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Introduction


When I was 12 years old, a board game called Othello showed up under our Christmas tree. It’s the game with an 8-by-8-inch board and chips that are black on one side and white on the other. The game’s tagline was, and still is, “Minutes to Learn. A Lifetime to Master.”


This friendly learning curve is also true of cross-country skiing in that the simplicity of the sport belies the elusiveness of mastering the simplest of ideas—to balance while gliding on one foot. So, while newcomers to cross country skiing can be “doing it” within—literally—minutes, mastering the one-footed gliding balance of advanced technique can take years. This holy grail of classic cross-country technique may take a few years of practice, though with guidance and training the gifted and athletic may pass this milestone sooner. One skiing truth I live by is this: “No matter how good you are, you can always get better.” This is a challenge and a reminder that skiing need never be boring.
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Cross-country skiing is a great way to enjoy winter.


As a youth the first book on ski technique that I can recall leafing through was one from my father’s shelf—Frank Day’s If You Can Walk, You Can Ski. It seemed like a sound premise then, and it’s still true today, though an apt corollary follows. If you can walk into the Nordic Center or ski school sales office and get formal instruction, you can ski better and farther, have more fun, and work less. Yes, you can ski if you can walk, but skiing better is where it’s at.


The easy-to-try aspect of classic cross-country skiing provides a big welcome mat for beginning skiers and snowsport participants, and offers continual rewards, even for the expert as higher levels of mastery are reached.


While other activities compete for our time, few can address our cravings for challenge, nature, exercise, and/or social time in quite the same way. However, there are obstacles that keep many Americans from clicking into bindings for a ski outing: travel to the snow, winter clothing, equipment, access to trails, and good grooming. As for money, there are smart ways to keep skiing affordable. Great deals on equipment can be found online and at your local consignment store, especially in snow country. Whatever the hurdles, clear them. You will be well rewarded by many cherished memories.


While, arguably, this book can save you money on lessons, knowhow can be another hurdle to clear in optimizing your enjoyment of cross-country skiing. Professional instructors across the country are ready to help you get grounded in your new sport. Skilled guidance in the early (and later) stages can catapult you to new levels of mastery and help you make the most of every ski experience.


Cross-country skiing is family friendly, affordable, and a great option for exercising and keeping in shape. The secret lies in finding or bringing cross-country closer to where you live, or taking the time and making the effort to get yourself and your family to the skiing. Some people have made skiing an integral part of their lives, such that it is literally out their backdoors.


With good information, a little preparation, and some winter manna from heaven, you’ll be skiing before you know it.





CHAPTER 1 All That Cross-Country Is
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While the name makes it sound like one activity, cross-country skiing actually encompasses a number of ski sports that all have one thing in common: a free heel. In cross-country skiing (often abbreviated to XC), the boots attach to the skis at the toes only. Alpine (or downhill) skiers have their heels fixed, or attached, by a heelpiece. While alpine skiers gain greater control for the downhills, higher speeds, and varying snow conditions found at lift-served resort areas, the fixed heel makes getting around on skis more difficult, and walking in heavier plastic alpine boots can feel awkward and clunky. Cross-country gear tends to be lighter and allows more freedom of movement.


Cross-country skiing, also known as Nordic skiing (nord meaning “northern,” as compared with alpine from the Alps), relies on skis and boots that are lighter, generally more comfortable, easier to walk in, and arguably much easier to ski in than alpine skis and boots. Indeed, cross-country skiing was born out of necessity—to move around, find food in winter, travel to neighboring towns, or wage war.


One ancient tale of skiing is depicted in a classic painting, Rescue of Haakon Haakonsson, that hangs on the wall by my desk: an image of two warriors on skis carrying the infant Norwegian king to safety during Norway’s civil war in 1206. The story inspired a famous race in Norway, the Birkebeiner, which began in 1932. (It’s named for the party that opposed Norway’s king in the thirteenth century.) Another classic skiing tale comes from World War II and also takes place in Norway, where special forces hunting and camping on skis were able to sabotage German attempts to refine “heavy water,” a key ingredient in atomic weaponry.
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Rescue of Haakon Haakonsson by Knud Bergslien, 1869, mysteriously appeared in a garage in Wisconsin and has become an iconic image.



All this skiing, out of necessity, often involved traveling great distances. Light, comfortable equipment was key, and the common thread throughout was the free heel.


Today there are (at least) four different disciplines under the umbrella of cross-country skiing: classic, skate, light touring, and telemark/backcountry. In the coming pages and chapters, we’ll take a closer look at the differences in equipment, waxing, and technique for each of these disciplines, and explore the wide world of cross-country.


Classic Cross-Country Skiing



[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]
Enjoy cross-country skiing with family members of all ages.



Classic skiing is the oldest and most traditional form of cross-country skiing. Also the simplest, it is the technique that most newcomers to the sport start with. The movements are similar to walking or running, with a prolonged glide at the end of each stride.


Classic is also called diagonal stride; the name “diagonal” comes from the fact that the opposite arm and leg are in front at the same time (as in walking, marching, and running). Classic skiing relies on grip, either via rub-on and smoothin “grip wax” or by imprinted “scales” (the first patented “waxless” skis had a pattern resembling fish scales, which was remarkably effective), in the middle section of the ski bases. The walking, jogging, and running movements that this grip allows provide the propulsion behind classic skiing. Usually, a beginner lesson in classic skiing progresses within an hour from walking on skis to gliding and poling.


This is the cross-country skiing that everyone should try. It can take you across a meadow, up an easy mountain, or to the North Pole.


Skate Skiing


Skate skiing, or skating, is a discipline that Americans have claimed as their own invention since the 1982 FIS Nordic World Championships, when Bill Koch used the freestyle skate skiing technique he developed to become the first American to medal at this event.
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Skate skiing can be fun and fast.


Skating bears a remarkable resemblance to both ice skating and inline skating. The equipment looks a lot like classic gear, with a few key differences. Skate skis are super lightweight, about 20 to 35 centimeters shorter than classic skis, and have a lower tip profile. Skate boots have a plastic cuff and usually a buckle, and skate poles are very light and quite long—measured from the floor to chin or nose height—to allow longer push-offs at speed and clearance from the skis on uphills. The lightness of the gear (along with the skate technique) lets you really move and cover a lot of ground.
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