
 

 

This was my first trip on an SSE skills week and I approached it with both excitement and some 

trepidation as to how high the standard would be. Looking out of my window on the first morning to 

see the coaches dancing their way up a hill confirmed that certainly for them, it was extremely high! 

The journey to Kvitavatn was long, involving a taxi, train, plane, train, bus, another taxi and 15 hours 

so it was a relief to see snow at the end of it.  It was not uneventful on the bus though (1) note to self 

when loading bags and skis into the bus not to stand up until head is clear of the upward opening door 

(2) a taxi chase for three of the coaches trying to catch us up as they had missed the bus and (3) the 

narcotics police boarding the bus to undertake random checks and questioning Martin R!  We laughed 

about it afterwards as it was unexpected for anyone to be questioned in that way, though he was ill 

and probably looked suspicious! 

Helen, Martin A (MA), Martin R (MR) and myself arrived on the Saturday, a day before most of the 

others, and on Sunday morning were very kindly invited by the coaches to join them as they recced 

the area and planned the key points of their delivery for the week. They - Patrick Winterton, Martin 

Watkins, Barbara Grogan and Alan Eason – were welcoming and absolutely brilliant but for me it was 

a baptism of fire as there was no way I could keep up as they glided along the tracks. They did wait for 

me though and after two or more hours of almost 1-1 advice, tips and instruction that money cannot 

buy, I took the afternoon off to recover! 

Monday morning was the first day of teaching and there were around 30 of us on the course, all 

abilities and ages from around 10 – 75 years and all eager to learn and improve our skills on the snow.  

It was the snow that then dictated the whole week in what can best be described as spring like 

conditions. A general thaw had already begun, though it was freezing at night, so a stream crossed the 

practice area, also known as the hayfield.  On the tracks clumps of grass and rocks were appearing 

whilst the tracks near the lake were mostly unusable.  For the first day’s practice and lessons though 

it was certainly adequate.   

Whilst I have skated for 25 years or so, this was my first time on snow on classic skis so I joined Martin 

Watkin’s group on the hayfield.  This proved to be a great decision as we started from absolute basics 

and I thoroughly enjoyed it. The format for the day was pretty much the same as for the whole week, 

3 hours of instruction before lunch and another 2 hours or so afterwards.  That may sound a long time 

however, everyone took part and progressed at their own ability so at the end, it was a healthy 

tiredness rather than crawling back on all fours. 

That brings me to the hotel. Good public spaces for everyone to mingle, lots of good food and a 

stunning view of Gaustatoppen.  There was also a seminar room, drying room, waxing room and ski 

store.  Each evening the coaches led a stretch session at 5pm and after dinner there were seminars 

and workshops on waxing, new equipment and training etc.  The quiz one evening was great fun and 

we also had a presentation and video from the fifth coach, Posy Musgrave who arrived on the Sunday 

evening. I confess that until then I hadn’t twigged that she is the sister of the UK’s current leading 

cross country skier Andrew Musgrave, who had just finished 4th in the Holmenkollen 50km.  
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I had arranged to share a room with MR and two others but as Martin was ill he chose to stay in a 

separate room the first night, which left just me in our room as the other two were arriving the 

following day.  There were 6 bunks in two columns of three. By the middle of the night it was so hot I 

realised that with 4 of us in there it would be unbearable, so in the morning I switched into a room on 

my own.  In the meantime, Martin had added an allergy to the feather and down bedding to his 

worsening illness so ended up staying the week on his own too.  It was now that the downside of the 

hotel management became apparent as they were completely unsympathetic to Martin’s health, 

offered no options but were happy for him to sleep in the conference room, where of course there 

was none of the offending bedding. I have no idea how he managed to battle through to the end of 

the week. 

Monday was also ski hire collection day.  I had taken the trouble to book classic skis in advance and 

was under the impression that I was getting skin skis with SNS bindings to match my boots. I got the 

right bindings but skis that needed Klister.  Surprisingly they were the only pair with the SNS bindings 

so I had to switch to fish scales and also hire boots with the Rottefella binding. I was not alone, the 

shop seemed to be doling out anything to anyone, regardless of suitability.  Mental note to buy and 

take your own skis then you are in control.  

On Day 2, with the coaches having had chance to observe us, we were all moved around into different 

groups.  I joined Barbara with six others to skate and we all headed off up the mountain to the plateau 

where the snow was better.  It was so good in fact that Barbara immediately took us off the tracks and 

onto the ‘crust’.  This was exactly as described, a hard, frozen top layer over deeper, softer snow.  We 

went up, down, across and round fir trees large and small doing Skate 1, Skate 2, herringbone, step 

turns, snowplough turns and anything else you can think of.  It was brilliant!       

                

Gaustatoppen from the hotel balcony 

After lunch, we took a tour around the frozen lake, 

though its top surface was melting and my 

photographs in no way depict the range and depth of 

colour, especially when the sun shone.  Going down 

the left-hand side the wind was so strong at our backs 

that I just stood tall, held out my arms and was blown 

along.  Of course, that had to be paid for coming back 

up the other side! 

 



We were able to ski back down the mountain alongside an alpine piste, which reminds me of how we 

had to get up the mountain on foot, in walking boots.  Parts of the climb were steep and the melting 

snow was frozen and really icy.  It would have been impossible in ski boots with no grip and to be 

honest I thought parts of the climb were dangerous.  Fortunately, no-one was hurt and despite Patrick 

trying to get a better route prepared nothing happened.  That is until the day we left and as I looked 

out from the bus I saw they had prepared a track, presumable for the Norwegians arriving for Easter. 

On this aspect and some of the tracks generally I thought the resort were very poor and disrespectful 

of the large group that we were, especially as there were few other people around all week. 

Day 3 Wednesday, our group remained the same and we were again up the mountain working on 

more skills.  Generally, we had a mixture of sunshine and cloud however today brought us a 

snowstorm, it didn’t really settle and was nowhere near as bad as the threat from the black cloud it 

came from!   

 

Thursday morning I was walking out to the meeting point when Dagmar appeared alongside me, 

‘Richard has anyone spoken to you about your assessment? – x - Ah, OK well you are doing the skate 

one this morning!’ At this point I should mention that I had applied to qualify as a Level 1 On Snow 

Instructor and thought the assessments were Friday and Saturday.  Of course, I had no detailed plan 

in place so some rapid thought based on my England Athletics coaching experience was required as 

we walked up the mountain.   

The snow conditions were good and the crust still skiable so I took inspiration from Barbara’s skate 

session on Tuesday.  The groups had been reorganised again so the four of us being assessed had 

participants that I hadn’t been with earlier in the week.  Martin Watkins was the assessor and I can 

honestly say that I have never skated better than I did that morning!  But what about the aims, 

outcomes, demonstrations, instruction and participant enjoyment?  Martin had made lots of notes in 

his book but was happy and so were they!  In the afternoon, Martin led just us would be instructors 

off across the plateau and then down, down and down again, all the time me thinking that we have to 

come back up again!  It was a tough route, I was the slowest but we kept stopping so that Martin could 

assess us on different terrain.   

Friday was classic assessment so I had more time to plan.  The four of us had an interview with Patrick 

beforehand to outline our lesson plan.  I was up last and you may or may not be surprised to hear that 

as the others were outlining their plans, I was crossing out most of mine as they were covering all the 

things that I had planned. It’s a good job I enjoy winging it when necessary! The crust was too soft to 

ski on but the tracks were fine and the varied terrain offered numerous technique options.  I certainly 

enjoyed leading the session and again the participants and Martin seemed happy.   

Lunch stop. Martin Watkins standing, 

Patrick and the back of MR’s head! 



All that was needed now was the final decision from Patrick, for which I had a nervous wait until 

Saturday morning, but all was good and I was very, very happy to pass! 

Saturday was to be a more relaxed ski day so, after a hard week, I decided to take the free ski bus 

down into the valley to have a look around Rjukan, and the sports shops. It is a nice town but on this 

particular Saturday morning there was a distinct lack of people. 

Rjukan is the famous source of heavy water that the Nazi’s needed for their nuclear program, the 

delivery of which the allies thwarted as portrayed in the Heroes of Telemark film.  There is a museum 

as well as several other interesting attractions but I only had time to see three, being the two sports 

shops and the Light Mirrors.  

 

Anyway, I know it was the last day and too late to use them, but I bought myself some Madshus classic 

skis with the skin grips so next winter I am ready to go!  Some of you will probably be falling off your 

chairs now but yes, I am a total convert to the classic technique, something that could never have 

been imagined a few months ago! 

To round off the week, Saturday afternoon saw the traditional fancy dress ski competition.  I’m afraid 

I didn’t take part and didn’t get many photos but here’s a few below 

 

The valley is so deep that in the winter 

months no direct sunlight reaches the 

town so three huge mirrors were 

erected on top of the hill to the north 

and, under computer control, they 

follow the sun and direct light down 

into the town square. Even though it 

was a bright day and the sun was 

reaching into the town, the effect of 

the mirrors in the town square could 

be seen. 

 



             

 

 

 

To summarise, it was a fantastic week, the tuition excellent and appropriate for all and everyone was 

really friendly.  If you can go on next year’s course then do it, you will not regret it. 

As for value for money, the flights and hotel are what they are but the tuition was £350 for the 6 days. 

With Patrick, Martin and Posy being former Olympians, Barbara a former American junior champion 

and Alan, an international skier and full time ski coach in Europe and Australia, it does not come better.  

They were all great, approachable, happy to chat and I made a point of individually thanking all of 

them. 

One very important learning point for me was actually a reminder, of the great coaching and advice 

from Helen, Martin Appleby and Martin Roscoe that we receive week in and week out throughout the 

year.  Sometimes it is easy to take for granted but going on the course certainly reinforced this for me. 

I did learn new skills but was reminded and thank them for the things that they have already told me 

and which I had either forgotten or simply not put into practice! 

Cheers 

Richard 

 

 

 

   

Martin A (Santa) 

negotiating the stream 

Belly dancer Helen Posy and Barbara 


