
    

IT’S EARLY on a crisp, clear February morning in 

Alpine-postcard Wengen, in the Bernese Oberland. And 

as on every other day of the season, little green trains 

packed with eager skiers are heading up to Kleine 

Scheidegg, where the Eiger hunches its shoulders 

around the black wall of the North Face. But on this 

particular morning, for some of those skiers, the keen 

edge in the air isn’t just due to the scenery, or the 

plentiful snow, or the sunshine. 

It’s McMillan Cup day. 

The McMillan Cup is a trophy awarded by the 

Downhill Only Ski Club to the winner of an amateur ski 

race, annually competed for by members and friends of 

the Club. There are no rules, to speak of, nor any real 

entry requirements except a willingness to have a go, 

and this is appropriate because more or less the same 

is true of the DHO itself. The Club offers race training for 

keen young skiers, but there are plenty of older, slower 

members whose racing days are (almost) over (see 

below). Anyone who enjoys skiing and loves Wengen is 

welcome to join. 

The Club is so called because it was founded in 

1925, before the invention of ski lifts. Early British skiers 

in the resort gained much satisfaction from the fact 

that, unlike enthusiasts in Mürren and other established 

neighbouring resorts, instead of having to skin tediously 

uphill before whizzing down again, they could just ride 

the cog railway and step into their skis at the top. 

Many early members of the Club were RAF officers. 

Flying Hawker Woodcocks and downhill skiing were 

similarly glamorous and daring pursuits in those early 

days of both aviation and winter sports. In 1928, Sir 

Arnold Lunn recorded in the Ski Club of Great Britain 

Yearbook the death of a promising young skier named 

Douglas McMillan. Flying Officer McMillan was 25 when 

he died following a mid-air collision during combat 

practice. He had learned to ski in Wengen, and his father 

presented a cup to the DHO in his memory. 

The McMillan Cup race has been run more or less 

annually ever since. Recently I found myself staying in 

Wengen during Cup week. My laid-back and gentle hosts 

declared that they had entered, and was I going to have 

a go?

For some reason, I said that I would – although I 

have never entered a race in the whole of my adult life. 

(When I was required to undergo psychometric testing 

in order to join an Antarctic expedition, I scored so 

low on ‘competitiveness’ that the result didn’t appear 

on the scale. Although there may be an element of 

competitiveness revealed in demonstrating the exact 

degree of my lack of competitive spirit…). Anyway, I 

blithely assumed that the race would be a friendly and 

informal affair, like the DHO itself.

Wrong.

Badly wrong…

As I discovered when race day dawned. 

My hostess – an excellent skier – confided over 

breakfast that she was ‘feeling nervous’. My host had a 

Flying past me like an 

arrow, comes a woman of 

70 who is wearing a fur 

doughnut on her head. 

One blink and she’s gone.
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2010 marks the 85th anniversary of the formation of the 
DHO – Wengen’s legendary Downhill Only Club. In this hilarious 
account, the celebrated author Rosie Thomas (alias Janey 
King) describes the day she boldly signed up to race in the 
DHO’s McMillan Cup – and found that no quarter was given!  

Cup fever 
Skiing with the DHO...
The club covers almost the entire spectrum 
of skiing standards, but to enjoy membership 
to the full, you should be at least an 
intermediate skier. You can join club runs, 
accompanied by the resident DHO 
representative. This is a good way of 
introducing you to the area and to other 
skiers. Both the runs and the skiers vary in 
standard from one day to the next. On or off 
piste, Gold, Silver or Bronze SCGB standard, 
glacier touring, are all accommodated.
   Races are organised, mostly light-hearted, 
where the aim is to have fun, however good 
or bad you are. While some competitors 
aspire to coming first, others simply try not 
to come last!

...and socialising!
Weekly drinks parties to welcome new 
members, fondue evenings with moonlight 
skiing or toboggan runs home, informal 

evening rendezvous, the fun of meeting old evening rendezvous, the fun of meeting old 
friends and making new ones are just some friends and making new ones are just some 
of the events on offer from the DHO. Back of the events on offer from the DHO. Back 
in the United Kingdom there is a cocktail in the United Kingdom there is a cocktail 
party and a buffet supper in Autumn to coin-party and a buffet supper in Autumn to coin-
cide with the Annual General Meeting.cide with the Annual General Meeting.

Race training
DHO Racing and Training, started in 1952, 
has over the years supplied the British and 
Olympic Teams with many young skiers, and 
continues to be at the forefront of alpine ski-

History of the club
Back in the 1920’s most winter visitors to 
the Alps were British. A skier’s scope was 
limited by his ability to walk uphill, rather 
than how well he came down. Wengen, 
however, was unique in having a cog 
railway from Lauterbrunnen 
to Kleine Scheidegg. 
Consequently a breed
of skier developed who 
enjoyed the downhill 
run, without climbing the 
mountains first. 
   Across the valley in Murren, 
British skiers had just formed the 
Kandahar Ski Club, and within twelve 
months they challenged the visitors in 
Wengen to a series of races. On race day 
the Kandahar’s resplendent “K’’ badges 
were countered in the lunch interval 
by some hastily contrived paper badges 
bearing the letters DHO, thus preserving 
for posterity the Wengen skiers preference 
for ascending the mountains by rail and 
skiing “downhill only”. 
   The Club played an important part 
in the development of skiing and many 
DHO names are to be found on the 
results lists of pre-war international skiing 
competitions.

The DHO today
The club continues the tradition of train-The club continues the tradition of train-
ing youngsters interested in racing to the ing youngsters interested in racing to the 
very highest standards and many members very highest standards and many members 
of the Club have skied in British teams.of the Club have skied in British teams.
   For the majority of members the DHO’s    For the majority of members the DHO’s 
main function is that of organising club main function is that of organising club 
runs, glacier tours, and informal races 
for all standards and all ages. The club for all standards and all ages. The club 
publishes an annual journal which reports publishes an annual journal which reports 
on recent activities and keeps members on recent activities and keeps members 
informed of coming events. Add a vibrant 
social side and you will see why the DHO 
continues to be one of the most successful 
alpine ski clubs.

racing. Naturally, not all trainees achieve 
international  standard, but all have the 
opportunity to enjoy competitive skiing and 
to reach a very high level of competence. 
Six training camps are held every year, Six training camps are held every year, Six
Christmas, New Year, Easter, summer and 
October half term. Christmas and Easter 
training includes participation in National 
and other major championships.
   Children and Juniors aged between 7 and 
19 are welcome. Trainees must be DHO 
members. We use top international trainers.
   For further information contact the Racing 
and Training Manager:
Ingrid Christophersen, Bentley, Halland, 
Lewis, Sussex, BN8 SAF
ingrid@connectfree.co.uk

6-12 year olds
The Coggins programme is aimed at young 
skiers who want fast, fun skiing in the 
company of children their own age. A BASI 
or correspondingly qualified leader ensures 
that the highest standards of safety are 
followed while the group works on its  
technique at a pace that would deter most 
parents. 
   The Coggins leader will look after the 
group for the whole day, but arrangements 
can usually be made to meet up with parents 
at lunch time. Fun races are organised, 
including a round the pistes treasure hunt 
against other teams at the New Year. 
Coggins meet up in the DHO hut after 
skiing and the Christmas holiday fancy 
dress party is a great favourite.
   Children between six and twelve years of 
age are welcome so long as they are able 4

'Aaaaagh - this is serious!'

Wengen: Race day dawns

'It's all about winning'

'I'm amazed by the speed'



    

preoccupied air. When I looked out 

of the window, Wengen itself seemed to be biting its 

collective lip and doing a few stretches. My own flutter of 

anxiety turned into a full-blown hurricane when the time 

came to set out for the course. When my friends emerged 

from the ski-room, they were both wearing helmets.

‘Our insurance policy stipulates…’ he murmured, 

evasively.

By the time we reached 

the start point, I knew that 

I had been stark mad even 

to think of entering this 

event.

It is run over what 

was the Ladie’s downhill 

course, from the old starting 

hut  down to the Gasthaus 

Aspen restaurant. The 

piste had been perfectly 

groomed for the event, and 

closed to non-racers. Race 

organisers were importantly  

conferring and shouting into 

walkie-talkies, and a sizeable knot of spectators had 

gathered. The competitors themselves were milling 

around, joking through clenched teeth and pulling on 

their race bibs. There were, as it turned out, 42 of us. I 

took a surreptitious look at the opposition as I put on my 

Z-grade rented unwaxed skis. 

The age range was from 20 to 70+. Pirmin 

Zurbriggen wasn’t actually present, although several 

people looked quite like him. (And that was just the 

women.)

I had imagined a Ski Sunday-style start with all of us 

popping out of a hut at decent intervals, to a soundtrack 

of that rousing music. Wrong again. It turned out that it 

was to be a mass start. 

Just picture it: 42 outwardly well-behaved British 

skiers, not wanting to push and shove their way to the 

front like a bunch of um, Italians, but on the other hand, 

dammit, it’s about winning. This lot would elbow their 

own granny aside for a fraction of a second’s advantage 

at the off. And, since this is a family event, several of the 

young are probably doing just that.

I find a place somewhere in the middle of the 

pack. Not having skied or even looked at the course 

in advance, I’ve no idea what lies ahead. This is quite 

frightening. In the long moment of 

tense silence while we wait for the 

starter’s signal,  

I review the imperatives.

These are  

1. not to die  

2. not to come in last.

A reasonable set of goalposts, I 

think.

The flag drops. Aaaaaaagh…

This is serious. The fastest skiers are out of sight 

around the first bend before I’m even properly under 

way, my hosts amongst them. I’m amazed by the speed, 

as people from the back of the pack flash past me in a 

dazzle of snow. From the feeling of space at my shoulder, 

I deduce that I’m now right at the tail end. I gulp in 

some air and bend ze knees. 

And overtake a couple of 

skiers. Yeahhhh!

               I’m still 

putting in turns, though. 

To come anywhere near 

winning, I’d have to 

schuss it…

I skim past the 

timekeepers and 

marshals at the 

halfway mark. Even 

manage a grin at a 

familiar face.

I’m slow, but I 

know I’m not the last. I effect a bit of a tuck and cut 

past another skier on a bend. Maria Walliser, or what?

But then, flying past me like an arrow, comes a woman 

of 70 who is wearing a fur doughnut on her head. One 

blink and she’s gone. Instantly I feel like Zero Mostel (the 

late, great American comic actor). Next, right at my elbow, 

is a man I have met before. We’re neck and neck, and at 

last there’s a glimmer of racer spirit in me. I ski as fast as 

I can, and the wind’s in my lungs and here’s a punishing 

set of bumps, bang, and now here’s the finish line and I’m 

almost over it and… he’s in ahead. But only – as it turns 

out – by .03 of a second. Result!

By this time, of course, my friends and the other front 

runners are already into their second Martini. 

But that was FUN. Better than a day at Alton Towers. 

The winning time was 2 mins 19 seconds: mine was 

4.47, which gains me a muted 34th place. 

But I’m alive. And not last. Which is good enough for 

an uncompetitive competitor. 

At that night’s Prizegiving Dinner, I sat next to the man 

who almost won. He told me that when he smells the first 

tang of autumn in the summer air, he knows that it’s time 

to begin training for next February’s McMillan. 

Now, where was I? 

Ah yes. My training schedule… 

This year’s McMillan Cup race is on February 4.
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Rosie Thomas is the 

author of many best-

sellers, including White, 

The Potter’s House, If My 

Father Loved Me, Sun at 

Midnight and Constance. 

Her love of travelling and 

mountaineering encouraged 

her to climb in the Alps 

and the Himalayas. She 

has competed in the 

Peking-Paris car ralley, 

and spent time on a 

Bulgarian research station 

in Antarctica. Rosie Thomas’ 

new novel, Lovers and 

Newcomers, is published on 

March 4 by Harper Collins at 

£12.99 (hardback).

Now where are those cat suits?

'People flash past me!'

'That was FUN!'

 

Ski Freshtracks is running 
several holidays to the 
Jungfrau region, including 
a 'Jungfrau Getaway 2' to 
Wengen from March 6 - 13. 
Call 020 8410 2022 or go  
to skifreshtracks.co.uk for  
more details.

There will be a Ski Club rep 
in Wengen until 10 April and 
in Murren until 27 March. 
For more information go to 
skiclub.co.uk/reps 


