
Focused trAining clAssic skiing mAde siMPle

Much is made of how difficult classic ski-
ing is in the Sierra, mainly, of course, because 
of difficult grip waxing conditions. First, a 
bit about why classic skiing is so worthwhile. 
Then we’ll look at some of the difficulties and 
few strategies to make it a bit easier.

• Cross training is one of the benefits of 
doing both classic and skate skiing. Cross 
training allows you to get the aerobic sys-
tem fired up but not fatigue exactly the same 
muscles in exactly the same way. 

• Some snow conditions are just not great 
for skating but are very good for classic ski-
ing. Cold slow powder snow feels like you 
are skating on sandpaper, but is very easy to 
grip wax for. Soft warm snow can make the 
skating unpleasantly slow, but a good pair of 
waxless skis can be lots of fun.

• Classic skiing offers a new and real chal-
lenge. Becoming a very good classic skier is 
harder than becoming an accomplished skate 
skier. Skate skiers are used to being on one 
ski at a time, so certainly have the balance 
needed to learn classic. Classic skiing can 
help you improve your skating! 

• Classic skiing is the technique of choice 
in the backcountry. Much of the classic tech-
nique you learn in the tracks can be applied 
in the backcountry. 

• Being a classic skier allows you to ski 
with more people.

• Most importantly, you can ski the new 
race from Tahoe City to Northstar in the clas-
sic division!

Classic skiing is not all a bed of roses 
though—there are difficulties. Getting the 
proper amount of grip and glide is central to 
enjoying classic skiing. Waxing can be con-
fusing, time consuming and messy. It can not 
always be made to work. If you are only skate 
skiing now, getting into classic will require an 
investment in equipment.

If you’d like to take up classic skiing and 
avoid frustrations, you might want two pair 
of classic skis. On glazed polished hard track, 
patterned-base skis like Crowns won’t work 
optimally. In fresh wet snow it may be impos-

sible, or at least very difficult, to get a wax-
able ski to work. The new “chemical bases” 
work in very specific conditions only, and will 
fail outside those conditions. I’d recommend 
a waxable pair with a universal flex and a 
pair of mechanical grip (fishscale) waxless 
skis. On a day you are planning to classic ski, 
bring them both with you! Plus, you’ll need 
classic or combi boots and shorter (by 10 cm. 
or so) poles.

When you decide to buy your grip wax buy 
the whole line of hard wax and klister from 
whatever company you choose. OK, there’s 
a few you could skip but not too many! By 
Murphy’s Law, the one you’ll get ‘later’, you 
will need tomorrow! Buy a cork for hard wax. 
Buy wax remover now, not when your skis 
are stuck to your hand with klister. Carry rags 
in your kit. You may want a snow thermom-
eter. On a day you are going to classic ski, 
bring your whole kit with you!

Make sure you have a way to carry a cou-
ple of hard waxes or a tube of klister while 
you ski. A water bottle belt with a pocket 
works well.

OK, now you have all the weapons. You 
can try every wax that makes sense. You can 
make small adjustments on the trail. You can 
clean up any mess without assistance. You 
can jump on the fishscales if all else fails!

Budget enough time for waxing. If you 
have a two hour window and must train for 
an hour and fifty five minutes, maybe you 
should skate that day. Plan your classic days 
when you have a little extra time.

Have a strategy for how you will transport 
klistered skis in the car. You can clean them 
each time you finish. You can put them in a 
dedicated ski sleeve or bag. After kind of dis-
appearing for a few years, a nice light sleeve 
is available this year from Salomon. You can 
find a way to place them in the car with the 
bases firmly held upwards. Don’t park in the 
sun for too long! I’ve seen people cover their 
klister with tape to keep it from sticking to 
the dog.

Know the conditions ahead of time. Check 
the forecast the night before you will clas-

sic ski. Especially note the low for the night and 
the high for the next day. Purchase a thermometer 
with a remote sensor that can be placed outdoors. 
I’ve found these for $20. If you are up early or late 
you can easily compare the forecast low with real-
ity.

Do some of the work ahead of time so waxing 
is split into short easy jobs. If you’ve been skiing 
klister for a week, but the storm of the century is 
forecast, get that stuff off tonight! In the morning 
all you have to do is put on hard wax.

Learn how to wax: Reading a wax guide from 
the manufacturer is useful, but ask for help! Ask at 
your ski area. Ask at your retail shop. Check for wax 
clinics at these places. Ask the first person you see 
classic skiing. Most folks you meet will at least tell 
you what they are on. Some will talk your ear off 
and you will have to devise a strategy to escape!

Learn classic technique. Your area ski school is 
just dying to teach you how to classic ski! Take a 
few lessons there and then look for clinics at your 
favorite ski area.

See you out there!

Gary Schmitt a former top instructor and is cur-
rently the owner of Sierra Nordic, one of Califor-
nia’s exclusive cross country ski retailers, situated 
near the tracks of Royal Gorge on Donner Summit.
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