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ultrA 
For Xc ski trAining
Why Would a Nordic Skier Spend the Summer Running 
Ultra-Distance Trail Races?

By Molly Zurn

acing ultra-distance trail runs during the off-season may seem like a questionable activity for Nordic ski racers. Running 
distances of 50k and longer could diminish skiers’ speed, most races start at an uncivilized early hour, they take all day, and 
it’s rare to finish without feeling sick, being in pain, and sustaining at least a few minor injuries (not to mention being 
exhausted). 
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year, I never skied over two hours. My off-season 
training for ultra-races and Sierra runs carried 
me through the winter. I was able to put aside 
endurance training and concentrate on speed, 
strength, and technique.

Scenery, friendship, and endurance can be ac-
complished on a training run. So, why race? A 
lot of people enjoy racing for the satisfaction of 
finishing, the camaraderie of their fellow racers, 
and the event festivities. I enjoy all this too. For 
me though, racing long distances is really about 
testing what my mind and body can handle. A 
race, with its aid stations, medical facilities, and 
sag wagons, is a safe place to see if I can run a 
particular distance. If I can’t, I know I can hobble 
to the next checkpoint and (humbly) ask a vol-
unteer to drive me back to my car.

Ultra trail races are about overcoming issues. 
It’s about staying with it when things aren’t go-
ing well. At the turn-around of this summer’s 
Tahoe Rim Trail 50 Mile Endurance Run, for ex-
ample, I saw I was only five minutes behind the 
leader (Note to Nordic ski racers: five minutes is 
close in a 50 mile run.). The problem was that my 
calves were starting to cramp and I knew I had 
at least four hours of racing ahead of me. Several 
times, I stumbled as a leg muscles seized. If this 
had been a 10k ski race, there probably wouldn’t 
have been time to recovery so I would have sim-
ply glided off the course and waited for the next 
weekend’s race. But this was a 50-mile trail race 
that would likely take me over nine hours to 
complete. Surely, if I stayed with it, if I stopped 
for a minute here and there and stretched, my 
calves would get better and I could carry on. So 
I waited (even after a particularly humiliating 
moment of passing the leader only to stumble to 
the ground) and eventually, my legs did relax. In 
fact, they recovered enough that on this particu-
lar day, I was able to pick up the pace and be the 
first woman across the line. I know there were 
physical and physiological factors in my favor—
as well as luck for who didn’t show up at the 

start line—but being patient and optimistic was 
what really what made for a successful race that 
day. I’ve had many more races where patience 
and a finish is all I take from a race. Last summer, 
I walked the last 20 miles of Western States 100 
Mile Endurance Run because no amount of men-
tal will could overcome my physical and physi-
ological issues (instead, it was my awesome crew 
and pacers who kept me going). A race finish is 
always satisfying for me but on that rare occa-
sion when everything works in my favor, nothing 
beats the thrill of racing fast.

I am able to apply the physical and mental 
benefits of ultra trailing racing to Nordic ski rac-
ing. The cross country ski races I do take less time 
to complete than my ultra-trail runs and they 
certainly contain more complex elements (tech-
nique, waxing, equipment, snow conditions etc.), 
but the races are still about suffering and risk-
taking. Can I go straight downhill without brak-
ing? How many uphills am I willing to sprint? 
Without a doubt, racing ultra distance trail runs 
gives me lots of opportunities to work on my 
mental strength which I can then apply to trying 
to go fast as I can on skis. I am always looking 
for ways to practice my mental strength because 
it seems to me the more I can work on this the 
more successful—or at least enjoyable—any of 
my racing experiences can be.

Ultra trail running does nothing for my speed. 
It doesn’t strengthen my upper body nor does it 
improve my ski technique. It also takes all day, 
time I don’t have during the work week. For all 
these reasons, I spend most of my summer week-
days going on short runs, lifting, doing intervals, 
and lately, even roller skiing. But, during sum-
mer and fall weekends, I love nothing more than 
spending all day running with friends in beauti-
ful places.
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Why then do some Far West Nordic skiers race 
ultras in the summer? Why would skiers (or any-
body for that matter) run these long distances 
on their own without the advantages of an or-
ganized race? Are there any benefits to spending 
the summer running and racing ultra-distances?

For me, first and foremost, training for ultra-
distance trail races is fun. It is a great excuse to 
spend hours with my friends and family and see 
in a day what would take me a week to see hik-
ing. This past August, for example, Bruce Eisner, 
June Lane, Ralph Johnson, Tucker Thole, (and 
Spot and Skippy) celebrated birthdays and a re-
tirement by running 23 miles from Twin Lakes to 
Buckeye Campground. We got to spend six hours 
together, laughing and chatting, all the while 
enjoying a backdrop of lakes, wildflowers, high 
alpine meadows, and mountain ranges. 

It’s also fun to come up with the routes for 
these single-day running adventures. Usually, 
one of us has been climbing or backcountry ski-
ing and spots a run-able trail. From there, we 
study topographic maps for accessible water 
sources and entry and exit points (or, if we’re 
lucky, a loop) that we think we can complete in a 
day. We even have fun naming our routes—“The 
Big Loop”, “The Too Big Loop”, “The Way Too Big 
Loop”, “The Grande Traverse” and “The Enchain-
ment” are among some of our more memorable 
ones. We’ve run from The Whitney Portal to On-
ion Valley (44 miles), North Lake to South Lake 
(54 miles), and South Lake to Onion Valley (62 
miles). These events can have some low points 
and usually have at least a few route-finding 
adventures. But for me, they are one of the best 
ways to spend time with my favorite people (and 
dogs). They remain among my fondest memo-
ries.

Running six, ten, twenty hours builds my 
endurance. That has always seemed obvious to 
me. What wasn’t always obvious was how long 
I could enjoy the benefits of ultra running. Last 

r t


