‘Point de Vue’ just a kilometer under the top. This viewpoint offers a magnificent sight on the gorge (Schlucht) with its steep slopes and rocky surface.

The last kilometer isn’t heavy at all; the road widens and smoothens, but you get a sense of being on a giant pass in the Alps. Most of the time it’s crowded at the top: buses with tourists, motorcyclists, hikers, cars and of course some fellow cyclists. You’ll find at the top some restaurants and gift shops. The pass is for many a starting point of the Route des Crêtes, a walking tour to the Hohneck or just a stop on the route.
I’m convinced this climb is a beauty on the list of all mountain cyclists and I warmly recommend the Col de la Schlucht, and all the other climbs of the Vosges, to you.
Keep on cycling !

Roland Schuyer (463)

www.climbbybike.com
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The only tunnel on this climb
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The top is near!
