Chinese Vasaloppet Experience
The memories of this trip are so wonderful; no story I could tell would do the experience justice.
Only visiting the Vasaloppet would you be able to get the full value of our experience.
John and I made a snap decision to attend the Vasaloppet China in late December when Fredrick
phoned to encourage New Zealand to be guests of the Chinese Vasaloppet Committee. He reinforced how
much it would mean to the Chinese race to have the other Worldloppet countries attend. After reading our
experience I am sure many of you will be lining up to go in future years.
We booked flights and with the help of Dale from House of Travel we found a way to get our Visas
without having to go to Christchurch. We needed to allow six working days for our passport to be returned
and with Christmas we had just that.
Nordicways, a Scandinavian company, organises trips to many Worldloppet races and they were
taking care of everything from touch down in Beijing. Visit their website, nordicways.com.
We chose the shortest flying time to Beijing. Queenstown/Sydney with a night at Darling Harbour to
relax, get into holiday mode and catch up with ski friends, Stan & Jeanette McDonald. Air China to Beijing
was an eleven and half hour overnight flight arriving at 5:30 am. We were met at the airport and driven to our
hotel The Radisson Blu where Torbjorn who’d woken especially early, greeted us. We felt welcome and humbled by China and the Vasaloppet.
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A short rest to settle in, then a tour of Tiananmen Square and The Forbidden City. To be experiencing
the wonders of China was a like a dream but to be sharing it with ski friends was extra special. Thirty eight
of us made the tour. Zak our guide gave a fascinating commentary as we travelled in the bus. It was there we
met up with Angelo Corradini, Head of Worldloppet, his wife, son and partner plus our Finnish friend Juha
Viljamaa from the Finnish Worldloppet race. Tiananmen Square is 40 hectares. Soldiers standing motionless
were guarding the national flag and other important symbols or buildings. In the Forbidden City security was
strict with bag searches and body scans. Police and soldiers were everywhere, along with thousands of
tourists. Zack said it was very quiet compared to summertime when the tourist season is in full flight.
Zak’s explanations of the Forbidden City were really interesting. It must have been a hugely
regimented and formal life. There were areas that only the emperor used, his family would use side passages
and staff even further away. There are rumored to be 9,999 rooms. The city is surrounded by a moat, (frozen
in the winter) and a wall 7.9 meters high. We were fortunate that it wasn’t too cold or windy on our visit, as
you do need to wrap up for winter tours.
Zak was full of useful local information, history, and cost of living for a young man and who in China
to trust and who not too. Hawkers are everywhere but Zack told us not to say anything to them but just keep
walking otherwise they wouldn’t leave us alone. He also told us not to eat from stalls as the food is made for
Chinese stomachs only.

After a lunch in a small hotel we were taken to a market. The market was nothing like I had imagined
but five floors of shops each with three to four staff popping out to say you need this.
That evening we ate at the hotel and had a beautiful meal with a Swedish couple Ann - Catrine and
Hans -Peter. Their daughter is coming to Queenstown very soon so they were excited to meet someone from
the area. Some of the more adventurous diners went to a Duck restaurant but we wanted to make sure we
kept healthy tummies until after the race day.
We were up early next morning and after a buffet breakfast, we were off catch the plane to
Changchun. I spotted Bengt–Eric Bensson Senior advisor to the FIS and his wife in the plane queue. We had
many fond memories of Bengt – Eric during the Christchurch FIS congress and his subsequent visit to Snow
Farm to check out the venue for FIS events. Once on the plane we spent more time on the tarmac waiting in a
queue than we did in the air. The one hour flight took much longer than one hour. The food on the flight was
every kids dream – a big blob of chocolate inside a bread roll.
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Arriving in Changchun was like being deposited into a fairyland storybook. A small amount of fresh
snow had fallen – so there were little caps of snow on the fences. From the airport to the hotel were the flags
of the Worldloppet countries – there were flags on each side of the road and both on north & south bound
traffic every 20 metres, so New Zealand featured prominently. In fact there were 11kms of flags. The
Sheraton hotel certainly is up there with best hotels in the world. We had lunch and a lovely coffee. Then it
was time to go and practise our skiing, a twenty minute drive to the ski stadium. Helen L’Huillier, from the
Hoppet Office in Australia, and I planned to ski but once at our destination we decided skiing could wait and
walked around in awe of the sculptures. The amount of detail and work in the stadium area and the venue
itself was mind blowing. Eventually we found our way to the Vasaloppet Museum – a history of the Vasaloppet and the Worldloppet events in China and Sweden. I had been to the Vasaloppet Hause in Sweden and this
was equally as wonderful. I felt very honoured to have the Merino Muster represented amongst such traditional Scandinavian events. A hot red wine and back to the Sheraton hotel to prepare for the opening ceremony and of course New Years Eve.

The Opening Ceremony was in the same class as an Olympic Games opening. Just before going to
the ceremony there was a knock on our door and there were lovely Chinese dinner jackets for us to wear
at the formal occasions. Huge screens and extensive lighting effects dominated the room. It was nothing
short of magic. The Changchun Major, the Vasaloppet Committee, Bengt – Eric from FIS and Angelo from
Worldloppet all gave speeches that were translated from Chinese to English and all were to the point – China welcomed the World coming to their race. It was continually reinforced how important it was that the
Vasaloppet had been accepted into Worldloppet bringing the world of Cross Country Skiers to China. The
entertainment with traditionalChinese acts, rhythmic gymnastics and circus type acts was superb. After the
Banquet there was a disco party to welcome the New Year that we watched for a while.
Next morning we did ski. Helen’s thermometer registered -17 C. We tested our wax and skied a little
as we really didn’t want to spoil our waxing efforts or get tired for race day. We thought our skis were OK.
It was fascinating to watch the Chinese coming for cross country ski lessons. They appeared to have a very
good system and a lovely long flat teaching area. The event is in a National Park where several alpine lifts
with a variety of slopes have been created. Most impressive was the dinosaur sculpture, a bit bigger than the
one in the Wanaka playground. Steps were cut on the backside and the kids tubed the front. There were gocarts on the ice and many other snow play activities.
Back for lunch, food was a focus and it was great, catering for all tastes. The afternoon and evening
was at Deer Valley, an upmarket golf course, 20mins from our hotel. There were sprint races, a press
conference and a Deer Valley welcome banquet. The Chinese girls were very keen to get our bags into a safe
place but we were just as keen to get out and see what was happening. While we waited for our bags to be
stored we watched the girls getting ready for their evening performance, beautiful dresses some with
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fairy lights all through them. They spent hours preparing. Coffee was served very ceremoniously before we
watched the finals of the sprint races. It was exciting to see Chinese skiers on the podium.
After the sprint we were treated to a cocktail evening and then to a banquet with a sprinkling of
speeches and some wonderful performances. The true value of the Chinese receiving Worldloppet status was
evident everywhere but none so special as this evening. Before we went upstairs for dinner we were asked to
sign a board celebrating China’s acceptance into Worldloppet and given a beautiful deer gold broach and as
we left a watch.
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The next day was race day, cold – 15 with a very slight breeze. The National Park is very famous for
the restoration of the forest that the Japanese had destroyed for firewood during the war. Japanese prisoners
replanted the forest allocating a number to each tree.
After breakfast we were bussed to the start arena where we were hosted in the VIP room along with
the Major of Changchun. It was lovely and warm but that didn’t deter Helen and I from putting on the
extra layers of Icebreaker and some boot covers, I had thrown in at the last minute. We wanted to attend the
ceremony before the race but we would have missed our start. Luckily I didn’t have time to think about what
I was doing and could only think ‘I hope my skis work well’. The temperature was a little warmer than our
practise day. I started at the back of the 50 km and on the down hills was continually amused by the
students who were obviously on one of their first ski experiences. They were a source amusement for the first
25kms, especially when they asked me my age. The snow temperature varied, in the sun, in the trees, and in
the shade. There were many times when my skis didn’t want to glide as the snow was so cold. The course is
machine made snow but luckily we had a fresh fall two days earlier making the forest look beautiful and the
snow, more consistent in texture. I wasn’t too sure what they meant by hills as the profile of the course looked
like three steep hills but they turned out to be not an issue and the course itself is very skiable.
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We started in the forest and then on to the lake. At the end of the lake section was our first feed station
experience. The volunteers were well trained as they ran 100 metres to give me a blueberry soup. I could have
three cups by the time I reached the station. They had bars and bananas and a good variety of food and three
people to help you get what you needed. Eating during the race is important especially in the first few stations
so I ate all I could without spending too much time. It was onward back into the trees and then through some
lovely meadows past buildings that looked like the Lodges. The final loop was basically downhill nine kilometres, partly through frozen swamp. Then into the stadium in time for the cut off – this was my big
decision, did I go on and repeat the first 25km for the stamp in my passport. Yes, so it was over the Wall of
China sculpture complete with temple at the top to repeat of the course, when would I get the chance to ski in
China again? I was one of three ladies skiing together –the colder it got the better my skis worked and the last
two kms were my best. The second 25km was enjoyable as the sun was setting (it does set very early being so
far north) and the views were amazing, I am pleased I opted to do the long course and I now have four stamps
in my Worldloppet passport. My Chinese helpers were still at the finish line. They were student volunteers,
assigned to look after me, and did an excellent job handing me a cup of tea and a Subway while getting my
boots off.
With a hot bath, more cups of tea and some recovery food I was ready for the final evening function.
“The prize giving.” The top four athletes in each event received a medal and a rather generous looking cheque.
During the awards were some of the cleverest performances of the trip, from a school choir to circus acts.
There was tremendous camaraderie amongst the skiers and the officials during the evening with contacts
being established for the future. The Chinese officials plan to bring their team to train at Snow Farm.

It was sad to say good bye to our new friends in Changchun but it was time to go back to Beijing by Train.
I was really looking forward to seeing the country from the train window. Torbjiorn had taken our ski bags
so we didn’t have the worry of the big bags. The train travelled around 192 kms per hour and six and a half
hours later were back in Beijing along with the Finnish team and our Swedish and mixed countries group.
There was little left of the day and so we ate again, John having his favourite meal of fish and chips.
I took what I had left my Merino Muster promo material to breakfast next morning and was a real
source of interest. There are a lot Worldloppet skiers very keen to come to come New Zealand. The reality of
not just Australia but New Zealand and Argentina as part of Worldloppet is just sinking in with the
enthuesiasm of the Worldloppet skiers for attending the three Southern Hemisphere races. There was a lot of
discussion amongst the Finnish team of coming to the Merino Muster in 2016.
After breakfast I walked along the street from the hotel to the less visited areas by tourists. It was
fascinating to be out of the tourist area, certainly no décor or expense was spent on the shop interiors. Zak
had told us the traffic lights mean different things and sometimes red means go, so the safest way is follow
the Chinese.
Taxis were very reasonable so we took a taxi to the airport and started our journey back to Wanaka.
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We need to ensure international visitors to the Merino Muster will leave New Zealand feeling the same sense
of welcome that we felt in China. The scale somewhat differ but it is the warmth of the people that make the
experience worthwhile.

Torbjiorn & Our bus driver

One of the many Christmas Trees in the park

Statues lined the park entrance

