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Three members of 101 Engr Regt (EOD) (V), who are all currently mobilised and serving with Midway Troop at 33 Engr Regt (EOD) joined some 50 other regulars, Territorials and OTC to take part in Ex Snow Warrior. They were Sappers Tony Field and Sarah Payne, plus myself.  This is a 10-day skiing course run by the Alpine Training Centre (Bavaria) in Germany and is an exercise designed to “…train soldiers in order that they can journey on skis and survive in a hostile environment…”  

After a 16-hour coach journey to Southern Germany, we finally arrived at the town of Wertach for accommodation and the issue of the some good quality skiing equipment. We were all full of anticipation and raring to go.

The first day of the course was on the slopes at Obersdorf and consisted of all the essential basics required to ski, such as stopping safely, etiquette and ‘slope appreciation’ (not issuing lift passes!). This first day was a steep learning curve for many of us, as we soon realised that using the nearest snowdrift to stop, although the quickest, is certainly not the best way!  One day and dozens of upset Germans later, it was time to release the troops onto the easiest Green slopes.  Getting on the T-bar type ski lifts is not as easy as it looks. It requires a combination of skiing, balance, looking forward and behind simultaneously, juggling your ski poles and grabbing the T-bar, all at the same time.  Once on the lift, it still remains a challenge just to stay on the thing. Although the most satisfying part of falling off is that the chances are that you are going to take your lift-partner with you! 

By day three, our instructor seemingly forgot about the progressively harder slopes and decided that we were immediately ready for a Red coloured slope.  Standing at the top of what appears to be a near-vertical mountain after just 2 days training is a very daunting experience.  With adrenaline pumping, I remembered what my instructor said: “be confident and lean down the slope”.  I think I managed about one turn before tumbling.  The problem with red slopes is that once you fall over and start sliding down the slope, it is near impossible to stop.  A face-full of snow later, the bottom of the slope brought me to a natural stop, closely followed by my skis, poles and rest of the syndicate who were also unable to stay upright. 

At the halfway point of the course we left the comfort of the slopes and headed for the cross-country touring phase.  This allowed us to see some of the fantastic scenery that Bavaria is full of and practice some navigation skills. Half way up a mountain it was time to learn some basic snow survival skills, covering avalanche procedures, casualty location and emergency snow shelters.  Unfortunately the Health & Safety red card was shown meaning that we weren’t allowed to sleep out in our snow holes that we’d spent the last few hours digging to gain further appreciation, but nevertheless a very worthwhile task.  

The final phase of the course consisted of further skill enhancement and a trip to Fellhorn where it took a good 5 minutes to reach the bottom of the slopes but 5 lifts and nearly an hour to get to the top!  After a few more days practice on the slopes and a quiz night with questionable judges and score marking, the course drew to a close and it was time to board the coach back to Blighty, to deploy immediately on Ex High Impact.

The 10-day course was an excellent course with top quality instructors and small syndicates. It is particularly good for novices, as it took many of us who had never even touched a pair of skis before to a level of being confident of descending Red slopes, with cross country techniques and survival skills included.  
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