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Desire is like a force. One force is generated by our thoughts, and one is generated naturally within our hearts, and just where these forces are directed determines how useful or harmful they are.

Maharaji


FOREWORD: THE FIRE AND THE FORM

Since the publication of The Inner Game of Tennis in 1974, it has been most interesting to observe the radical changes in how skiing is taught. I was surprised to find that many professional ski instructors were eagerly exploring the ideas presented in that book, even more than were most tennis instructors. Well before I decided to coauthor Inner Skiing with Bob Kriegel, ski instructors at Vail and Aspen were actively applying the Inner Game principles and techniques to the teaching of skiing.

Although I did not know it at the time, this interest was due in no small measure to the groundwork and pedagogical leadership of Austrian-born Horst Abraham. Abraham was the director of education and development at the Vail Ski School and served in the same capacity for the national organization of ski instructors (PSIA) for thirteen years. Educated in Vienna, he had earned the highest certification status in Austria, France, and Germany as a ski instructor, but early in his career he began to openly question the validity of the authoritarian Austrian teaching style. He finally left the country, pressured by the Austrian ski gurus who felt challenged by his desire to innovate. Coming to America, he found a supportive reception in Aspen and later in Vail, where he combined broad knowledge of ski techniques with the ideas of psychologists Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow, and other educational thinkers. Gradually, the ski world saw a refreshing shift away from rigid uniformity and toward teaching and learning methods designed to explore and facilitate the natural learning process.

So in the mid-seventies when Abraham invited me to address the assembled body of ski instructors at Vail Mountain about the Inner Game, I was surprised to find over two hundred instructors assembled. I started my talk by trying to explain how the principle of nonjudgmental awareness applied to the teaching of skiing. Within a few minutes, I noticed that although the instructors seemed to be listening, they were sitting in rather defensive positions in their chairs. Guessing the reason, I immediately changed directions. Dropping all references to skiing, I shifted the focus to an account of what I had learned about the natural learning process while teaching tennis. Immediately the defenses dropped. The instructors shifted forward in their chairs and hung on every word, laughing and clearly making connections with their own experience. When I finished, they expressed their appreciation with a standing ovation.

Afterward, instructor after instructor came up to talk with me and in effect said the same thing: “You know, Tim, it’s the same in skiing!” “Really?” I would say, feigning surprise. “In what ways is it the same?” With professional competitiveness out of the way, the instructors were willing to openly discuss their observations about the efficacy of simple awareness of edges and skis, turns, or even gravity. They also related anecdotes of how that self-critical, overcontrolling voice I called Self 1 was as much of a hindrance on the ski slopes as on the tennis courts.

As in tennis, the skier was at his or her best only when the mind was quiet and focused. Then skiers experienced the spontaneous excellence that was characteristic of Self 2 in all sports. It became obvious that instructors and students alike needed to become adept at quieting their judgmental, overly analytical Self 1 in order to gain access to the innate and magical competencies of their Self 2.

Ideas like these might have been considered too far out at that time if Abraham had not paved the way for them. Fortunately, he and his colleagues on the Education Committee knew enough to assemble specialists in the field of biomechanics, education, kinesiology, and psychology so it would be difficult to easily dismiss such new thinking and practice. As ski instructors experimented with this more student-and learning-centered approach, many found that they could help skiers avoid much of the frustration and awkwardness previously thought to be a normal part of learning to ski. When the traditional request to conform to “proper form” was replaced with an open invitation to explore possibilities, students became more in touch with their bodies. As a result, their inherent natural learning abilities had a better chance to emerge.

Soon there was an energetic, ongoing conversation in the skiing community about fundamental principles and techniques of teaching core skiing skills. One of the reasons ski instructors could move ahead of the coaches of other sports in understanding the learning process was that they had regular interaction with one another. Unlike the pros at golf and tennis clubs, most ski instructors are part of ski schools that often comprise hundreds of instructors who meet together, teach on the same mountain, and have daily occasion to discuss and debate learning and teaching ideas. Moreover, the methodology used by any particular ski school could add or detract from the school’s reputation and thus become a significant factor influencing the profitability of the resort. Revenues reflect the number of new beginners attracted as well as the retention of repeat students. Therefore, each school wanted to be known as having the most advanced and user-friendly methods of instruction.

Yet it was because of the intellectual leadership of people like Horst Abraham, a true educator, that the conversation reached higher degrees of sophistication. Through his leadership, a new approach to ski instruction called the American Teaching Method emerged. ATM combined an understanding of the human learning process with new observations about effective technique in a way that was very distinct from earlier Austrian dogma. It presented the international ski world with an alternative to the European domination of ski teaching and brought with it a greater focus on the student.

Around the same time, Inner Skiing emerged on the scene and became popular enough among skiers to make The New York Times Book Review’s nonfiction best-seller list. The book showed how skiing could be learned directly from experience. There were two keys to learning from experience. The first involved a heightened, nonjudgmental awareness in the moment. This awareness was gained by paying ever-increasing attention to what happens in different parts of the body, as well as to the precise action of the skis on the given terrain. The second key was the simple trust in one’s potential gained directly from experience. The skiers who learned how to trust themselves improved their performance without having to rely on a menu of “do’s and don’ts” issued by instructors to make your body move in conformity with their current model of “good skiing.” In order to achieve desired levels of awareness and trust, it was necessary, the book put forth, to quiet the critical and overcontrolling voices in the mind.

Not surprisingly, the response from ski instructors to these principles was mixed. A lively debate ensued around such ideas as nonjudgmental body and ski awareness, playful learning, imagery, learning from experience, exploration, engaging in the magic of rhythmic movement, dealing with fear, facilitating learning rather than teaching, and exploring domains of skills rather than teaching rigid technique. Those who had firsthand experience of the natural learning phenomena discovered that the principles were valid and found methods of instruction that took a great deal of pressure off both instructor and student. Skiers and many instructors felt less constrained and were able to explore the expression of their own bodies and unique personalities through their skiing and teaching. It not only made learning to ski easier and more fun, but for many it allowed skiing to become a metaphor for the freedom and autonomy that they wanted to bring into the rest of their lives.

At the same time, there was defensiveness on the part of those instructors who were not ready to let go of teaching standardized skiing technique. Of course, this position found valid support from the obvious fact that technical knowledge of skiing can be an asset in the learning process. The debate became somewhat polarized between ATM, which used technique as background knowledge and favored the simplicity of the inner skiing approach, and those who wanted to teach technique alone. The latter group relied on curriculum-focused teaching and were a force pulling the pendulum toward formalism and teacher dependency. Not surprisingly, some students wanted instructors who would yell the “do’s and don’ts” at them. After all, that’s what most of us have been conditioned to think we are paying for! Many instructors felt it difficult to find an appropriate balance between what they saw as a “soft” humanistic approach to learning and the “hard” technical disciplines.

The original version of Inner Skiing was clearly on the natural-learning side of this debate primarily because its true advantages had not been adequately represented. Even now, I find little that I would want to change in the original text. The principles and techniques are as valid now as they ever were. Principles such as body awareness, trusting natural instincts, learning by paying attention, and the simple enjoyment of skiing no longer seem new to most. And it is now common understanding that there is a big difference between knowing something in the head and knowing it in one’s body. Yet overinstruction on the part of instructors and overcontrol on the part of the skier still get in the way of spontaneous excellence on the slopes.

One of the instructional myths that prevailed in skiing as well as tennis and golf was that one should imitate the pros. If you want to learn how to swing or turn correctly, observe the best as they swing or turn and then do likewise. The observation of pros at their best was made easier by advances in video camera technology that could slow rapid movements so they could be analyzed and described in detail. Using the same technology, skiers, with the help of their instructors, could analyze where their technique differed from that of the pros. Then they could go back to the slopes and try to make the appropriate changes.

Of course the mistake in this kind of thinking is that what is right for the pro may not be right for the recreational skier. Even though an acorn has the potential to become an oak, it doesn’t mean that it can reach that potential by imitating the full-grown tree. For example, racers who are recorded at high speeds will make moves that no skier could make at slower speeds without falling over.

Realizing that the new teaching philosophy was leaving most skiers and many instructors somewhat bewildered, Abraham and his team added structure to the system by emphasizing universal core skills such as dynamic balance, pressure control, edging, and rotary movements. These core skills were meant to become the “playing field” for both learners and instructors to allow for exploration and discovery of an integrated development of skills. This approach added a simplicity and spirit of innovation that brought new life to learning the sport and, after a few years, gained international respect.

Later, after the broad acceptance of this approach, the spirit of discovery that had given it birth began to fade. Instructors focused on the new structural elements of the method as if they were final forms, and rigidity started to set in again. Milton Beens, the current education director of the PSIA, and one of the originators of Centerline, pointed out to me recently that as soon as any method becomes accepted and instructors are required to teach it to be certified, the underlying strength of the method tends to be replaced by rote learning and dogmatism without true understanding. Living in a culture that is very results-oriented, it is easy for part-time ski instructors to settle for teaching whatever they are told to teach instead of making the effort to think for themselves and to understand the dynamics of learning itself.

So the pendulum swings in small and wide arcs between the fire of spontaneous learning and the form of dogmatism of one kind or another. Not being a student of skiing technique itself, I have never been interested in the debates about which “outer” technique is better than another. Inner Skiing is about how best to learn whatever technique you decide you want to learn. Chapter 7, “Discovering Skiing Technique,” is a new chapter that puts forth a simple way of bridging the gap between the methodology of natural learning and that of technical instruction without bias as to the school of instruction. The focus is on learning how to learn and how to get out of your own way. This chapter will offer a way of using technical knowledge to facilitate natural learning without the crippling judgments, doubts, and other obstacles that normally attend it.

In addition to the growth of instructional understanding, the ski world has seen a continuous development in skiing equipment. This has had significant impact on the process of learning to ski and caused changes in technique itself. As in tennis and golf, the use of new materials and the changes in size and shape of the equipment have required of recreational and professional skiers alike a continuous willingness to learn and to adapt to change. From my point of view, this is a welcome influence. Anything that prompts us to adapt, change, and keep learning not only moves us to overcome our human tendency to get stuck in rigid patterns, but also prepares us for the kind of learning that is now a necessity in a rapidly changing world.

I find it fascinating and even somewhat amusing to note that just when the pendulum in skiing doctrine was swinging again to the “rigid” side, snowboarding landed on the slopes with an unceremonious but loud exclamation: “We’re here! And we’re not interested in any doctrine. We are inventing a totally new way of moving ourselves over the snow and through the air above the snow.” Of course at first this voice came from the young, the brave, and the restless, intent on pushing not only the limits of their freedom, but sometimes the boundaries of safety as well. Early on, there were no formal instructors of the sport. Snowboarding was being invented by those who wanted to break out of every mold by exploring new possibilities and avoiding conformity to old ones. New moves and more radical tricks, as well as a whole new language to describe and praise them, were being designed every day. At the same time boots, bindings, and boards were being tweaked and fixed by the innovative boarders who were using them. The snowboarder had no choice but to learn from experience. The spirit of this developing sport has been contagious and the pace of its innovation “gnarly” to say the least. It is helping to push the pendulum, stuck for a time in the realm of formalism, back again toward the fire of freedom.

For better or worse, the first stage of the sport has passed. People over thirty can be seen carving turns on boards now made by sophisticated manufacturers. Glossy magazines are advertising snowboarding equipment; books of instruction are appearing, and snowboarding instructors are available at most ski resorts. And of course national and international associations have emerged that want to regulate and hopefully preserve the innovative spirit that brought this new and rapidly growing sport into being.

Chapter 9, “Learning to Snowboard,” looks at the benefits of learning to snowboard as well as an approach to doing so with relative safety and ease. Perhaps what is most difficult about learning to snowboard is also the most beneficial. I asked Pat McNamara, a fifty-three-year-old competitive snowboarder who teaches many skiers the joys he has found in snowboarding, what was most difficult for skiers in learning to snowboard. He explained that the learning curve in snowboarding was much faster than in skiing but that experienced skiers sometimes found it difficult to become beginners again. “It takes a kind of humility that is not going to resist starting again on the bunny slopes even after being able to ski down black diamond slopes with total control.”

The willingness to be a beginner is an essential ingredient to being a good learner—no matter what your level of expertise. It is the willingness to “not know” and to be comfortable with not knowing that makes both children and adults able to learn without fear. For me to do this, I have to drop my image of competence and be willing to start anew. This is the same kind of transition that many skiers may also be facing in their work lives as new technologies and reorganizations require mastering totally new skills. Modern life is not very kind to ruts. Everyone is being required to unlearn old ways of doing things and to be able to adapt to changes without losing balance. We are all being called to rediscover the inherent talent for learning we have as human beings—even if it takes some humility.

So “Learning to Snowboard” is not so much about snowboarding as it is about learning. It is about how and why one might want to consider learning to snowboard. It is about the value of not getting stuck in ruts, and it is about learning how to learn in a way that does not push the envelope of safety to extreme limits. Whether or not the reader is already engaged in snowboarding or has already decided never to put two feet sideways on a single plank, this chapter is an invitation to find your balance between the fire of what is spontaneous and new and the form that distills the best of what is old.

I have always seen skiing as an expression of the human desire to extend freedom and range of movement. Whether on one or two boards, it will always be thrilling to glide down terrain at speeds many times faster than feet alone allow. To do so with grace, elegance, and courage will never lose its attraction. So above all sports that I know, skiing is one that should never be overprescribed. This is not the sport for practicing conforming to boundaries and doctrines. It is a sport for experiencing one’s freedom and trust in one’s inner balance. This alone can assure the necessary outer balance while moving at high speed.

Skiing is also a sport where one is vulnerable to the injury of self or others. New equipment that’s faster, slicker, and sharper makes it easier to reach speeds beyond one’s control. On the wide-open slopes groomed by the modern ski areas, it’s easier than ever to not realize how fast you are actually going until you have to stop to avoid someone. Everyone on the slopes needs a heightened awareness of others on the mountain as well as of the limits of his or her own abilities to keep in control. This sport can be a matchless metaphor for modern life, which continuously calls on us to master movement through ever-changing and unexpected terrain while remaining conscious enough to protect the safety of ourselves and others.

I hope that this new edition of Inner Skiing will increase your level of enjoyment of this magnificent sport and at the same time bring greater ease and effectiveness to your learning and growth, both on and off the ski slopes.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The reader of a book written by two people deserves an explanation of how the authors combined their efforts. Though I realized that Inner Game principles had a practical contribution to make to skiing, my background in the sport was limited, and Bob Kriegel had not only the necessary experience in skiing and psychology, but also a practical understanding of the Inner Game. Consequently Inner Skiing is truly a collaborative effort; each of us shared in its conception and in the writing. Generally we would tape long discussions on the content and organization of each chapter, and from this Bob would then write a first draft. (For this reason the first person almost always refers to Bob.) I would write the second draft, and then we would polish this together.

The changes in this revised edition, including the Foreword and the chapters “Discovering Skiing Technique” and “Learning to Snowboard,” are authored by myself.

—T.G.
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1
SKIING IS MORE THAN A PARALLEL TURN

INNER SKIING

There is a magic in skiing when all is going well that transcends anything I have experienced in other sports. As I soar down a mountainside letting my body find its own balance in turn after turn, my mind as clear as the cold air against my face, my heart feels as warm as the sun, and I attain a level of experience which compels me to return to the snow for more and more of the same.

But too often this magic turns to misery. Apprehensive thoughts intrude and I lose natural rhythm, repeat old mistakes, and fall needlessly. I pick myself up cold, wet, and discouraged, wondering if skiing is worth the trouble after all. Will I ever get off the seemingly endless plateau in my progress and ski the way I’d like to? Will I ever soar again? Something tells me not to count on it, but another voice urges me to try.

The purpose of Inner Skiing is to increase the magic of skiing and decrease the misery—to bypass the frustrations that inhibit its joy and freedom, and to learn how to reach that state of mind in which we not only appreciate the sport but perform at our best. The premise of this approach is that primarily it is neither external conditions nor lack of technical expertise that prevents us from experiencing skiing at its best, but the doubts, fears, and thoughts within our own heads. The Inner Skier comes to recognize that his greatest challenge, and consequently his greatest possibilities, lies in overcoming the self-imposed mental limitations that prevent the full expression of his physical potential.

The fears and doubts in the mind are automatically transferred to the body in the form of tension, rigidity, and awkwardness, preventing us not only from moving fluidly, but also from seeing the terrain clearly. Inner Skiing aims to develop the skills necessary to recognize and overcome these inner obstacles. Using this approach, the skier learns the art of relaxed concentration and to trust his body’s potential to learn and perform. He discovers that the secret to success in skiing lies in not trying too hard, and that his best teacher is his own experience. He develops a true sense of self-confidence that allows him to view falls and mistakes as learning opportunities rather than reasons for anger and frustration.

The Inner Game approach is hardly new. It is similar to the natural way that, as children, we learned to walk, talk, or throw a ball. It uses the unconscious, rather than the deliberately self-conscious, mind. This process doesn’t have to be learned; we already know it. All that is needed is to unlearn the habits and concepts that interfere with our natural learning ability, and to trust the innate intelligence of our bodies.

The principles of the Inner Game approach to learning and to maximum performance are basically the same for most sports and other activities, but each sport presents its own unique inner and outer challenges. Tennis requires sustained visual concentration during long periods of physical exertion. Distance running offers special opportunities to overcome boredom and develop endurance. Golf demands the subtlest kind of mental concentration and kinesthetic control. Team sports teach us cooperation and how to sacrifice individual egos for the benefit of the team. The remainder of this chapter concerns the often-neglected opportunities offered by the special nature of skiing to learn some things more universally applicable than how to make a parallel turn. The parallel turn is not difficult once we rediscover how to learn.

LETTING GO OF WHAT YOU THINK YOU KNOW

Remember how strange and awkward it felt the first time you stepped into ski boots and strapped those long boards onto your feet? Remember how frightened and out of control you felt when you tried to move?

Most sports have one characteristic in common. Whether it is baseball, basketball, tennis, golf, hiking, climbing, or boxing, the way we move on the earth is by walking or running. Even as beginners ignorant of the rudiments of these sports, we at least know how to move. But in skiing we must slide rather than walk or run, and so we relate to the ground and move on it in an entirely different way. When we first stand on a pair of skis we lose that feeling of having a firm foothold on solid ground. A slight shift of weight can cause us to lose our balance and fall.

Thus, in skiing we must confront a basic fear: loss of the familiar.

This feeling of uncertainty is similar to the first time we put our feet on the pedals of a bicycle, pushed off the wall of an ice-skating rink or tried to stay afloat in water. Just as in these other activities, learning to ski requires first being willing to let go of one known sense of control in order to gain another. In trying to do so, few of us escape a sense of panic. Learning to swim, we flail around in the water desperately trying to stay afloat. In skiing we hold our bodies rigid, hoping to prevent ourselves from falling. But our struggle to maintain control in a new medium usually interferes with more than it helps the effort to achieve that goal. Fighting the new element prevents us from adapting to it.

Our situation as a beginning skier is similar to being in a room when the lights go out. In pitch-blackness our eyes—the primary means for gathering information about our world—are useless; we are literally in the dark. If we panic and grope blindly for the light, inevitably we will bump into objects and damage them or ourselves. On the other hand, if we allow our eyes to adjust to the dark, shapes will start to emerge and we will again feel secure. Similarly, in trying to ski, if we don’t panic and fight the experience of sliding, our bodies soon grow accustomed to this new form of locomotion and we gain a sense of confidence.

Not having his basic references for moving his body, the frightened beginning skier tries to cling to his old and familiar ways. When trying to slow down or stop, his first reaction is to lean back and dig in his heels, just as he would when walking or running. In trying to prevent himself from falling down, he leans uphill. But in skiing, the laws of movement are different, and leaning back only makes you go faster, while leaning uphill causes the skis to slide out from under you. To the beginner, this reaction of his skis is as confusing as if he had stepped on the brakes of his car, only to find it accelerating. He panics even more and leans back still further in a desperate attempt to stop, which causes him to increase speed, lose balance, and fall.

I will always remember my first time on skis. I rode a rope tow to the top of a small hill, positioned myself in a basic snowplow as I had seen other beginners do, and pushed off. As soon as I began moving I became petrified at not knowing how to stop or slow down. My body, bent almost in half, was stiff with fear; I felt that if I relaxed one tightened muscle I would crash to the ground. In effect, I was a sliding statue. At first, whenever I began going too fast or reached the bottom, I would fall backward, the only way I knew to stop. After a few runs, when I began to descend less slowly, the falls became more spectacular. Looking for a less painful way to stop, I tried unsuccessfully to stab my poles into the snow in front of me. My frustration only made me more determined to try still harder, biting my tongue and tensing my jaw. But the more I tried, the tighter I became, and the more I fell.

Finally I said to myself, The hell with it. I’m going to stop fighting the hill and just ski. If I fall, I fall. I can’t do any worse than I’m doing now. With this I felt a little more relaxed, and though it was scary to just let myself slide down, and though I still felt out of control, I didn’t fall as frequently. After a few more runs, I started feeling my skis and noticing what happened when I leaned to one side or the other, or backward and forward. Gradually, by going with this new sliding motion, I began to gain a little control. Though I knew I wasn’t turning properly, I was soon able to get where I wanted and to stop without falling. I was going to learn to ski after all!

Like anything else, learning to ski is a process of discovery that comes primarily from the experience itself. As we let go of our preconceived notions about how to move, we feel what it is like to slide on the snow. Without straining, our body learns from its experience, just as it did when learning to swim or ride a bike. By not resisting this new experience as we negotiate a slope we can learn far more than simply a new form of locomotion; we learn how to deal with the unexpected wherever we encounter it. We discover that we can adapt to strange or different experiences only when we are willing to let go of our dependence on old concepts.

A CHANCE TO OVERCOME FEAR

As he improves, the skier naturally wants to ski faster and take more difficult runs, to leave the slopes on which he is comfortable and try something new. But while taking his first chair to the top of the mountain or attempting a harder trail is exciting, it is also frightening.

Exceeding previous limits always involves risk and usually some fear, but it is the natural growth process that started when we first left the comfort and safety of the womb. The first time we attempt a more difficult slope, we take a chance on losing control; we may fall and get hurt or fail and be humiliated. Risk is like a pendulum: at one end of the swing is the excitement of growth and discovery; at the other end is fear.

Fear, which is probably the biggest obstacle to any learning process, is a repressive force. It exists in the mind, and almost always it is based on something that might happen in the future, rather than what is happening now. As Don Juan, the Yaqui Indian sorcerer, says, it is “the first of man’s natural enemies … a terrible enemy, treacherous and difficult to overcome … If the man terrified in its presence runs away, his enemy will have put an end to his quest … he will never learn.”

Learning to confront and overcome fear is one of the biggest challenges and opportunities in skiing. But it is not easy; in fact, it is often more difficult to overcome fear than to actually ski the slope itself. Yet as Don Juan says, “He must not run away, he must defy his fear … and take the next step in learning … and a moment will come when this enemy will retreat.”

A skier may resist this challenge, saying, “I just want to learn to ski, not to overcome fear.” But fear will slow his learning, and if and when he does improve despite remaining fearful, the skills he has mastered will be limited to the slopes. The Inner Skier chooses to confront and overcome fear. As a result, he improves not only his skiing, but also the quality of his life. Chapter 4, “Fear of Falling, Failing, and Flying,” will treat this subject more comprehensively.

COOPERATING WITH NATURE

Watch an expert skier descend a trail: he flows like water in a mountain stream. He shifts weight to one side, then another, producing a series of smooth looping turns. By the slightest move of his legs his direction changes. It seems so simple and natural; in contrast to the beginner’s movements his seem effortless.

Skiing is similar to riding a bicycle downhill. Both acts require less physical and mental effort than we imagine. On a bike we need only sit, hold the handlebars, and let the hill take us. As we pick up speed the bike responds to subtle movements of our hands with nearly no effort on our part. We lean slightly into each turn; balance is maintained without conscious thought, and the power is supplied by gravity. Skiing, too, can be effortless when we cooperate with gravity’s forces instead of fighting them.

In most sports we rely on our own power to run or jump, throw a ball, or swing a racket. But in skiing, gravity provides the power and pulls us down the slope. The only exertion necessary is to play with the pull—checking, turning, slowing, and directing our movement.

Learning to play with this natural force is a useful experience in everyday living. From it we can learn to act in harmony with our changing surroundings, other people, and ourselves. Relying on gravity clearly demonstrates the advantages of blending with and using existing forces to move toward a chosen goal.

During an off-mountain session of an Inner Skiing workshop I asked for two volunteers of about the same size. Keith, a young, bearded psychologist, and Arnie, a rugged-looking real estate entrepreneur in his forties, came forward. “Stand facing each other and hold your hands out shoulder height so that you are touching palms,” I instructed. “Now the goal of this exercise is to get the other person off balance. You can move your hands any way you want. The only rule is that you can’t move your feet, and that your hands must keep touching the other person’s with the palms open. Okay, begin.”

All became quiet as Keith and Arnie started moving their hands in big circles, giving a push here, a feint there. Then Arnie gave a hard shove forward, almost knocking Keith over backward. Recovering, Keith also started pushing in earnest. For the next few minutes the only sounds were the grunts of the two participants as they strained for an advantage.

Suddenly it seemed as if Keith was winning. Using his superior strength, he was slowly pushing Arnie’s arms backward. All looked lost for Arnie, until abruptly he relaxed his arms, causing Keith to lurch forward.

“Perfect,” I said as everybody clapped and the two men sat down. “When Keith and Arnie tried to resist each other’s strength, they used a lot of energy and tired quickly. But eventually Arnie won by blending with Keith’s force and using it to his advantage. Blending, a basic principle in the martial arts, can also be used in skiing, teaching us when to flow with the force of gravity and when to resist it.”

Later that morning I could feel fear in the air as a group of us stood at the top of a steep, moguled slope. “Maybe we should try another slope,” Kerry said hesitantly. “This looks like crash city.” A few others agreed.

“Let’s try looking at the bumps in a different way,” I suggested, trying to ease the tension. “Look at the slope as if it were an opponent in the ‘push hands’ game. Let’s try to use the moguls to help us turn, instead of fighting against them the way most of us usually do.”

The others in the group were hesitant, but Diane, who had been quite silent all week, suddenly came alive. “We can even thank them for helping us,” she suggested.

“Fine,” said Keith. “Let’s thank every mogul we use,” and he started off.

Everybody followed, and it was comical to hear eight skiers going down this difficult slope yelling out “Thank you.” Everyone seemed more relaxed and skied better, and those who fell didn’t seem to mind. At the bottom, they all were laughing and wanted to do it again. Befriending our enemy had been fun and also had done much to improve our skiing.

SITUATION SKIING

Skiing is a sport of changes; no two runs are ever the same. Snow that is soft and smooth in the morning becomes rutted and packed down later in the day. Moguls increase in size as skiers keep pushing snow into them. The texture of the surface itself changes with shifts in temperature or exposure to the sun.

“Skiing is a sport of diversity, of differences,” says Jean-Claude Killy, the Olympic triple gold medal winner. “To get more out of the mountain and from ourselves, it is important to learn to adjust to these different situations.” In powder we sit back slightly on the tails of our skis, whereas if we did this on hardpack we would lose balance.

Many times I have skied a slope that I had taken only a few hours before. Thinking that I know it well enough, I will take it for granted and let my mind wander, when suddenly I’ll hit the unexpected—a patch of ice, a bare spot or a new mogul—and be thrown off balance, lose my rhythm, perhaps even fall. When you have preconceived notions about a slope, you won’t truly experience it. You see the slope as you think it is, or as it was before, rather than as it is now. When you hit something, it comes as a surprise. This is the mountain’s way of saying “Pay attention.”

With an awareness that each run is different, we tend to concentrate more. Taking less for granted, we are more alert, our feeling for our skis and the snow increases, and our sensitivity to any changes in the terrain heightens. When the mind is in this state of alertness, the body is poised and ready to respond to any situation. Not only does our skiing improve, but we also have more fun.

The more we realize that nothing in this world ever stays the same, and that change is the only constant, the more acute our perceptions will be. We begin to see the world as it is, rather than through the screen of past concepts. The present seems alive and fresh, and we are more able to respond appropriately to the novelty and difference inherent in each moment.

SLOWING DOWN TO SEE

When I lived in New York City, I remember longing to spend a few days in the country away from the cement, fumes, and frantic rush. I’d dream about walking through the woods, feeling the earth under my feet, seeing the sky overhead. Then I’d get away for a weekend and be in such a hurry I’d never even notice where I was.

What was I doing on these trips? Frantic skiing, of course. My friends and I would leave the city on Friday evening, drive for five hours and arrive exhausted. Nevertheless, we’d awaken at dawn, gulp down breakfast, and rush to the mountain, where we’d ski all day, not stopping even for lunch. The only chance we had to relax was in the lift lines, but of course we were tense there as well, moaning about how slowly the lines were moving. Whenever the chair stopped, the delay was like death.

For all the nature I took in on those weekends, I might as well have been skiing in the Manhattan subway. Sure, I’d be looking out at my surroundings, but mostly to gauge how long the lift line was going to be, or on which slope the snow was best.

Then one Saturday I was coming alone down a big bowl, only to find, after thirty yards, that it was crusty and unskiable. I was too far down to return to the top, so I had to cross over and hike uphill to reach an adjoining slope. I was really annoyed; precious skiing time was being wasted. When I reached the top of the slope, I was out of breath and stopped to rest. At this moment the light on a patch of snow caught my eye. It looked as if the snow was bursting with all the colors of the spectrum. Suddenly it occurred to me that in all my years of skiing in some of the most beautiful places in the world, I had never really opened my eyes. I looked around, seeing as if for the first time the colors of the trees, the snow, the sky, and the shapes of the mountains on the horizon.

That evening, still moved by this encounter with nature, I decided to stay in our lodge rather than go partying with my friends. Watching the fire dance in the hearth, I realized that the way I had been skiing was a reflection of my life. Everything was done in a rush; I worked, came home, changed clothes, and went out again. I thought I had to move fast or I’d be left behind.

Seeing that light reflecting off the snow changed my approach and attitude not just to skiing, but to life in general. Today I would rather take my time feeling the exhilaration of my body in motion, and observing the beauty of my surroundings, than rush down the mountain in order to get in a few more runs. I also see the futility of thinking that more is necessarily better, whether in ski runs or possessions. I have begun to pay more attention to the quality of what I am doing rather than to the quantity.

TO WIN IS TO ENJOY

When we participate in a sport in which the object is winning or reaching a destination point, we tend to think about the score, the goal, the end of the journey. Our efforts are concentrated on what we must do to beat our opponent, and if we aren’t winning, we aren’t enjoying. But the pleasures of skiing lie in being totally involved, in the way we feel when the body is in motion—the delight in a turn skillfully executed, the sense of our own natural rhythm and flow. The goal is a feeling of harmony both with ourselves and with our environment. The prize is in the process itself. Hence, skiing can teach us something that is often overlooked in our goal-oriented daily activities: the importance of enjoying the process. From it we can learn that without appreciating the path, reaching the goal is often meaningless. Moreover, we discover that games of all kinds are more often won when first they are enjoyed.

So there is more to skiing than learning parallel turns. For the skier who recognizes the further possibilities his sport offers for learning how to learn, for overcoming fears and self-doubt, for gaining concentration and appreciation for nature, skiing becomes re-creation in the original sense of the word: an opportunity to discover something important about oneself and to learn skills that improve not only one’s skiing but the quality of one’s life.
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BREAKTHROUGH RUNS

All of us have had those incredible runs when for some reason everything seems to click and we ski so much better than usual that we surprise ourselves. Turns we’ve been struggling with are suddenly easy. Frustrations vanish and we become totally absorbed in the joy of the moment. The usual mental straggle—trying to do everything right, worrying about how we look or about falling and failing—is forgotten. Enjoyment is so intense that we don’t even think of making a mistake—and we don’t. The thinking mind is in a state of rest; awareness is at a peak. For a time, self-imposed limitations are forgotten; we are skiing unconsciously.

Runs like these make us forget tight boots, cold hands, long lift lines, and the eternal dissatisfaction of not skiing as well as we want to. It is the memory of these magical moments that draws us back to the slopes time and again in hopes of recapturing them.

Jan, a twenty-two-year-old college student who had told me that she thought she was too uncoordinated to learn to ski, had just such an experience the fourth day she was on skis.

“It was the first time I took a run and really felt in control,” she said. “Up to that point, I was always hesitant, holding back and scared to death. I usually felt so awkward that I didn’t believe I could ever learn to make a proper turn. But all my doubts left me on that run. For the first time I felt loose and relaxed, and for some reason it was easy to stop and turn wherever I wanted. I couldn’t believe it; I wasn’t even afraid of falling. After that one run I felt like a skier!”

“How did that happen?” I asked.

“That’s the funny thing, I can’t tell you what I did—in fact, I don’t think I did anything! It just seemed to happen, and I went with it. I felt so free and light!” Jan was obviously still enraptured by the memory of that moment.

I once had a similar experience. I had skied hard all day, but not very well. This was to be my last run, and I resolved to take it easy on a slope that was challenging but not too difficult. But instead of pushing off right away as I usually did, I stood at the top of the run for a moment, taking in the silence of the world around me. Then, as I started down and took a few turns, I knew that something was different. I felt as if I were gliding effortlessly. Instead of planning where to turn, I seemed to know instinctively. I didn’t have to think at all; it was as if the mountain was showing me the way. Moguls, usually my enemies, now seemed like old friends. I was turning on them and jumping off them as if I had been doing it all my life. It was more like flying down the mountain! I couldn’t believe that I could ski like this.

Halfway down the trail I noticed another skier ahead of me, and I fell in about twenty yards behind him, following his tracks. The two of us floated down the mountain in unison in a silent dance. By the time we reached the bottom I was glowing, and I coasted over to the other skier, whose grin was even bigger than mine. The expression on his face was matched by the exhilaration in his voice as he said, “It was a breakthrough run—my God, I never thought I could ski like that.”

Toasting our great run at the bar, my new friend, a surgeon from New York, tried to analyze how without really trying he had skied far better than he ever had before. “You know,” he told me, “sometimes I get that same feeling when I’m doing surgery—that sense of total involvement with a greater kind of knowing, and along with it an incredible dexterity and alertness.”

This breakthrough experience is one we’ve all had at different times in our lives. It is the feeling of “getting hot” in a basketball game, of playing “out of your head” in a tennis match, of losing yourself while jogging or swimming. It is the feeling of dancing to music when it seems to be emanating from inside your body. But breakthroughs are not limited to physical activities; they can occur at any time and in any activity. They are those creative flashes when the solution to a problem emerges at the instant you least expect it, the intuitive eureka.

However, much to our chagrin, breakthroughs in skiing or in any other activity virtually never happen when we plan them, and therefore they usually seem accidental. But they don’t happen by chance. On the mountain they occur when we are so engrossed that we are no longer thinking about the next turn or judging the last one. In fact, breakthroughs appear only when we stop thinking.

This nonthinking, spontaneous state in which we let ourselves float in the experience of the moment is what we call “skiing out of your mind.” But like being in love, as soon as we start thinking about how to keep ourselves in this ecstatic state, we lose it. Methodically we then set out to regain our lost sense of mastery by working on our technique, item by item. But the thrill is gone; we are back in the mind.

These breakthrough runs, which skiers at all levels experience, have a special significance; they help us to recognize our inherent possibilities. Without them a skier might reasonably conclude that he or she is innately awkward or uncoordinated. But the breakthrough confronts us with an undeniable and somewhat uncomfortable truth: we can perform much better than we usually do. In light of this realization, our usual excuses—we haven’t skied enough recently, haven’t had enough lessons, or are just plain uncoordinated—crumble. We can only conclude that the reason we don’t normally perform so well is not that we don’t have the ability, but that we somehow interfere with it. In the breakthrough run we skied beyond our expectations not because we finally mastered a new technique but because for a few moments our state of mind changed. The mind became quiet, making our movements more natural and coordinated. Such occasions indicate that the excellence of our skiing is dependent more on our state of mind than on the self-conscious mastery of memorized techniques.

To suppress the uncomfortable fact that it is we ourselves who interfere with our ability to ski up to our demonstrated potential, we often prefer to attribute breakthroughs to luck, good snow conditions, newly sharpened edges, or, most commonly, to a tip from another skier. But at some level we understand that in spite of its infrequent occurrence, skiing “out of one’s mind” is as natural as running or laughing, that it is a true expression of how skiing could be more often.

I used to spend a lot of time with someone who had these experiences much more than I did. His name was Otis. He was supple and loose; he moved with a natural ease, reacting spontaneously to whatever the situation demanded of him on or off the mountain. His fun-loving attitude was contagious. Without pushing himself or ever trying too hard, Otis was constantly exploring, testing, and going beyond his limits. He seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of energy and complete trust in his body. He was a natural athlete but not at all an uncommon one for his age. He was my first son at the age of four.

I still observe with wonder the joy, excitement, and natural ease of children as they run, jump, climb, and ride their tricycles. I have learned from them how easily and effortlessly we can move when we trust our bodies to do what they know best. As children we were all natural athletes; each of us had that sense of ease and excitement as we rejoiced in the movement of our bodies. The games lasted past dark, ending only with a parent’s repeated yells to come in for dinner. There were endless days of excitement, of laughing and crying, of dirty knees, ripped shirts, and scraped elbows. It was a time when everybody played unselfconsciously, a time so filled with breakthrough moments that we were oblivious to them.

Carrie Bachelder, an instructor in our Inner Skiing clinic, told me about playing a children’s game with her class. “I was the hare and they were all hounds chasing after me, yelling and growling, trying to catch me. They totally forgot all about do’s and don’ts. At the bottom of the run, Terry, a college professor, said, ’I felt like a kid again. I was so intent on catching the hare that I forgot all about my skiing, and, you know, I think I skied better than I have all week. I haven’t had fun like that in years.’ The other ‘hounds’ reported similar improvement.”

In their preoccupation with the chase, Terry and the others were allowing themselves to ski without thinking. As a result, they recaptured the spontaneous quality of physical play they had known as children, and rediscovered a state of mind conducive to peak performance.

BREAKTHROUGH TO BREAKDOWN

The morning after our breakthrough run, I met my friend the surgeon again. In fact, we almost crashed into each other; he was careening off a mogul, limbs flying in all directions. After what seemed like an eternity in this position, he fell and passed me in a slide that would have made the late Jackie Robinson envious. Muttering to himself through clenched teeth, he got up slowly, beating the snow with his ski pole as if it were to blame for his crash landing.

Gradually Doc calmed down and we took a few runs together. But he certainly was skiing less well than he had the day before. His movements, which had been so natural and easy, were now stiff and forced, and he was hesitant and visibly frustrated. If the day before had produced a breakthrough, today was a breakdown.

Later, back at the lodge, Doc said “I just don’t understand how on one run I can do everything right, and then fall apart on the next.”

Then in the next breath Doc proceeded to explain exactly why this happened. That morning he had been so eager to try to repeat yesterday’s experience that as he started down he began giving himself helpful suggestions: “Remember, keep your weight forward … Edge a little more … Don’t forget to step onto your uphill ski early in the turn …” But the more he coached himself, the worse he skied. As a result, he started to get angry, and to criticize himself for his mistakes: “You’re leaning too far back, you jerk. Bend your knees more.” The harder he tried, the more forced and strained his skiing became. The magic was gone.

Being at the peak of one’s power is an incredible feeling. When it is gone, we naturally want to get it back again, but usually our very efforts to regain it only drive it further away, leaving us frustrated. Deliberate attempts to re-create effortlessness and spontaneity only achieve the opposite, raising the question: How can one attain results without trying?

Breakthrough experiences don’t occur by trying to make them happen. That’s not how our first such experience happened, nor how our next will. Trying to have a breakthrough experience is like trying to grab a wisp of smoke; not only can you not do it, but you will only become frustrated if you persist in the attempt. Time and again experience shows us that the part of us that tries is the obstacle to our true potential. It is a truly different part of us that skis our best and makes a natural effort without straining. You can increase the frequency of your breakthrough experiences if you understand more about these two parts of yourself.
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