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ice creAm, double Poling, & 
An interview with Russell Kennedy
By Ben Grasseschi

ometimes it feels like it is all uphill around here. We certainly have some of the most scenic cross-country ski trails in the 
country here in the Sierra Nevada, but these trails put a premium on fitness. Think about coming out of Euer Valley at 
Tahoe Donner, or climbing back to the Summit Station at Royal Gorge after a long day; we have trails that seem to climb 
forever. And the race trails are no different. Tahoe’s premier race, The Great Ski Race, climbs at a steady 6% grade for ten 

kilometers, and almost every other race has a huge climb that ends up determining the days final results. To tame these long 
uphills into molehills the most important workout you can do is to improve your Anaerobic Threshold (A-T). 
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Maximizing your Ski Workouts
By Jeff Schloss

The anaerobic threshold is the maximum ef-
fort at which our bodies can work for a sustained 
amount of time. It is usually about 80—90% of 
an all out effort and you will feel that you are 
working hard, but you know you can sustain the 
effort for 15-30 minutes or more. At threshold 
you are breathing hard but it’s controlled, un-
like the rapid gasping that happens above the 
anaerobic threshold. Try to really tune into your 
breathing and see if you can feel the point where 
breathing changes from controlled to “break-
away” breathing. Passing this breathing change 
point is a good indication that you have moved 
into purely anaerobic exercise. Anaerobic train-
ing will help you with sprinting or hammering 
over a very short uphill, but to tackle the mon-
ster climbs of the Sierra we need to increase 
our A-T by training just under and right at our 
threshold.

Long intervals are the tool to bring about this 
raising of the Anaerobic Threshold. The inter-
vals should be any where from 6 minutes to 12 
minutes long with a recovery of only about half 
the work time. The key to success with this ses-
sion is to not go too hard. Keep the effort hard 
but controlled. Monitor your breathing so that 
it remains below the stage of breakaway exha-

lations. Remind yourself that the value of this 
workout is in spending a lot of time right below 
your threshold. If you go too hard you wont be 
able to do the full duration of the intervals and 
you will also create excess lactate acid, which 
won’t be doing your muscles any good. If you 
are using a heart rate monitor, shoot for around 
85% of your max heart-rate for these. Start with 
sessions that provide about 20-22 minutes of 
“On” time (3x7 minutes with 4 minute recovery) 
and add more “on” time as you get fitter. After 
several months of this type of training, once to 
twice a week, you should build up to 30-40 min-
utes of on time. 4x8 minutes and 3x12 minutes 
are two of my favorite A-T workouts when I am 
in peak shape. This workout is deceptively tiring. 
The effort is hard but not the white-hot sear-
ing pain of pure anaerobic intervals. However 
the large amount of time spent at a fairly high 
workload will definitely hammer you. When you 
finish the workout you should feel “euphoric, not 
exhausted.” But don’t worry; the exhaustion will 
set in later that day. This is a hard session and 
should be followed with an easy day of training 
the next day.

These long A-T intervals should be done once 
to twice a week throughout the fall and early 
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winter. As you might guess, the best terrain for 
these intervals is long gradual uphills. I like to do 
two sessions per week in the fall, and then do 
one session per week in the winter with either a 
hard anaerobic interval session or a race for the 
other hard workout of the week. As you do these 
workouts your body will adapt by increasing it’s 
a-T closer and closer to your maximum heart 
rate. World-class endurance athletes like Lance 
Armstrong and Kris Freeman can still be below 
their A-T at 90% of their max heart rate. With 
a high A-T you can glide right up the endless 
climbs of the Sierra ski trails with a smile on your 
face, no excess lactate acid in the muscles, and 
an inner confidence that knows you are staying 
in a mostly aerobic state. Of course, you may still 
have to sprint at the finish to beat your buddy, 
so there is a place for those shorter, harder, an-
aerobic intervals. But for pure climbing fitness 
nothing will reap bigger rewards than long, me-
dium-hard, A-T interval.

Jeff Schloss is a former NCAA Nordic Head 
Coach, and has been the Head Coach for both 

Far West Nordic and Auburn Ski Club, as 
well as coaching the 2006 U.S. World Junior 

Championship Team.

runs a .5km loop and you tag off. We each did it 
6 times. It was on a trail. It was hard but you got 
to rest while your teammate ran his lap.

We ran stairs one day. First one foot hops ev-
ery other stair, then every step, then both feet, 
then two-foot hops, then skips. The stairs were 5 
flights high! It was hard.”

that’S Really gReat that you had the oppoRtunity to go 
oveR theRe and ShoW theM youR Stuff (and youR dance 
MoveS), leaRn SoMe cool thingS, talk peRSonally to 
MaRit bjoRgen, and bRing back SoMe inSpiRation.

Would you do it again?

“I am so happy I went. It was Awesome!”

Russell Kennedy has the unique distinction of 

having been a Junior Olympian in BOTH Nordic 
and Alpine disciplines in 2006. He races for 

Truckee High School, and is currently training 
with the Auburn Ski Club Competition Team 

in preparation for this year’s Junior Nationals in 
Soldier Hollow, Utah.


