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            FOREWORD

            BY LORD MOYNIHAN

         

         A book to fill a much-needed gap in the market for ski-lovers everywhere. This anthology spans a thousand years, from the most memorable to lesser-known authors – from Hemingway and Greene, to Balzac and Agatha Christie, the Icelandic Sagas and ‘James Bond’. All hold a passion for the world of skiing. There are chapters for children, there is mystery and skulduggery, romance and humour and every one of the Norwegian vignettes takes the reader back to a childhood on skis, when the world was new and unpretentious and the annual journey to the mountains full of Christmas excitement.

         Ingie grew up with a father who trained the Heroes of Telemark so no surprise to find detailed encounters of the importance of skiing in warfare; the challenges of Arctic and Antarctic exploration, including the longest ski-competition in history and the remarkable duel between Scott and Amundsen to the South Pole one hundred years ago. This labour of love captures the magic of skiing which Ingie has imbued in the generations of children she has guided through their first experiences of racing on the ski slopes of the world. Here she has given every one of them a gift.

         This anthology will surely grace the sitting rooms of ski enthusiasts around the world and give life-long pleasure to all, beginners and experts alike with all proceeds going to www.snow-camp.org.uk – a very worthy cause.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Lord Moynihan

         Lifetime skier

         Minister for Sport 1987–1990; Olympic and World Silver Medallist (rowing); Chairman of the British Olympic Association for the London 2012 Olympic Games. (Former) Chairman and Founder of the British Ski Federation and President of the British Biathlon Union. Enthusiastic Alpine skier.

      

   


   
      
         
            FOREWORD

            BY SIR JOHN HENRY RITBLAT (FRICS)

         

         This is not so much a Skiing anthology, as a reflection on the author’s dedication and charm. Nobody has attracted more love and respect than Ingrid Christophersen, whose life and adventures in the mountains are unrivalled.

         
             

         

         Born and bred in the snowy winters of Norway, she is the epitome of resolution, determination and indefatigable enthusiasm for snow sports and all who engage in them.

         
             

         

         Imagine more than 70 years on skis and an icon to whom we can all genuflect and bow very low!

         
             

         

         Ingie’s selection of authorship, is so much the embodiment of her sensitivity and personality, and in themselves, an endorsement of her lifemanship and offer something for everyone who loves competition, a generous selflessness and single-minded commitment.

         
             

         

         As with all the best anthologies, I encourage you to dip and delve as the mood takes you and be stirred by these sagas of courage and love, fortitude and survival. Remembering always the glamour and joyfulness of the author behind the selections illuminating Ingie’s spirit ever present as the all-pervading influence.

         
             

         

         Such a lovely book which I am sure you will enjoy and relate to these magical reminiscences that are so redolent of my author friend and her distinguished lifetime.

         
             

         

         Truly the éminence grise of skiing competition in the mountains.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Sir John Ritblat has been the principal sponsor of The British National Alpine Ski Championships for the last 42 years and is the longest serving sponsor in British sport. He is the President of British Ski & Snowboard National Foundation and President of GB Snow Sport Federation.

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION

            BY INGRID CHRISTOPHERSEN

         

         I was brought up and educated in Norway – land of the Midnight Sun (and midnight Fun) and very much The Cradle of Skiing.

         Norway in the 50s and 60s was a safe and innocent country. Little children with labels round their necks were sent off to kindergarten, up the mountain on the tric, electric, as was I, clothed like little Michelin men, to bask in the abundant snow. Skiing was not something you learnt; skis were just an addition to your feet. You would never dream of crossing them – as adult beginners do when they first put skis on. Norway had emerged from five years of occupation and there was nothing to buy in the shops, certainly no toys or such frivolous things – I never had a doll – so skis it was. Laminated wood, screw on metal edges and Kandahar bindings which could be adjusted for walking. Plus-fours, red woolly stockings and leather boots, homespun sweaters and knitted woolly mitts.

         We were reared on trolls and whale meat – and tales of Nansen and Amundsen – Scott never got a look in. The Heroes of Telemark featured prominently, my father had trained them in Scotland before they jumped into Norway to sabotage the Heavy Water Plant at Rjukan, and I knew them all. They should have asked him before producing that stupid film The Heroes of Telemark with Kurt Douglas, because it was as wrong as it could be.

         So, when it came to collecting stories for the anthology, I very much wanted both winter warfare and arctic exploration to be part of it.

         My mother was an Australian, a concert pianist, that is how she came to England – to study at the Royal Academy. Daddy gave her small baby skis and we all died laughing every time she tumbled. So, she gave up. My father skied reasonably well, and once broke both his shoulders in one go ski jumping. There were ski jumps all around Oslo. My brother was brilliant and jumped 49 metres when he was only 9 years old. I suppose if the jump is big enough you cannot avoid jumping a certain length. It taught me about the speed of sound. Standing far off and seeing him land, the sound of the skis hitting the down-run reached us at least a second later.

         Oslo’s backyard, the vast area of hill, forest and lakes that backs onto the capital, was just the ideal playground and did we make use of it – every day after school, and every weekend.

         My brother was sent to my father’s old school in England – Cheltenham College – but I was already showing promising signs at ski competitions, and my name at a girls’ school in Esher was quickly withdrawn – glory be. Not for me the rather sweet, demure, well-behaved sort. A very lucky escape. A gentle and organised landscape – gentle and disciplined children: a rough and tumble country – rough and tumble children. And I certainly would have missed the company of boys. For me the most important thing was to beat them at skiing. They were not good for much else!

         I was Oslo champion at 14 and then competed in British Junior Championships and was surprised to realise that there were some very good young British girls – Gina Hathorn and Davina Galica to mention two. But one thing led to another and in 1963 I was asked to join the British Team at a training session in Val d’Isere. The rest is really history and it has been a truly charmed life. And all because the girl loved skiing……

         
             

         

         Bentley Farm during lockdown July 2020
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            CHAPTER 1

            STORIES FOR CHILDREN

         

         This anthology has been 6 years in the making. I have scoured my own bookshelf and the internet, asked friends and borrowed a few ideas from a Norwegian anthology. I have greedily pounced on everything and anything and must by now be Amazon’s very best customer.

         I’ve translated the Norwegian short stories and considered how they resonate with my upbringing in Norway. Always an abundance of snow, always skis on my feet, and always wallowing in deep, deep powder.

         Norway was awarded the 1952 Winter Olympics just as the country was emerging from five years of occupation. There was little money to spare and my father was given the job of general announcer in English, French and German. We had front row seats for everything. I was torn between wanting to be a figure skater, wearing frilly tutus and whiling around on the ice, or a downhill skier. We had a chalet in the mountains at Norefjell (site of the downhill and giant slalom competitions) and skiing won out. It also helped that Stein Eriksen was my hero and his brother Marius, equally good looking, owned the shop where we bought all our skis.

         Here is an article I wrote for the DHO Journal.

         A CHILDHOOD ON SKIS

Ingrid Christophersen

         ‘Norwegian children are born with skis on and the midwife is there with a saw.’ That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

         
             

         

         We arrived in Norway in the winter of 1947. Norway had been occupied for five years and there wasn’t a spare house in sight. In fact, there was nothing spare at all. The country had been robbed and cleaned out of anything useful. My father’s workplace at Oslo University had been ravaged and was unusable. The British Institute was moved to a hotel in the country outside Oslo and that is where I took my first faltering ski steps, aged just 18 months. I hated it. Red, runny nose, wet bottom, my mother never getting me to the loo in time, having to peel off seven layers of clothing first, and always being cold. My nickname was ‘Piddly Pants Penelope’. It was so cold that year that the fjord froze over. You could walk on the ice from Norway to Denmark and the fish died in the water. My Australian mother thought she had come to hell; nothing to buy in the shops, rationing, and two runny-nosed children.

         But things started to look up. Our church received masses of warm clothes from a branch church in America, (I always thought it was the Marshall Aid) and we were lent a summer house by the fjord. There was no electricity or running water. We had to break the ice in the well and haul water out in buckets, but at least it was our own. The house was next to Amundsen’s house. He was the Polar explorer who beat Scott to the South Pole. No wonder he got there first. Anyone brought up in those conditions would find the walk to the Pole a doddle. My poor mother.

         Things looked up even further. More houses were built, and we moved up the hill overlooking Oslo, close to the famous Holmenkollen ski jump, with a thousand square miles of wilderness as our backyard. This wilderness would often encroach on our life, with elk and deer appearing in the garden in winter and ptarmigan and capercaillie courting in the summer. What a life. And so much snow! If it had gone by May 17th. I would be allowed to exchange my thick, brown woollen stockings, which were kept up by an old-fashioned suspender belt, for short socks, to march in procession. 17th of May is Norway’s National Day. Constitution Day. Every Norwegian marches; in the capital Oslo to the King’s palace and afterwards gets sick; the children by eating too many ice creams (the first of the summer) and the grownups by drinking too much.

         I skied to school every day and took the ‘tric – electric’ home in the afternoon. The ‘tric’ in winter is furnished with leather straps on the outside to which you fasten your skis. Sometimes the number of skis fastened to the outside would completely obscure the view. Oslo hosted the Winter Olympics in 1952 and we lived close to the venue of the slalom. The slope was floodlit – a necessity, as it was pitch black by 3 o’clock in the afternoon – and there was a T-bar. If my current heartthrob was skiing too, I would maneuver in the lift queue or dawdle on the slope to make sure we went up together, holding hands, thick gloves on of course. We’d then ski home through the woods, down the floodlit trails with the lights of Oslo twinkling and blinking far below us. Bliss!! Romance par excellence!

         I had long, very long, wooden skis. The edges were screwed on in sections. I had leather boots and wore plus fours and red stockings. The bindings could be loosened for walking. Wax was usually rubbed on. My brother and I started an enterprise, a ski wax production company. We melted my mother’s candles and tried to pour the wax into empty toothpaste tubes. My brother was an excellent ski jumper. He jumped 49 metres when he was only nine years old. He always wore ‘the fat man’, a beautifully warm fur coat that had been in one of the ‘Marshall Aid’ crates from America. That is how we recognised him at the top of the jump. My father ski jumped too but he once broke both shoulders and had to have them re-broken when it was found that they had been badly set.

         If I wasn’t ski racing during the weekend, I was rushing round on my cross-country skis in Nordmarka (the vast wilderness that surrounds Oslo), collecting points. Every child is issued with a card which you stamp at your starting point and then stamp again at the furthest away point in one of the many small restaurants, huts, chalets or shelters that are scattered around this enormous area that backs on to the capital. 32 kilometres was considered a good day’s ski. At the end of the winter, the card went to the Norwegian Ski Federation who would jot up your mileage and award gold for 500 kilometres, silver for 250 and bronze for 100. I never got beyond silver but some of my classmates got double gold! At Easter, my father and I would pack two rucksacks and ski into the heart of Norway (the home of the Trolls) and spend nights in mountain chalets. We’d cover huge distances in the day, over glacier and plateau, moorland and mountain. Peer Gynt country, two tiny dots in the vast forever.

         It was extraordinary visiting England and not seeing snow and children in short pants and no central heating. What did they do in the winter? Cricket? My father imported a cricket team once and held an exhibition game. It never caught on. Norwegians thought it was too boring.

         My childhood paradise was a whirl of powder snow and empty white spaces, floodlit trails in the forest, snow crunching under boots and horses breathing clouds into the frozen air. And always an abundance of snow.

         FIVE SHORT STORIES FOR CHILDREN translated from Norwegian by Ingrid Christophersen

         THREE VIGNETTES BY ALF PRØYSEN:

         
            Alf Prøysen (1914–1970) was a Norwegian author, poet, playwright, songwriter and musician. Prøysen was one of the most important Norwegian cultural figures in the second half of the 20th century. He worked in various media, including books, newspapers and records. He also made significant contributions to music as well as to television and radio. He wrote in dialect and his stories for children are warm, engaging and full of humour. 

         

         THE SCHOOL SKI RACE

         I would have loved to have written a book about my memories from the nursery slopes. They are something else.

         It all started with our school ski race. Miss said we all needed to enter the ski jumping competition. Fourteen hands flew in the air as if on command. The fifteenth right hand remained glued to the desk. That hand was mine.

         “Don’t you want to take part Alf,” said Miss.

         “No,” I said.

         “You need to start taking part in the ski jumping competitions, and not be such a wimp.”

         I never answered. But twenty-eight eyes were searching for mine. I looked down.

         “Well, you mustn’t think you can skip school. Everyone must at least show up and spectate. Now we’ll sing: ‘Courage, valour, wit and humour, arms and legs and minds of steel. Such are boys Old Mother Norway wants.’ The volume increased when they got to that part.

         Especially Olaf Mobakka.

         On the road home, everyone who had entered nagged and hassled me. Olaf Mobakka was the worst. But then he knew he was in line for first place. The day dawned, a big day for all the others. I just stood around, frozen and shivering in the cold. I hadn’t eaten anything that morning, so to add to my misery I was hungry too. The others were practising. They waved their arms around and were candidates for the Norwegian Ski Team. Especially Olaf Mobakka.

         They whistled through the air like wounded crows whilst I stood by the side of the jump, watching. Then came Olaf Mobakka. And just as he was about to take off and launch himself into thin air I fainted. Olaf rolled, head over heels, all the way down the slope, I heard them say afterwards. They took me home on a sledge, I remember.

         Olaf was given a second go, but by then he had the shakes and got nowhere. He went home alone, crying all the way. Well, those are my memories from the ski jumping competition. Everyone has forgotten the race, but I remember. And so does Olav Mobakka.

         VICTORY

         In the whirlwind of Olympic fervour, a small breeze escaped from my village. It was about a cousin who was about to take part in a race. Not an ordinary club race, you understand. No, all villages in the area were to nominate someone they thought was good enough to compete in Holmenkollen. On every track and trail, from all the rural areas, skiers on Huitfeldt bindings and hickory skis, ventured forth.

         My cousin came from Lismarken. He was a man of few words, quiet and discreet. We had never seen him before, but the start list had been published and he was number 83. So, we knew who he was when he spotted him in the air and heard the crack of the landing. Then he swung round on the flat and kicked up a lot of snow. He jumped twice and stood upright twice.

         At the end, mother walked over to him and invited him back to supper. We had meat balls and stewed prunes. He ate little and said even less. When his mouth was full anyhow. The prune stones he deposited on the side of the plate and they kept on sliding into the milk.

         He was leaving on the 7 o’clock train. We did not accompany him to the station. It had started to snow and he skied a lot faster on his own. But we rushed out and watched the train as it meandered by like a glow worm. He had been chosen to take part in Holmenkollen.

         “He’ll win,” we children said.

         “Well, there are a lot of good ones taking part,’ said mother. “All the best take part in Holmenkollen. From abroad too, so we must not expect too much.”

         Two veteran ski club members travelled south to watch.

         “I wonder if you’ll see him,” said mother.

         “Oh, we’ll see him,” they said, “but no doubt we won’t get near enough to greet him.”

         “Oh, there are so many people on that hill,” said mother. The next day the result list was in the newspaper. We never had a newspaper, but our neighbour lent us hers. He was sixteenth.

         “Gosh, there were people who were better than him,” we children said.

         “But some who were not so good,” said mother, “and he is related to us.” Then she cut out the result list and hid it in the hymn book.

         CROSS COUNTRY IN MY HOME VILLAGE 

         There was to be a cross-country race in my village. Not a big race, where the likes of Grønningen and Martinsen would take part. Oh no, this was a tiny race for anyone who was a member of the village ski club. The course crossed a field, continued through a shaw, then over a railway bridge and on over the Skyberg straights. Little snow had fallen that winter and the bridge was snow-free. So, what to do? Not a problem when there were eager competitive boys around. Jarle, Magne and Gunnar took it upon themselves to carry snow onto the bridge to make a track, and for this they would receive one pound.

         The race was set for Sunday and early in the morning the boys set out furnished with shovels and a toboggan with which to ferry the snow.

         “I’m wondering how our Oscar fares,” said Jarle. “He’s on form to take first place today.”

         “Braggart,” said Magne. “When Oscar and my brother Johan skied a training run Thursday evening, Johan finished four minutes in front of your Oscar.”

         “Rubbish,” Gunnar shouted. “Show me anyone who is going to beat the twins today.”

         “Ha, we’ll see,” Jarle sniggered. “Your twins were pretty tanked up in the pub last night.”

         One word followed the other. They blasted each other with snowballs and never came to their senses until they saw the first competitor approach the bridge. The bridge!... the bridge which was snow-free! The boys ran. They heard the skiers swear as they clambered over the wooden bridge. More arrived. How would this end? Well, it ended like most races do, the best won. Some had used the wrong wax, some just never got going and those who never got a prize blamed the boys who had dawdled instead of shovelled. They never claimed the one-pound note.

         TWO VIGNETTES BY KJELL AUKRUST:

         
            Kjell Aukrust (1920–2002) was a Norwegian author, poet and artist. He is most famous for his memoirs of his childhood in Alvdal in the books Simen, Bonden and Bror Min as well as his creation of the fictional Norwegian village of Flåklypa and its cast of idiosyncratic characters. This setting was the basis of the 1975 animated film “Flåklypa Grand Prix”. The film was the first full-length animated feature film made in Norway. It became an international success and has been translated into more than seventy languages. In Britain, it is known as “Pinchcliffe Grand Prix” and was translated by my father. Go to Google and type in ‘The Pinchcliffe Grand Prix’.

            It is impossible to capture the humour of these vignettes. They are written in dialect and are incredibly colourful. Norwegian has a lot of words pertaining to snow, skiing and ski jumping, and even ski wax, for which there is no equivalent in English. Even the feel of the cold, the frosty morning, the frost smoke issuing forth out of mouths… one has to have experienced Norway on a cold winter’s day to really know what it is all about. 

         

         THE 17 KILOMETRE RACE

         My Brother raced round the barn, 17 times, gloveless, the day Grøttumsbråten won the 17 kilometre in Lahti. In the evening his ears were plugged up, he caught a fever and was fed Trondheim soup with raisins.

         On Monday, The Nationen announced that the Norwegians had messed up the wax in soggy conditions in Sollefteå. Utterstrøm won on klister it said. Over in his bed my Brother became very agitated. Following a business-like attack aimed at the leadership of the Norwegian Ski Federation he succumbed to a coughing fit.

         When the fever subsided, he boiled klister. The mess smelt curiously like rubber; an obstinate struggle ensued. Forks and spoons were twisted into spirals when the stuff came out of the pan. Berthe, the maid threw her arms in the air. The stuff was poured into empty mustard tins. However, it was a bit trickier to stuff the concoction into used toothpaste tubes. My Brother was the paragon of patience.

         Afterwards invitations to take part in the Holmenkollen Ski Race were sent out. The interest was immense. Competition-hungry villagers in home-knitted cross-country deerstalkers turned up in droves.

         My Brother installed himself in the kitchen window with an alarm clock. From this vantage point he handed out oilcloth bibs with a safety pin in return for the entry fee. The rubber klister was a great hit. Outside, in the sunshine, hot-tempered skiers fought the wonder concoction. They rubbed and polished. Homespun shag and tufts of hair stuck to their fingers. A soldering iron made the rounds. Now the klister became manageable. The rubber bubbled and ran down the skis in great globs and the wax held on the uphill. Simen rushed up and down the barn footbridge. Snowballs and large lumps of earth stuck to the skis.

         Agonising scenes followed. The klister manufacturer behind the window was taken to task. Tempers were boiling. Under threat of compensation old knives and broken scythe-blades were doled out with which to scrape the skis.

         At midday, my Brother set the first competitor off, knocking his knuckle on the glass. The echo of famous names fought and struggled about seconds. Lauritz Bergendahl got tangled up in some fencing. Utterstrøm blew his top behind the garden shed and Lappalainen and Gjermund Muråsen struggled in the underbrush down by the river. Ernest Johan, who came from Tynset, refused to play ball. He went home to the vicarage and stayed there.

         The combined ski jumping competition followed straight afterwards. My Brother was the judge. We pulled him, wrapped in warm woolly blankets, on the milk sledge over to the ski jump. After the competition, we went home to modest festivities on the kitchen steps. The purchase of prizes had been made with view to a margin of pecuniary safety. My Brother tore the notebook in two and carefully coaxed the rubber off the top of the pencil. That turned into a nice little prize. Later he cut the pencils in two on the meat cleaver for consolation prizes.

         The combined calculation process was complicated. My Brother had his own method. The extraordinary results were much guided by one’s relationship to the Organising Committee.

         Before the prize-giving he gave a speech. “Sportsmen: as we now stand in front of the prize-giving table it will of course cause happiness and sorrow. I want to remind you of Kristian Mikkelsen’s words: it is not important to win but to take part.”

         My Brother spoke without notes. Following the ceremony, he closed the kitchen window and opened his mouth wide – Berthe was there with the cod-liver oil.

         HALF A METRE SHORT

         Us 8- and 9-year-old boys went dizzy all over when we got our hands on a box of ‘Record’. This most precious of ski wax, this mystical, fabulous tar re-hash smelling of 3 times 19 and a phenomenal hill record.

         This was before Thorleif Scheldrup, Hyvarainen and Andreas Dӓscher suspended themselves in Swiss wind tunnels with their hands on their back pockets. It was during these historic times that I jumped 29½ metres on the Sandegg Hill. New skis, with three grooves, were promised if I could manage 30 metres.

         I immediately started dry training on the sofa at home. Double take-offs made the sofa springs sing. My rock-solid landings rattled the sideboard.

         One Sunday in January the record-beating jump was to become a reality. Time was carefully spent preparing the skis… in the kitchen. The women folk were given serious lectures on the deep mysteries of ski jumping wax. Iron, hot plate and all other conceivable aids and remedies were put to use. And in between the layers of wax I returned to the double take-offs on the sofa.

         Saturday night was restless. Every now and again I got up to have a peek at the thermometer outside the office window. The corridor was freezing. The soles of my bare feet stung and I slid down the banisters. The window was glazed over with frost and I had to scrape the glass to read the thermometer. Minus 30! The moon hung yellow and frosty pale. A black, troll-like cat hurried into the barn. On the other side of the river Sandegg Hill lay in the shadow of the looming and brooding Baugs Mountain.

         I got dressed the next day, hugging the radiator. Everyone lent a hand. First long johns, then a few editions of Nationen, front and back, followed by more long johns to keep it all in place. Two pairs of stockings, two pairs of thick woolly socks. And two sweaters. The Nationen, Christmas edition in front, the Østerdalen Post at the back. Two pairs of gloves, a beany, a fur-lined hat, and a long scarf to top it all.

         It was fiendishly difficult to move. When I breathed, the wrapping rattled. I needed to pee. It was heavy going and my tummy was in turmoil. The third time my dad exploded. A biting wind blew over Glåmma and frost smoke hovered like fine spray when we breathed. Dad’s glasses misted up. Beards were white with hoarfrost. The snow crunched and barked for every pole plant that brought us closer to the Sandegg Hill. It lay ahead of us frozen, blue and scary. Walking up took an eternity. On top of the scaffolding I glimpsed Dad raking the jump. He looked like a North Pole explorer. Frost smoke escaped out of him with every shovel. It looked intimidating. Round about in the snow were yellow ice cream cornets deposited by nervous ski jumpers. I showed off by peeing into the largest one. I was sure this one was made by Per Samuelshaug. Gosh, that felt better.

         To climb up ice-encrusted scaffolding encased in lots of newspaper is hairy enough. But when I got to the top I recognised what a hazardous undertaking it was. The village lay below me, white and beautiful and a thought rushed around my head. Will I see my childhood valley again after the jump? I lent forwards in the newspapers and buckled my skis on. My heart was pounding behind the Nationen. Surely, this could be heard for miles.

         Dad was on the judges’ stand in his sheepskin coat, waiting, expectant.

         “Is it clear?” I screamed, alarmed at the hollowness of my voice ringing out over the void.

         “Yes,” came the answer out of the sheepskin coat.

         “On my way,” I screamed, and remained standing. Oh my God, how horrible, I had to pee.

         An irritated voice from the judges’ stand: “come on boy.”

         “But is it clear Dad?”

         “Yes, it is clear.”

         “The landing is not too hard, Dad?”

         “No!”

         “There’s not too much lip on the jump?”

         “Not at all.”

          “It’s blowing up here.”

         “Not down here, come on boy.”

         “I’m on my way.”

         I pray to God and let go. I rush down the in-run, the lip of the jump rushes towards me, tears running down my cheeks like frozen peas. “Oh dear, oh dear… why on earth did I think of this?” I launch myself into the abyss. The ski tips brush the bump. I waive my arms around. The body is stiff in its encasement. The packaging crackles and rustles underneath the sweaters. With one big gasp, I give up the ghost, close my eyes and the newspapers disintegrate as I hit the ground. Dad comes sliding down on his bum.

         “That looked bad Kjell.”

         “How far Dad, I moaned.”

         “As far as the top marker.”

         “How far’s that?”

         “29½ metres,” said Dad.

         CRISS-CROSSED SKIS by Harold M. Sherman

         
            Harold Morrow Sherman (1898–1987) was an American author, lecturer and psychical researcher who wrote several popular boys’ sports and adventure books (notably the Tahara series). He also produced two plays on Broadway. ‘Criss-Crossed Skis’ is featured in Sherman’s collection, ‘Down the Ice: And Other Winter Sport Stories’, published in 1932.

         

         Skiing is loads of fun. If you don’t believe it, ask Mr. Sylvester B. Turner who owns the only hill in town worth skiing on. He’ll tell you what fun it is and if you’re not hit over the head with the nearest thing at hand, you’ll be lucky. But maybe Mr. Turner’s cooled down some since last winter. Honest, he was hot enough that time to have melted snow!

         How’d it all happen? Well, you see, we fellows used to slide and ski on Randolph Hill before Mr. Turner bought it. After that, he puts up ‘Don’t Trespass’ signs all over the place but even then we don’t think he means us. The first time we put our feet on his ground though, he raises an awful holler. And the worst of it is, Mr. Turner’s one and only son, Ronald, tattles on us.

         Ronnie, we call him, is a mamma’s boy if there ever was one. He’s thin and scared looking, if you get what I mean – the sort who wears rubbers if there’s a cloud in the sky. You can’t point your finger at him without his running home and telling about it. Talk about sensitive! Mack Sleder asked him “how come his hair wasn’t combed?” one morning and Ronnie almost busts out crying. Perhaps he can’t help it. But you know how fellows are, if a guy acts that way, they poke a lot of fun at him. Ronnie steers pretty clear of us, though. He knows what’s good for him. Besides, Ronnie doesn’t go in for sports. He hates to get bumped or dirtied up and then, too, there’s always the chance of getting hurt.

         “What’s the sense in it?” he asks us one time. “I’d much rather sit in a hammock and read a good book.”

         “Aren’t you afraid the hammock might turn over with you?” kids Tommy Fox.

         “I’d never thought of that,” says Ronnie, soberly. “That’s worth considering, isn’t it?”

         And he sits on the porch steps after that.

         Ronnie’s dad is as big and blustering as Ronnie is timid and quiet. And talk about dignified! Mr. Sylvester B. Turner expects everyone to bow and scrape before him since he’s the richest man in town and owns the biggest factory besides the biggest hill. Everything has to be big with Mr. Turner. That’s his style. The biggest house, the biggest car, the biggest noise... and the biggest boob for a son. That’s how we feel, anyhow, after Mr. Turner’s high and mighty manner and Ronnie’s yelling: “Dad, look what the fellahs are doing!”

         Are we downhearted? You can just imagine! Being chased off old Randolph Hill is like having our sleds and skis taken away from us on account of there being no other decent place. We could understand this high hat business if Mr. Turner was using the hill for anything else but it slopes off for over a mile behind his big house, going down on one side to Mitchell Creek and down the other to a meadow that’s fenced in with an old rail fence. We’ve been sliding and skiing straight down the hill, though, the long way, which carries us across the old Strawtown Pike and up against a bank that finally stops us. It’s one grand ride, whether you take it by sled or by skis ... only, of course, it’s lots more exciting on skis. We figured this year that we’d grade the bank, too, and use it for a jumping off place. Whether you know it or not, ski jumping is the real sport. You may land on your head or back or some other part of your anatomy but that’s half the sport! And here Mr. Turner is so stingy that he closes his estate to the whole neighborhood!

         “You must remember, James,” my father says to me, “Mr. Turner has a perfect right to do this. It’s his property. Old Mr. Randolph was very nice to let you boys use the hill but you shouldn’t feel too hard against Mr. Turner because he refuses. After all, it can’t be so enjoyable to have a mob of kids tracking all over. Maybe Mrs. Turner is very high strung. Maybe their boy is nervous and can’t stand strenuous exercise or excitement. Maybe that’s why Mr. Turner bought the place, so he could be off by himself with his family. You must take this all into consideration.”

         “I still think he’s just doing it to be mean,” says I. “He likes to put on airs. As for his son, if Ronnie’s mother would let him be himself, we’d make a man out of him in no time!”

         My Dad throws back his head and lets loose a laugh.

         “You fellows had better leave well enough alone,” he warns. “You ought to know by this time that Ronald has a ‘Don’t Trespass’ sign hanging on him, too. And since Mr. Turner has phoned me and complained about your being on his property, I don’t care to have any further trouble with our new neighbor. You mustn’t forget, either, that my company does considerable business with Mr. Turner’s factory. We can’t afford to have Mr. Turner down on us.”

         “You’re right, Dad,” I agrees. “I guess I’m still peeved, that’s all. Made me feel like I wanted to get even. The other guys feel that way, too. Some of ’em were going to take it out on Ronnie – but I’ll have a talk with ’em and fix it up. I wouldn’t want to do anything that would interfere with your business.”

         “I know you wouldn’t,” Dad replies, then puts a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry about that hill. If I owned it I’d turn it over to the town for a public playground.”

         “Picture Mr. Turner doing a thing like that!” I explodes. “He’s not interested in this community. He’s just interested in what he can take out of it.”

         Dad nods. “The answer probably is,” he says; thoughtfully, “that Mr. Turner’s never learned how to play.”

         And, do you know – Dad’s explanation all of a sudden soaks in! The more I think it over, the sorrier I commence to feel for Mr. Turner for what he’s been missing all his life. And the tough part is that his son’s starting out the same way.

         “Maybe we could return good for evil,” it occurs to me. “I’ll have to get the gang together and see what they think about it.”

         Talk about a conference! There’s just six of us fellows and each of us has more ideas than we know what to do with ... which means that there’s usually six leaders and no followers. Some don’t want to have anything more to do with the Turners; others claim, if we did try to be nice, it wouldn’t be appreciated; and Tommy Fox asks me what I expect to gain for my trouble.

         “Probably nothing,” I rejoins, “except the satisfaction of playing missionary to the heathen on the hill!”

         This brings a laugh.

         “Okay!” seconds Mack Sleder. “It’s going to be torture for us, but mamma’s boy Ronnie gets invited to join our gang the next time we see him.”

         “And he’ll turn us down flatter than a fallen cake,” Eddie Hale predicts.

         “Well, it’s Jim’s idea,” says Mack. “I’m for trying anything once.”

         Getting ahold of Ronnie isn’t so easy. Every time he sees us coming he runs around the block or cuts across lots. We’re just so much poison to him and he figures, since his father’s laid down the law about our using the hill, that we’ll pretty near scalp him if we get the chance.

         But one snowy day we get Ronnie from in front and behind. His arms are full of groceries which he wouldn’t have been getting himself only the delivery truck is stuck in a drift and his mother has to have the food for dinner.

         “Let me go, you guys!” he begs. “If you dare touch me, my Dad’ll...!”

         “Listen, you!” says Mack, with his hand on Ronnie’s shoulder. “Don’t cry before you’re hurt. We’ve been trying to catch you for some time.”

         “Y-yes, I – I know,” says Ronnie, trembling from head to foot. “D-don’t make me d-drop these eggs, or you’ll b-be sorry.”

         “Oh, he’s got eggs!” says Mack, and winks at the bunch. For a minute I think he’s going to change his mind and pull something.

         “You don’t like us, do you?” Tommy demands.

         “Why – why – I certainly do.”

         “Then why do you try to beat it every time you see us?”

         Ronnie swallows and looks the next thing to miserable.

         “I – I’ve got to be getting home with these groceries,” he says. “My mother’s waiting....”

         “Answer my question!” demands Tommy, looking vicious.

         “I – I’ve forgotten it,” stammers Ronnie. “It’s storming harder, isn’t it?”

         “Yes – it’ll be great weather for skiing after this snow packs down,” says Eddie, pointedly.

         Ronnie blinks and glances around like he’s going to yell for help.

         “Cut it,” says I, pushing the fellows back and taking matters in my own hands. “Ronnie, old boy, this must be a pretty lonely life you’re living,” I begins.

         “These groceries are getting heavy,” Ronnie answers, shifting his packages around. “And I’m getting snow down the back of my neck.”

         “You shouldn’t be alone so much,” I keeps on. “It’s bad for a guy to play by himself all the time. It makes him self-centered and mean. Besides, there’s no fun in it. What you need is to get out with the gang – to be one of us!”

         “What?” Ronnie’s mouth comes wide open.

         “There goes the eggs!” shouts Mack, making a grab at the sack. He picks it out of a snowbank and looks inside. “Okay – only a couple cracked – none of ’em broken.”

         “Yes, Ronnie,” I repeats, as I help hold him up. “One of us! We’d be proud to count you as a member of our Rough and Ready Club.”

         “You – you would?” Ronnie stares at us suspiciously.

         “You bet we would!” assures Mack. “We’d be tickled to initiate you!”

         “Initiate?” gulps Ronnie and tries to get away. “No, sir! I don’t want to join your club. I want to go home!”

         “Listen,” says I, kicking Mack in the shins, “we’re willing to make an extra special exception in your case – and let you join without any initiation.”

         “Well...,” considers Ronnie, “I – I’d have to ask my Dad first. He doesn’t believe much in joining things. He says a man should be able to stand alone.”

         “He’s wrong,” speaks up Tommy. “Doesn’t your Dad know that ‘united we stand, divided we fall’?”

         Ronnie stares. “I don’t believe he ever heard of that,” he says. “But I’ll tell him.”

         “Don’t you tell him a thing!” I orders. “Can’t you decide anything for yourself. Do you have to run home and ask papa or mamma every time you want to blow your nose?”

         Ronnie’s face gets red. “Not exactly,” he says, faint-like. “These groceries...!”

         “We’ll help you carry ’em home,” I volunteers, “as far as the bottom of the hill, anyway.”

         “Sure!” says Mack and grabs the sack of eggs. “Oh, oh! There’s another one cracked! Man, – these eggs are tough – you can crack ’em but you can’t break ’em.”

         “Mother will throw a fit,” Ronnie observes, ruefully. He stares about him, badly worried, because his groceries are divided up between six fellows, and he’s probably wondering if he’s ever going to get ’em back.

         “We’re not a bad bunch – honest!” I tells him, as we walk along, keeping our heads down against the wind and the snow. “Trouble is – you and us haven’t ever gotten acquainted. We think you’re a real guy underneath.”

         Say – you ought to see Ronnie warm up! I guess he’s been starved for talk like this ... someone to take an interest in him. He’s still afraid we’re going to take a backhanded slap at him, though.

         “I – I don’t get out much,” he confesses. “There’s lots of things I’d like to do if...!”

         “Fine!” busts in Mack. “You come with us and you can do ’em!”

         “Could I learn to ski?” Ronnie asks.

         “Ski?” we cry, and now it’s our turn to gasp for breath. “Ski?... Would you really like to learn to ski?”

         We can’t believe our ears. Can you imagine this? It just goes to show that you can’t judge any fellow until you get right on the inside of him. If Ronnie was asking us to teach him how to play checkers or blindman’s buff ... but – skiing! Maybe he’s spoofing us.

         “Skiing looks like fun,” says Ronnie. “Mother thinks it’s too dangerous, but you fellows don’t seem to get hurt.”

         “Naw, of course we don’t,” I replies. “I tell you what you do, Ronnie! You come out with us and we’ll show you how to ski and then, after you know just how to do it, you can surprise your mother! Just imagine the look on her face when she sees you skiing up the hill to the house!”

         “Y-yes, I – I can imagine!” falters Ronnie. Then his face takes on a hopeful expression. “I guess she’d feel all right about it when she saw how perfectly safe it was, wouldn’t she?”

         “Sure!” declares Mack, slapping Ronnie on the back and almost dropping the egg sack. “Every mother’s that way! Too bad, though, that your old man – I mean – your father – kicked us off the hill.” Mack nudges me and I try to stop him, but he’s got what he thinks is a great idea and he goes on. “I guess you weren’t so crazy to have us on the hill, either. Just the same – it’s the best place around here to learn to ski.”

         We’re just at the foot of the hill as Mack says this. It’s the street side of the hill and we’re looking up the steps to the big house on top. Somehow it reminds us of a fort that’s almost lost in the snow. We’re half expecting to hear some words fired out at us from Mr. Turner’s booming voice, but we evidently can’t be seen from up above. Ronnie hasn’t said anything yet in answer to Mack’s bold crack about the hill for skiing and I’m thinking to myself that he’s spoiled everything.

         “I had the wrong idea about you fellows,” Ronnie suddenly blurts out as we return his groceries. “That’s why I told Dad. He seldom goes out on the back hill. I don’t see how the tracks you’d make in the snow would hurt anything. If you’d like to meet me out there tomorrow afternoon while Dad’s downtown...?”

         “Would we?” we all shout.

         “I haven’t any skis,” says Ronnie.

         “I’ll loan you mine!” I offers. “But what if your Dad should find out? He gave us strict orders...!”

         “Well,” considers Ronnie, starting up the steps. “I suppose the worst he could do would be to put you off again.”

         “He wouldn’t be hard on us if Ronnie was along,” encourages Tommy.

         “Okay!” I decides. “We’ll be there, Ronnie! From now on – you’re one of the gang!”

         Ronnie’s face actually beams. Then he takes an anxious look up the stairs.

         “If I don’t get home with these groceries...!” he says, “Mother’ll have the police looking for me.”

         “You leave it to us,” I calls after him as he runs up the steps. “We’ll make a skier out of you!”

         And the second Ronnie’s disappeared in the house, we all start to dancing jigs in the snow, with Mack patting himself on the chest and declaring: “I guess I put it over, eh ... what? Got Ronnie to take us back on the old hill! And say – maybe we were wrong. If we give this bird half a chance he may not turn out a mamma’s boy after all!”

         The next afternoon we don’t feel quite so gay. It’s stopped snowing and the skiing ought to be swell but the thoughts of what Mr. Turner might do and say if he ever got wise that we were on the hill again without his permission has made us kind of shy and nervous. We’re not so sure that even Ronnie’s being there will help any in case...! In fact, Eddie suggests that maybe Mr. Turner would blame us for inveigling Ronnie into skiing and using the forbidden hill. Inveigle is a terrible sounding word and, while we’re crazy to ski, we’re not wild to ski into any more trouble.

         “Besides,” points out Carl, “if Ronnie should get a bump like we all do, once in a while, we’re the guys who’ll have to answer for it.”

         “It’s quite a responsibility all right,” admits Mack, “but I say it’s worth the risk. We certainly can run as fast as Mr. Turner.”

         “Not if he sees us first,” I warns, “so we’d better keep our eyes peeled. My old pair of skis ought to be good enough for Ronnie to learn on, don’t you think?”

         “Sure,” rejoins Tommy. “He’ll probably break ’em anyway – hit a tree or something.”

         “Aren’t you cheerful?” I razzes. “Well, that’s not going to happen if I have to go down the hill ahead of him and bend the trees out of the way!”

         There’s a familiar figure sitting on a fallen log and waiting for us when we climb over the fence and sneak up the hill behind the Turner house. Ronnie jumps up when he spies us, as tickled as a kid, who’s about to try something he’s never done before.

         “I – I thought maybe you wouldn’t come.”

         “Ronnie – we are here!” says Mack, officially and solemnly. “Your lesson is about to begin!”

         “But first,” breaks in Tommy, “how many miles is your father from here?”

         “He’s downtown,” reassures Ronnie. “He’s hardly ever back before five o’clock.”

         “Then I guess the coast is clear,” says Eddie.

         “It is – straight down the hill,” I replies, meaning something different. “But you got to watch out for the creek and the fence on the sides. Here’s your skis, Ronnie. You shove your feet into the harness like this.”

         Ronnie is all eyes. He lifts up his feet and lets me fix them onto the long strips of hardwood.

         “You – you’re not going to send me down this steep hill first off, are you?” he asks, plenty nervous.

         “No, of course not. We’re going to let you ski around on top of the hill here, where it’s flat ... and get used to the thing. Stand up now and see how you feel.”

         Ronnie straightens up and looks down at the funny contraptions on his feet. He lifts one ski up and tries to take a step forward. It turns sidewise and plops down on top of the other ski. Ronnie’s legs get crossed and he sits down ker-plunk. We grin and Ronnie looks worried.

         “Aren’t these skis a little too long for me?” he inquires. “Are you sure they’re my size?”

         “Skis don’t come in sizes,” I informs. “You lifted your foot too high. It’s a sliding motion – like this.” And I demonstrates.

         “It’s easy, isn’t it?” says Ronnie, and untangles himself.

         “Sure!” encourages Mack, “when you get onto it – it’s like falling off a log ... or a cliff ... or anything....”

         Ronnie stares at Mack a minute and then glances toward the brink of the hill.

         “I couldn’t get started downhill without wanting to, could I?” he questions.

         “If you did, we’d grab you,” I tells him. “Now try it again. Move your right foot forward. Keep your body inclined just a bit. That’s the way. You look just like a skier now! Doesn’t he, fellows?”

         “Exactly!” they agree.

         “Don’t move and spoil it!” directs Mack who can’t help making sport of things.

         Ronnie looks kind of bewildered.

         “Go ahead,” says I. “Don’t mind what that boob says. He’s a bum skier anyway.”

         “I am, am I?” challenges Mack.

         And down he goes over the hill, making the first tracks in the glistening snow. It’s breathless to watch him as he gains speed, whizzes across the old Strawtown Pike and up the embankment where he comes to a stop. He’s a black dot to us now as he turns to wave his hands and then start the long journey back.

         “That’s wonderful!” breathes Ronnie. “Oh, if I could only do that!”

         “You’ve got to creep before you can ski,” I instructs. “Don’t get impatient. A good skier wasn’t built ... I mean – made – in a day. We’ll come out again ... that is ... if your Dad doesn’t stop us.”

         “Dad’s never had any time for sports,” explains Ronnie. “He’s been too busy. He thinks young men should ... er ... expend their energies on more worthwhile things....”

         “Well, I ... er ... don’t exactly agree with him,” says I. “But, of course, we can’t all think the same.”

         “All work and no play,” recites Tommy, winking at the rest of us, “makes Dad a dull boy.”

         “He means ‘any Dad’,” I hastens to explain. “Now you just ski along beside me till you get the hang of this. Then we’ll try a little slope back here which I’m sure you can safely ... er ... negotiate.”

         “Safely – what?” Ronnie asks.

         “Jim means,” defines Tommy, getting back at me, “a slope you can safely descend without any untoward incident....”

         “Oh!” says Ronnie.

         We spend a good hour, Ronnie and me, getting him familiar with having skis on his feet. Meanwhile the rest of the guys are having a swell time skiing down the hill and I’m commencing to think that I’m the martyr to the cause, being crazy to do some real skiing myself.

         “How about it?” I ask, finally, “do you feel like you can go it alone?”

         “It’s quite simple now,” says Ronnie. “Do you mean you think I’m ready to ski down the hill?”

         The question gives me a chill. Skiing on a plane surface and skiing downhill is as different as walking in broad daylight and skating in the dark with roller skates.

         “You’d better stick to just what you’re doing for a couple days,” I advises. “You’re getting along swell.”

         “I feel quite confident,” replies Ronnie. “This is mostly a matter of balance ... something I’ve always been good at. I walked our clothes line once. Everything would have been all right if it hadn’t busted.”

         “Yes,” says I, “Most things would be okay if something didn’t happen. But you use your own judgment, Ronnie. If you think you’re ready to go down the hill, it’s up to you. Only don’t blame me if you suffer any ... er ... minor accident.”

         “How could I blame you?” Ronnie wants to know. “I’m awfully grateful for all you’ve taught me. This is the most fun I’ve had in months ... maybe years....”

         “That’s fine,” I replies. “Here’s hoping you keep on having fun.”

         “That’s why I want to go down the hill,” declares Ronnie. “I imagine that would give me a real sensation.”

         “It’s the big thrill in skiing,” Mack puts in, being eager to see Ronnie make his first attempt. “Just follow my tracks, Ronnie, if you decide to go down, and you can’t go wrong!”

         “I – I believe I’ll do it,” says Ronnie, after taking a deep breath. “It’s a long ways down. I probably won’t be able to ski back up the hill. That looks a lot harder.”

         “Aim for that embankment across the Pike,” points out Mack. “See if you can beat my mark.”

         “Oh, I couldn’t do that first off,” returns Ronnie, modestly. “I’d be satisfied if I could tie it. I imagine my momentum will be about the same so I should travel about as far.”

         “There’s no doubt about it – you’ll travel!” assures Tommy.

         “If this works out all right,” says Ronnie, “I’ll have my Dad see me do it and maybe he’ll change his mind about letting you fellows use the hill. Of course, he mustn’t know that you’ve taught me. He’s to think that all these tracks are mine.”

         “Ronnie,” says I, “my hat’s off to you. You’re a regular sport. And what’s more – I admire your nerve.”

         “Oh, this doesn’t take nerve,” disparages Ronnie. “It just takes skill.”

         “Well, have it your own way,” says Mack, and we all stand around to watch the take-off.

         “Feet together,” I directs, feeling shaky inside. “Lean forward a little more. That’s it!”

         “Goodbye, fellows!” calls Ronnie, as he moves toward the spot where the hill slopes down, eyes glued ahead.

         “Goodbye!” we shout.

         It sounds to me like we’re saying goodbye for a long time. There’s a sickening feeling comes in the pit of my stomach as Ronnie suddenly disappears over the brow of the hill and shoots down. Say – have you ever ridden in a roller coaster? Well – you zip down a steep hill on skis and tell me which gives you the biggest heart throb. In a coaster you can at least hold onto the rod and sit tight. On skis you’ve got to hold yourself just so or you may find yourself flying through space and landing hard enough to jar your wisdom teeth.

         “So far, so good,” says Mack, when Ronnie’s halfway down.

         “I don’t care to look,” I rejoins, getting panicky. “I never should have let him gone!”

         “He’s doing swell!” cries Tommy. “Oh – oh, no! He’s not doing so good now! He’s veering to the right. He’s off the course. He’s heading for the fence!”

         “Good grief!” I exclaims and takes a look. “Sit down, Ronnie!” I yells, making a megaphone of my hands. “Sit down – quick!”

         But Ronnie doesn’t hear me. He’s too wrapped up in his own problem.

         “Oh, my gosh!” gasps Eddie, “that tree!”

         How Ronnie missed a big oak, I don’t know. He just shaves it and goes on, right through a clump of underbrush and down a steep grade toward the fence, his body weaving back and forth as he’s fighting to keep his balance.

         “Look out!” I screams, and then it happens.

         Ronnie hits the fence ker-smash and goes right on over, doing the niftiest frontward somersault you ever saw, and landing head first in a snow drift with only his skis sticking out. We’re all of us so petrified that we stand there a couple seconds, not knowing what to do or say. Then we see Ronnie’s feet kick and his head come out of the snow.

         “I’ll bet he’s hurt!” I cries. “I’m going down to him!”

         As I’m strapping on my skis, though, the fellows bust out laughing.

         “What’s so funny?” I demands.

         “He’s waving at us!” roars Tommy, “he thinks that’s great stuff! I don’t think he’s hurt a bit!”

         I stand up and stare and we all wave back. Ronnie starts trying to climb the fence with his skis still on, but he finds this doesn’t work so good, so he takes ’em off. And when I’m sure he isn’t hurt, I take to laughing myself. Honest, I haven’t seen such a funny spill since I can remember. Talk about innocence abroad! The way Ronnie has gone down the hill, so sure he has known all he needed to know about skiing!

         “So you’re laughing at my boy, eh?” says a big voice behind us.

         Wow! We just about freeze in our tracks! As we turn around, there’s Mr. Turner, so mad he can hardly see straight. How long he’s been standing there, we don’t know, but it’s probably been plenty long enough. And now we’re going to catch it!

         “My wife thought something was up,” says the man who owns the hill, “so she phoned me and I came home. This is what you do behind my back, is it?”

         “It was your son’s idea,” explains Tommy, who’s scared green. “He wanted us to teach him how to ski....”

         “So this is the way you do it – start him down this big hill?”

         “I told him he’d better not try it,” says I.

         “When I want my son to know anything, I’ll teach him!” booms Mr. Turner. “You boys aren’t going to make a laughingstock of him! I used to ski when I was a boy and I....”

         “You?” Mack exclaims, unbelievingly.

         “Yes, me!” thunders Mr. Turner. “And Ronald could do what I used to do with a little practice. Loan me those skis, young man, and I’ll show you a thing or two!”

         Mack, open-mouthed, passes his skis over. Ronnie, meanwhile, is struggling to get back up the hill. He can’t make it on skis and is in snow up to his waist. His dad kneels down and slips his feet into the straps as we gaze at him, darn near paralyzed. What can we say? Mr. Turner is boiling mad ... so mad that he gets one ski on backward. He kicks it off and turns it around.

         “Excuse me, Mr. Turner,” breaks in Tommy, “but hadn’t you better come back here on the hill? Don’t put your skis on while you’re on the slope. You might start off before you’re ready. You know, skis don’t have any brakes...!”

         “Are you telling me something about skis, young man?” is Mr. Turner’s rejoinder.

         “I’m trying to,” replies Tommy, backing off, “but I guess it doesn’t matter much. You’ll find out soon enough.”

         Mr. Turner glowers.

         “Careful, Dad!” cries Ronnie, who comes panting up the hill. “It’s not so easy as it looks!”

         “Stand back, son!” orders Mr. Turner, and stands up suddenly. The incline starts him moving and off he goes – before he’s ready.

         “Dad!” yells Ronnie, but there’s none of us near enough to catch him.

         Mr. Turner gives one anxious glance behind him, and almost falls over backwards as he swoops downward. What’s worse – he hasn’t had a chance to steer himself and he shoots off the straight-away at once, going more and more to the left.

         “He’s heading for the creek!” we all cry. “Sit down, Mr. Turner! Sit down!”

         When you sit down it helps slow you up and you can usually manage to stop although you may roll over a few times. But it’s better than running into something by a whole lot.

         “Maybe he’ll jump the creek!” speculates Mack. “It’s only about fifteen feet across!”

         “I don’t think my Dad was ever on skis before!” says Ronnie, worriedly. “He thinks anything a boy does is easy.”

         We groan at this, though I’m willing to believe that Mr. Turner has had some experience with skis which he hasn’t thought worth mentioning until this moment. It’s even steeper down the left side of the hill than it is down the center where we’ve made our course, and Mr. Turner is going like the wind when he gets to the bottom. We can tell that he sees the creek and is trying to figure out how he can avoid it. He tries to move his skis to the side and make a turn but nearly upsets. Thirty feet from the creek he lifts one ski off the snow and desperately attempts to swing sidewise. Instead he criss-crosses his skis, tangles up his legs, sits down with a smack, and goes sliding right on, clawing and scraping until he clears the bank of the creek and sails out over the water to land ker-splash in the middle.

         “Oh, boy – and is that water cold!” shivers Mack.

         “He sure showed us something!” murmurs Tommy.

         Say – if we were to be tanned the next minute, we can’t help screaming at this. It’s twice as funny as Ronnie’s high dive what with Mr. Turner sitting in the creek, with the water up to his neck and one ski still clamped to his foot. He doesn’t stay there long, though. He flounders about till he can stand up and wades ashore, climbing up into the snow which must feel warm to him in comparison to the icy water.

         “Ha, ha, ha!” laughs Ronnie. “Dad didn’t do as well as I did, did he?”

         Man, oh man! Is this a surprise? Here we’ve just begun to feel bad for laughing outright at Ronnie’s father and Ronnie busts a rib himself. That makes us feel better ... but Mr. Turner’s coming up the hill, leaving the skis behind, so mad the water almost turns to steam on him.

         “We’d better beat it!” advises Mack.

         “No, fellows! Stay here!” pleads Ronnie.

         “We’ve got to stick!” I orders. “We can’t run out on Ronnie now!”

         So we stand our ground, expecting to get our heads taken off the minute Mr. Turner gets to us. He’s a sorry looking sight as he clambers up the hill, falling down a couple times in the snow when he loses his footing. Mr. Turner’s hanging onto his dignity, though, for dear life ... trying his darnedest to preserve it. He’s been humiliated in the eyes of his son and before a bunch of fellows who’ve come from the best homes in town, if I do say it. But all I can think of is what my Dad told me about doing business with Mr. Turner, in warning me not to make him sore. And now I’ve gone and done it!

         “Gee, Dad!” says Ronnie, when Mr. Turner, puffing hard and teeth chattering, reaches the top of the hill. “If you knew how funny you looked!”

         “I’m c-c-cold!” answers Mr. Turner. “This is no l-l-laughing m-m-matter! You b-b-boys had no b-b-business....”

         “I’m sorry, Mr. Turner,” I apologizes, thinking of my father and hoping to straighten things out.

         “S-s-sorry, n-n-nothing!” stammers Mr. Turner. “You’ll b-b-be t-t-telling this all over t-t-town...!”

         “Sure they will,” says Ronnie. “It’s too good to keep.”

         Mr. Turner glares furiously. “W-w-when I w-w-want your opinion, son, I’ll ask f-for it!” he returns.

         Have you ever been so nervous that you can’t keep your face straight even when you’re scared? That’s the way we feel and we commence to snicker again, one fellow starting off the others. It’s some comical sight, Mr. Turner, shaking like a wet rag on a clothesline.

         “I’ve g-g-got to be g-g-getting to the h-h-house,” he says. “B-b-boys, p-p-please d-d-don’t s-s-say anything about this! K-k-keep m-m-mum!”

         It’s so funny to hear Mr. Turner trying to talk that Mack laughs right out.

         “Maybe,” suggests Ronnie, taking his father’s arm, “if you’d let the boys use the hill...?”

         “Yes!” takes up Mr. Turner, giving us an appealing glance. “If I’ll l-l-let you use this h-h-hill for a s-s-slide, w-w-will you b-b-boys keep this quiet?”

         We look at one another and are we happy? There’s a nodding of heads and I says: “That’s a bargain, Mr. Turner! Nobody hears about this if we can play on the hill!”

         “M-m-my w-w-word is my b-b-bond,” says Ronnie’s Dad. “C-c-come on, Ronald, b-b-before I s-s-suffer from exposure!”

         “Goodbye, fellows!” calls Ronnie, and winks. “I’ll be seeing you soon!”

         “Goodbye, Ronnie!” we shout after him, deciding right then and there that he’s a regular guy in the making.

         That night, when my Dad finds where I’ve been he says, “How come?” and my answer is: “Oh, Mr. Turner just decided, if he didn’t let us use the hill, that everybody in town would think he was all wet....”

         “I don’t quite understand,” my Dad replies, but that’s nothing – because no one, outside of our bunch, understands to this day.

         HEROES by Odd Børretzen

         Translation by Ingrid Christophersen

         
            Odd Lunde Børretzen (1926 – 2012) was a Norwegian author, illustrator, translator, and one of Norway’s most significant text writers, folk singers and artists. This piece is from The World of my Childhood.

         

         In the world of my childhood we were seriously into hero worship. The heroes might excel in different ways, but they were always men.

         Of course, they might be skiers or ski jumpers who won the Holmenkollen ski race. In the Teddy cigarette cases there were pictures of famous horses. After all they were someone’s heroes too and they collected these pictures. The pictures were quite expensive because they were rare. It was only Kristian’s mother (she was really a witch) who smoked Teddy. She was the only lady in my childhood who smoked. The men smoked a pipe or chewed tobacco and spat. In the train station waiting room there was a brass spittoon beside the electric heater. Expert spitters could sit as far as four or five metres away and spit into the spittoon. Actually, they never made it, but nearly.

         Other heroes were Willy the White Clad Pilot from Africa, Dennis the Menace and Asterix. And of course, the football team that beat Germany in the Berlin Olympics in 1936. We listened to the match on the wireless. My brother had memorised the entire commentary.

         “Ahhh, we are leading, we are leading two nil. Fransen to – eh – Martinsen who was brilliantly positioned but sent the ball to Isaksen who netted it. We are – eh – two nil up. This is the sensation of the day here in Berlin. The spectators cannot believe their own – eh – eyes. They are stunned. Norway is leading two nil. 39 minutes. We are leading – eh – two nil”.

         Then of course there were the skaters. Oscar Mathisen obviously. He had won so many medals that he was weighed down by them. He had medals all over this chest and down his legs. He was photographed from the front but I’m sure he had medals all down his back and even on his bum. Well done him for walking around with all those medals which must have rattled at every step. And Ivar Ballangrud who won the World championships and took three Olympic gold medals. And Sonja Henie, but she wasn’t really a hero, she was a lady.

         But our greatest heroes were the Polar explorers. Dad had books about the Polar explorers. One of the books was even called “A hero”. On the jacket was a picture of a Polar explorer with skis and a fur jacket. He was struggling through a snowstorm. The wind was so strong that his face was quite distorted.

         My brother and Kristian were making preparations for a trip to the North Pole. My brother was Fridtjof Nansen and Kristian was Hjalmar Johansen. I wanted to join them. I wanted to be Roald Amundsen. But my brother said that Amundsen never joined Nansen. “Amundsen never went to the North Pole,” my brother said, “he only went to the South Pole and that was an awful lot easier as it was downhill.” “And anyhow it was much warmer on the South Pole because it gets warmer and warmer the further south you go.” Kristian said. “It was only Nansen and Johansen who went to the North Pole. Alone. They had dogs with them,” my brother said. “You can be the dogs,” he said. And so it was.

         When my brother and Kristian came home from school one day we started skiing north. Nansen led. He was followed by Hjalmar Johansen. They carried rucksacks and packed lunches. I walked at the back with the toboggan and was dogs. The first part was easy, over the fields; they were flat and sometimes downhill. But down by the Grorud burn we encountered pack ice. It was a bloody battle. We fought on. “Don’t give up Johansen,” my brother said. “You’re not an old woman.” Actually, it was worse for the dogs for they had to pull the toboggan in the soft snow and of course dogs don’t have skis. “Don’t give up Johansen,” Nansen panted, on his last legs. When Nansen said don’t give up to Johansen for the third time, Johansen got angry. “My skiing is just as good as yours,” he said.

         When we reached 86° North we camped in the icy wilderness, under a tree, and ate our picnic. When we had eaten, Hjalmar Johansen said. “Now we must kill the dogs. We can’t take them any further. That is what the RSPCA says.” So, then they killed me and I was left in the snow while Nansen and Johansen fought on to 86° 12’. I lay in the snow and was dead dogs for quite a long time. It got rather cold, so I went home and had some hot chocolate in the kitchen. It must have been on a Saturday because afterwards I listen to the children’s hour on the wireless.

         I INVENT SKIING by Swaine Wolfe

         
            Swaine Wolfe is a documentary filmmaker and a novelist who employs fable forms and mystical elements to promote respect for the natural world. As a boy, Wolfe lived on ranches in Colorado and Montana. As a youth, he worked in copper mines and listened to the stories of his co-workers. Wolfe also worked as a logger, another experience that he has said changed his view of the world.

         

         Several days after I fell in the hayloft trying on the skis, I was feeding Joe his oats. I brushed, patted and nuzzled him. Instead of putting the saddle on, I untied him, climbed up into the loft, and slid the two long skis into the manger then crawled down and carried them through the barn into the corral. Joe stood in the doorway and watched me work my galoshes into the straps. Then I pointed the boards toward the low end of the corral and slid a short distance waving my arms before falling over. Joe watched me do this four or five times, each time with the same result. After another try, I managed to go the length of the corral. My minimal progress was concluded against the corral poles. The whole business seemed pointless, particularly my futile attempt to negotiate the lumpy ice. I decided to try the pasture. At least it would soften the fall.

         I shuffled along in the pasture snow for a while, wondering how old Gardner managed to ski down and back from the store. Unless he had a horse to pull him, he must’ve used sticks to push himself along. Sticks to push, but there were no sticks in sight. The world was under snow. I closed my eyes and mentally searched through all the ranch buildings, looking for sticks the right size. I saw them in the milk barn.

         I got out of the skis, went to the barn, fetched two worn-down brooms, returned to the pasture, wiggled a foot into each ski and pushed off with the brooms. I knew Joe was watching all of this. He stood in the doorway of the horse barn and saw me glide across the pasture getting smaller and smaller until I reached the slope down to the river. Gradually I sank down and down, until all he could see was my head, and I was gone. With every push of the brooms, I could feel his eyes on my back. I had betrayed my horse.

         The slope to the river was smooth. The water was frozen over and strong enough to carry the elk who’d made a trail across the ice. I followed near the trail to the opposite bank and tried to push uphill with the brooms. That didn’t work, so I took the skis off and slid down into the elk trail.

         All winter a small herd of elk had been coming down single file out of the trees, through the deep snow and along the edge of a broad, open slope that spooned out into a wide meadow. The elk followed along the far edge of the meadow to a gully, then down to the river where they crossed the ice to make early-morning raids on our haystacks.

         I carried my skis and brooms over my shoulder and followed the elk trail up the mountain and into the trees. Once I was in the fringe of trees, high up on the slope where it was steepest, I made stairs in the snow, climbed out of the trail and slipped my galoshes into the leather loops. I pushed myself through the trees with the brooms until I found a spot that gave me a straight shot to the meadow. Straight was important. Once I had some speed, those long boards had tendencies of their own. The snow packed under my galoshes made leaning into a turn dicey. If I tried, my heels slipped off the boards, and I was in the snow. When a tree approached, falling down was the only alternative to a smashed skull. My objective was to stay upright, get up to speed in the steep drop through the trees and then shoot straight down the mountain toward the open meadow as fast as I could go. I spent a lot more time floundering in snow than shooting down the mountain. Each time I fell meant an exhausting struggle to locate the skis. Too often, one of them would sail down the slope into the meadow. This went on until dusk.

         Several weekends later, I was flying, moving faster than I had on Joe, even at a dead-out run. Making sharp turns on the long skis never worked but coming off the slope, I learned to make long, slow arcs through the meadow. At the end of my glide I’d find the trail, take the skis off and head up into the trees.

         For several days a cold wind had blown the light powder off the slope and toward the river leaving a soft crust on the surface. The snow was the fastest ever. My crashes were magnificent. The skis skittered over the crust and across the meadow. I had to dig around to find my brooms. The snow couldn’t support my weight without skis and I had to swim. I didn’t make many runs. I spent too much time regrouping and climbing up the mountain.

         After a particularly stunning crash that buried skis, brooms, my red cap, tore two buttons off my wool coat, and packed snow down my boots, pants, and neck, I retrieved my stuff and tromped back up the trail. When I got to my exit point, I was sweating and the snow was melting. I climbed out of the trail and took my time skiing over to the downhill run. By the time I was ready, my pants were starting to freeze and my feet ached.

         I decided to cut across the hill toward the river. It would be easy. I didn’t want to go fast in the cold air and I didn’t want to crash again. I just wanted to get home and get warm.

         The sun was going down as I slipped over the hill. The river was right below me when I began falling through the snow. The fall took long enough for me to think about what was happening. I was sinking through fine powder, falling down and down through bright, white snow into dim, gray snow. I was immersed in powdery snow. When I stopped falling, there were no broken bones, no crunch, no sound. I didn’t land, I just stopped falling. I could still breathe. I was elated.

         Years before Sam owned the ranch, someone had dug into the hillside for gravel to fill log-box pylons for a bridge whose skeleton still haunted the river. Fine, blown snow had filled the dugout to the top. I had skied off the edge of the excavation and fallen through the powder all the way down to the riverbank. All I had to do was push my way forward, and there was the river.

         I crossed the ice and skied home, happy and oblivious to freezing feet and stiff pants. I kicked the skis off near the barn, ran across the road and up the hill to the cabin, full of excitement, primed to tell everyone about the amazing thing. Before I got to the door, I heard Mother screaming. When I opened the door her back was to me and Sam was sitting on the floor, his hands over his ears, staring up at her with his dead face.

         My elation evaporated. Mother whirled around, her expression caught between anger and confusion. In her rage, she’d forgotten about me. For a moment I thought she was trying to figure out who I was. She said, “Where’s your cap?”

         I wanted to tell about falling through the snow, but this was not the time. I reached up and felt my head. I’d forgotten about the cap. I stared back at her. There wasn’t much I could say. I realised my clothes were frozen, and I was cold.

         Sam was still sitting on the floor. I was shivering. Mother told me to get my clothes off. One moment I’d been running, excited, oblivious. Then, except for the shivers, I could barely move my legs. Mother stoked up both fireboxes and started heating pots of water.

         I sat down to pull my galoshes off. Then Sam was up and bellowing at me to take my clothes off outside. He didn’t want snow on the floor. Mother picked up a pot of still cold water and threw it at him. He was slow to duck. She soaked him and I scrambled for the door. Mother yelled something at Sam. After a moment the door opened and Sam thrust a blanket at me. “Here.” His voice boomed up the canyon and bounced back. “Here, here. Take it, take it, I’m freezing.”

         She’d soaked him from the top down. He was still wearing his long johns and socks. I started laughing. When he came after me, he couldn’t get traction. I still had my boots on. We circled the house twice to Mother’s pleas to stop. Sam would’ve caught me, but he kept falling down. He finally cooled off, stopped, and stood in the snow glaring at me. I hesitated, not knowing if he was just getting his breath or if the chase was off. Evidently the cold and the burst of oxygen let him get a grip. We all went inside. Mother stretched a line across the cabin and hung up our wet clothes.

         I took a bath standing in the galvanized tub in front of the stove, which was stoked until the top turned reddish orange. You couldn’t just stand there and bathe. The side away from the stove froze. The side closest burned. You had to keep turning, reaching down with a wash rag to grab some soapy water. I had to have taken several baths that winter, but that was the one I remember. In the summer, I swam in the irrigation ditch or the river.

         We must have eaten dinner that night. I imagine us standing, each in his own corner. Mother silent, Vicki humming, Sam brooding and I would’ve been keeping an eye on Sam.

         I dreamed about wet wool coats hanging in bundles from the rafters in a large barn. It was cold, and my breath was steamy. The coats were beginning to freeze – a little crunchy on the outside and soft and wet on the inside. Sam was chasing me. I could duck under the coats but he kept bumping against them. They made a soft thudding sound… risk, risk, risk… like a dog thumping his tail on plush carpet.

         In the morning, I woke in the dark, felt for the right clothes hanging from the line and got dressed. Everything was dry but the coat. I got my light jacket and an extra sweater out of the chest and went down to milk the cows. I missed my cap. Dozens of critters would find it in the spring. They would sniff, paw, and peck at the wad of red wool caught in the sage. Bits of that cap would find their way into a hundred burrows and nests, and comfort generations of baby mice, moles, and chickadees.

         Some weekends I skied down to the river and explored along the banks. The skis were quieter than Joe and not as threatening to animals, other than deer. Once a small white animal stood on a log near its burrow and watched. It might’ve been a mink. I stopped, and we studied each other.

         Deer were more timid. My voice scared them, but if I whistled, wheezed, and made slight sucking and clicking sounds, they would become curious and watch and wait.

         On warmer days the soft snow absorbed sound and the quiet allowed animals to focus their attention. They weren’t distracted by a thousand little sounds, bits and pieces of light off leaves or things moving in the shadows. Things that wanted to eat them couldn’t hide as well against the snow.

         Bound in my black wool coat, galoshes crammed into the leather loops attached to those ridiculously long skis, pushing myself through the snow with brooms, I must have been a comic sight. But I wasn’t ashamed of my outfit. I’d never seen skiing. Mother and Sam were the only ones watching, and they never saw me shoot through the trees and come apart in several directions across the slope. It had occurred to me that a ski with sharp edges would cut into the snow and let me make turns. Of course, I’d have to find a way to bind my feet to the skis so I could lean or twist without falling. Ski boots, shorter skis with metal edges, and aluminium poles; none of these things entered my vision. I was determined to master a sport no right-minded fellow would bother with… downhill skiing on cross-country boards without bindings, with cow-barn brooms for poles.

         In a few more weekends, I would have drilled more holes through the skis to make better bindings. I’d have used leather strips from old harnesses and added buckles. I needed to screw metal brackets into the wood so I could twist the skis with my feet. I’d also have to find something better than the brooms, which packed up with snow until they were icy stumps on a pole.

         I soon forgot my plans for the ultimate ski. For Christmas, I got skis with bindings, boots, and poles and a new jacket. Maybe Mother and Sam felt sorry for me or were afraid someone would see me, but most likely it was simply a moment of love. I certainly felt loved. I was nearly delirious.

         Comstock Hill was near the cabin. It was much steeper than the elk run across the river and it was treacherous. A road cut diagonally across the hill down to Taylor Road near the cabin. I’d avoided Comstock because there was nowhere to stop. At the bottom there was the Comstock road, Taylor Road, a barrow pit and a five-strand barbwire fence. I wouldn’t have survived on the long boards.

         Christmas morning in front of the cabin, I practised turns and sliding stops on my new skis. It was warm and the snow was soft and forgiving. Mother, Vicki, and Sam watched from the porch. I was showing off and paid the price several times. Vicki shouted and giggled. Mother smiled. Sam watched.

         I’d made a few runs near the cabin then moved farther up the hill and came down where there was a shallow depression left from an old ditch. Things seemed to blur for an instant and I felt a little dizzy. Then everyone was cheering, even Sam. They were shouting, “Do it again, do it again.” When I asked what happened, they said I’d made a complete somersault. They thought I’d done it on purpose and were amused when I admitted I hadn’t.

         The air turned cold and drove them inside. For the rest of the day I settled into learning about my new skis. The sharp edges and spring-loaded bindings were great inventions. As I made a sharp turn into a stop, one thing was going through my mind – I could tackle Comstock, because I could stop before I got to the roads and the barbwire fence. My parents were unaware that they’d just handed me the implements with which to kill myself.

         By the time I started up Comstock a crust had formed on the snow. I had to kick holes through, making ladder steps all the way to the top. It was cold and clear. I could see far up the canyon to where the cliffs closed in on the river. Below the ranch, steam rose over the bridge where the ducks swam in the open river. Near the road at the bottom of the hill, smoke drifted up from the tin chimney of our cabin. The world was silent.

         I stomped a flat place in the snow, set the skis down, then stepped into the bindings and levered them down tight on the fancy boots. I’d momentarily suspended my fear of gravity and pain. No one was daring me. No peers pressuring a fragile ego. This was a boy overcome by newfangled stuff and a craving for speed. The dim voice of reason was saying, “Don’t do this,” but the boy wasn’t listening.

         I lifted one ski and pointed it down. Then the other. Within seconds, I was in free fall. The mountain dropped out from under me and shot by in a blur. The speed, the icy crust and my lack of weight made turning impossible. I would have fallen and slid headfirst to the bottom.

         The five, tightly stretched strands of death waited below. There were no trees to avoid. It was a straight shot to the bottom. To survive I would have to clear the Comstock road, land on Taylor Road to straighten out, clear the barrow pit, and hit the fence absolutely upright, all five strands at once.

         That is exactly what happened. It was quick. The fence knocked the wind out of me and sprang me back into the barrow pit. For a moment I couldn’t breathe. I was staring up at blue sky, listening to the fence twang all the way to the bridge.

         Nothing was broken. The barbs left two small tears in my new jacket. I must have come out of my boots because I’ve a vague memory of looking for my skis. Staying upright was my only contribution to the accident of my survival and even that seemed like a thought projected onto the landscape.

         I never knew how Mother and Sam were able to afford skis. They fought about money and never, ever bought anything that wasn’t necessary. It was a brutal time. Buying the skis had to have been a desperate act – an attempt to undo everything that had gone bad. A lot more than me was riding on those skis. Maybe that’s why I never told them about Comstock.
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