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    racing  forward
what would nancy – greene, that is – do?  

K. Jill Rigby got championship advice to navigate 
the bumps, both psychological and physical, of 
getting back on the skis – and back in the game 

 photogRaphy  malcolm tweedy
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f we hurry, I think we can squeeze 
in one more run.” It was information I 
dreaded. As my knees wobbled, my quads 
quivered and my brain hunted for some 
kind of explanation as to how a 69-year-
old woman could ski virtually non-stop 
for seven hours, all I could come up with 
was: who, in their right mind, would ex-
pect less of Senator Nancy Greene raine?

Granted, I wasn’t in great shape. And 
she was. I hadn’t skied in years. She had never stopped. But 
the snow was perfect, the sun was shining and the once-in-
a-lifetime decision was all mine. 

“Okay, Nancy, let’s go for it!” I replied.
for those of a certain age, the image of a diminutive 

Greene being hoisted on her teammates’ shoulders after 
winning gold at the 1968 Olympic winter Games in Gre-
noble is forever etched in our psyches. Not only did the 
feisty Canadian keep the entire nation spellbound in 1968, 
she inspired a generation of skiers. I was one of them.

My desire to zip past slalom gates and hurtle through 
downhill courses just like my idol verged on obsession. I 
spent winter nights ironing wax on my skis and 
sharpening the edges until they could pare fine 
slivers from my nails. I forced my parents to drive 
me to countless races in the wee hours. I thought 
of nothing else.

Although skiing didn’t become a career, the 
sport remained my raison d’être until hobbled by a 
ski accident in my late 20s. Since then, I’ve been a 
very occasional recreation skier. 

After gingerly introducing myself to Nancy (a 
senator since 2009) at a dinner last year, I revealed 
my youthful infatuation with skiing and racing. 
when asked where I ski now, I was embarrassed to 
say that I didn’t. To rekindle my passions, she sug-
gested a visit to her home base of Sun Peaks, B.C., 
the resort town where she often skis with visitors if 
she’s not in Ottawa for a vote. To say that I jumped 
on the proposal with unbridled enthusiasm would 
be an understatement.

Nancy recommended we meet at a favourite 
Sun Peaks café, Bolacco. As she swung the door 
open and waved to the owners, her signature ebul-
lience filled the tiny space like a billowing cloud. 
I promptly forgot what I wanted to say and just 
gawked as she seamlessly moved from person to 
person, everyone seeking a little Nancy time. 

Suddenly, I remembered it was me she was 
there to meet. “Nancy!” I blurted and, as everyone 
turned to see who was so demanding, she instantly 
said, “Jill?”

As I came to appreciate, that’s one of the reasons 

Nancy’s so special. everyone is important to her. She can 
always manage a hello, a nod, an autograph. In fact, so 
many kids ask her to sign their helmets that she carries a 
Sharpie. And even though it’s been 44 years since she won 
her gold, people continue clamouring. Nancy Greene is a 
legend no matter how old you are.

On our first trip up the mountain, I let loose with all my 
caveats, but Nancy wasn’t listening. At the top of the chair-
lift, she took off like a penned racehorse. I had little choice 
but to follow.  with the wind snapping at my face, the fears 
ebbed away. I was skiing with a woman named Canada’s 
female Athlete of the 20th Century and could keep up 
(as long as she stopped regularly), but the new equipment 
made me uneasy. I was still cranking my knees, weighting 
and unweighting, and generally fighting the skis.

“Don’t work so hard,” Nancy cajoled as she waved to 
those whizzing past. “All you do with skis nowadays is tip 
them over to initiate a turn. watch me, then try it.” with 
every synapse in my brain firing, I valiantly attempted to 
change the habits of decades. Something felt wonderfully 
different. easy. 

“That’s it!” she grinned. “Be sure to always feel the 

endlessly gamine. 
greene Raine on her 
home turf in sun Peaks 
Resort, comprising Tod 
mountain, sundance 
and mount morrisey, 
in the interior of 
British Columbia, just 
north of Kamloops. 
Opposite: greene’s 
Olympic gold-winning 
run, 1968.

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
y, 

th
e c

an
ad

ia
n 

pr
es

s/
ap

I



daTeline   |    zoomermag.com        00

tk

68

ball of your foot like you’re dancing and don’t think too 
much. Try singing when you’re skiing. I do.” I latched onto 
the Beatles’ “O-bla-di, O-bla-da” and swear it helped.

Although hopeful we would grab some wine at lunch 
and kick back, it wasn’t to be. with signs announcing the 
usual weekend highlight, “Ski with Nancy today. Meet at 
the top of Sunburst Chair 1 p.m.,” the chief gave me 15 
minutes to grab a sandwich.

Cameras in hand, a couple dozen people awaited her ar-
rival. everyone wanted a picture with the most decorated 
ski racer in Canadian history, and she cheerfully obliged. 
After inquiring about everyone’s abilities, we zoomed off 
in that racer way, Nancy leading the pack, a ragtag band 
aged from 10 to 70 zigzagging behind her. 

when the lifts closed, Nancy invited me to Cahilty Lodge 
(the hotel in Sun Peaks she built and lives in with her hus-
band, Al raine) for a much-appreciated après-ski drink. 
Although I had already spent a mind-blowing day, my jaw 
truly dropped when I entered the lobby and spotted sever-
al cases of her trophies from world Cup to Olympic Gold. 
I figured, if a woman who is about my size but a decade 
older can do all that and still be a blaze of light on the slope 
(“If I let it rip, I can reach 80 kilometres an hour”), then 

surely I should be able to plan a ski trip once a year.
when I asked her over cocktails if her skiing has changed 

as she’s aged, without hesitation, Nancy answered, “I’ve 
just got better.”

ever think about falling and getting hurt? “Never. I re-
spect speed but I like to ski the trees. They force you to 
make decisions and stay in control. The brain has to be 
active. for older people, it’s way better than Sudoku.”

As for me, life does not get more perfect than that day. 
Nancy Greene is one of the loveliest people I have ever 
met. humble. funny. Big-hearted. Amazingly, she picked 
up every lost article and piece of wayward trash on the hills 
as well as exhausting me with seven hours of blissful ski-
ing. what song was she singing? “Getting to Know you.” 

Ow NANCy DOeS IT
Diet “I eat fresh vegetables 
every day. I like fish and chick-
en but try not to consume too 
much red meat. I usually buy 
organic to avoid pesticides or 
hormones. In the morning, if 
I don’t have porridge, I make 

protein smoothies and whole grain cereal, maybe eggs. 
I try to stay away from sugar. Salt is my weakness. I 
don’t get fixated on particular foods.”
Vitamins “I take a multivitamin plus C, D, e, cal-
cium, glucosamine and chondroitin [for joints], CoQ10 
[helps reduce blood pressure, improve cardiovascular 
health and slow down Alzheimer’s disease] and fish oil.”
Weight control “I have a red line and when  
I pass it, I cut foods like cheese until I’m back to my 
optimum weight.”
Fitness “I try to visit the gym twice every four  
days when I’m in Ottawa and use the Core X System to 
build strength.” (corexsystem.com)
equipment “Buying ski boots is like buying  
jeans. If you’re a wrangler body, Levis won’t fit you. Vis-
it several shops, try different makes and when you say, 
‘That feels good,’ it’s the right one. Also, wear a thin ny-
lon when trying boots, not ski socks, to be sure they’re 
not too big.”
technique “If you can stay balanced while skiing, it 
reduces stress on your knees. Don’t try and keep your 
legs together – the new equipment isn’t built for it. Keep 
your ankles ‘soft’ and always start your turn by shift-
ing your weight from one foot to the ball of the other 
foot. Don’t focus on your ski tips or the snow in front of 
you. have a sense of all that’s around, as though driving  
a car.”
BeFore skiing “It’s helpful to stretch beforehand.”
aFter skiing “I love to socialize over a glass of wine 
– or two.”  —KJR

nanCy and me. The 
author strikes a pose with 
her hero in the village at 
sun Peaks. Opposite: the 
triumphant golden girl. For 
more on sun Peaks, go to 
www.sunpeaksresort.com. 
For more on B.C., go to 
www.hellobc.com.
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