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Giant Champion
Rebecca Nadler is Harvard’s first NCAA skiing gold medalist.

To ski, even for good skiers, 
means to spend a lot of time 
sitting. For most people, skiing 
means a long drive from home  

to the distant snowy mountains and a sim-
ilar voyage back. And if you’re an alpine/
downhill (as opposed to cross-country) ski-
er, each run begins with a ride on a ski lift, 
and that trip up the hill lasts a lot longer 
than the one down. In fact, the faster you 

ski, the larger the ratio becomes.
Downhill racer Rebecca Nadler ’14 of the 

Harvard women’s ski team can get to the 
bottom faster than any other woman colle-
gian in America. She is the reigning NCAA 
champion in the giant slalom, the faster 
of the two alpine events (slalom and giant 
slalom, or “GS”) in which college ski teams 
compete. Last March, racing in the NCAA 
individual championships at the Bridger 

breathe, I didn’t take the long way back to 
my dorm from Canaday—via the steps of 
Widener, where I could turn and take in the 
Yard—instead, continuing straight through. 

But I did watch the start of a freshman 
snowball fight as I passed, walking faster 
than I might have, though slower than be-
fore. Even with my head buried a bit too 
far down, I thought of the study break, 
and looked up when I remembered to. Part 
of the anxiety had lessened—two hours of 
advice-giving had not been a purely altru-
istic pursuit.

I thought about my advisees and the 
question about doing everything, having it 
all together, too. “Sometimes,” I had replied, 
“the best you can manage is happiness and 
hope that the papers, work, and meetings 
will come through.” It hadn’t taken Harvard 
long to teach me this lesson, though I hadn’t 
said it out loud before. I had said it for my 
freshmen, but now realized that I needed 
to hear it again, too: “Sometimes, that’s the 
best you can manage. And, when you can’t, 
it’s always better to say something, to admit 
to it, than not to.” 

One semester, I was concerned about 
a hard-to-track-down advisee. For two 
months, we had found it nearly impossible 
to meet. Finally, we scheduled an early-
morning breakfast where my questions 
were met with half-answers; I reached 
out and waited for the student across the 
table to reach back. I said I was there if 
ever anything was needed. “Everything’s 
fine,” is what I was told. I left the meeting 
frustrated. It felt far-removed from other 
mornings, coffees, meetings when I had 
done the same as my advisee, refusing a 
hand to hold. 

There are more comments on the stall 
door this year than before—in defiance of 
the whitewash or because of more returners 
like me. None of us stay long when we come; 
there are no faces or names to the ink on the 
door. I like to think that we’re a community 
made stable by our inconstancy. 

For a time, it was the only place at Har-
vard where I admitted defeat—gave sup-
port and sought some, too. Knowing that 
I had company who could be anyone had 
brought comfort to me. Gradually, I built 
similar support systems outside the stall. 
Though I never considered the writing 
on the wooden door an act of hiding from 
one’s faults, I learned that it could feel 
empowering to admit difficulty. Pause. 

Talk. Start over. Try again. Through my 
conversations as a peer advising fellow, I 
constantly remind and am reminded to do 
just that.

My favorite line in the stall references 
the reader. (Most others address the self.) 
It responds to an assertion in sharp, black 
ink: “This might be the closest you and I 
will ever be.” At Harvard, we learn to seek 
out and build communities. At best, we re-
member to look up, our heads less buried 
than before, both to listen and to share. 
With help, we learn to admit our imper-
fections, teach each other, and not feel so 
alone.

Yet there is an isolation in this mutual-
ity, a segregation inherent in our pursuits. 
Even so, we come together when we allow 
others to enter our space, the confines of 
our three-by-four. We are brought closer 
by the support lines we accept, the inade-
quacies we permit others to see. If we suc-
ceed, here, at Harvard, this might truly be 
the closest you and I will ever be.

Under that sharp black line, there is a 
challenge in faded blue: “or the farthest 
apart.” 

Kathryn C. Reed ’13 is one of this magazine’s Berta 
Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows.

ready for a training run: 
rebecca nadler at the top  
of a trail at sugarbush resort  
in vermont
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Bowl in Bozeman, Montana, Nadler became 
the first Harvard skier to win an NCAA 
championship. “The thought of winning 
hadn’t crossed my mind,” she says. “I knew 
where I matched up in the East, but the ski-
ers out West are typically very strong.”

That’s true, and in addition, they are 
habituated to western snow conditions, 
which differ a bit from those on eastern 
mountains. “Eastern snow is a lot wet-
ter—it’s compacted and it freezes, like 
an ice-skating rink on an angle,” says Tim 
Mitchell, Finnegan Family head coach of 
skiing, who mentors the Crimson alpine 
squad. “Out West, the snow is typically 
softer. Due to the higher elevations and the 
weather patterns, the snow is not so wet. I 
feel like it’s a disadvantage for the eastern 
skiers when the championships are on a 
western mountain.”

Indeed, Nadler was only the fourth 
woman from the Eastern Region to win an 
NCAA giant slalom title at a western site 
in 15 attempts. (There is some asymmetry: 
more than half the skiers at western col-

leges are Europeans used to Continental 
snow, which resembles that on eastern 
mountains, says Mitchell.) Earlier in the 
year, Nadler had set another Harvard mile-
stone at the Williams Carnival (ski races 
that draw teams from many colleges are 
called “carnivals”) where her win in the 
giant slalom made her the first Crimson 
woman ever to win a downhill event.

“She’s a very, very powerful skier, espe-
cially for someone who is not super large,” 
Mitchell says. (Nadler stands five feet, two 
inches.) “Rebecca has always been a physi-
cally gifted skier. She’s technically very 
solid, and she’s very aggressive. One of 

her big assets is that she stays more posi-
tive than most athletes. In this sport there 
are often very challenging circumstances. 
Pushing through that, and not letting it 
get to her, is something Rebecca does ex-
ceptionally well. When she has a bad run, 
she uses it to motivate herself.”

Harvard’s regular season includes six 
carnival weekends in the Northeast, in-
cluding the Eastern Intercollegiate Ski As-
sociation championships, followed by the 
NCAAs in March. (This year, the NCAA 
will hold its championships at Bread Loaf 
and the Snow Bowl in Middlebury, Ver-
mont.) Each carnival includes slalom, giant 
slalom, and cross-country races for men 
and women. The slalom course is shorter, 
with lots of quick, short turns; the longer 
GS course, with fewer turns and a larger 
turn radius, produces faster speeds. Typical 
times are around 50 seconds for slalom, and 
a little over a minute for the giant slalom.

Collegiate races score the top three male 
and female finishers, based on rank order, 
not time. (The sport’s governing body, the 

Fédération Inter-
nationale de Ski 
[FIS] awards in-
dividual points 
differently, based 
on how far each 
runner-up finishes 
behind the winner 
in elapsed time.) 
Because snow and 
wind conditions 
vary so widely, ab-
solute times mean 
very little in ski 
racing, but relative 
times in a given 
race matter great-
ly. In slalom and 

GS, each athlete takes two runs down the 
course, and the sum of the times recorded 
determines the order of finish.

Before the race, the skiers make an 
“inspection” run, sideslipping down the 
mountain to study the course: noting 
snow conditions and tricky turns, for 
example, and planning tactics. “If it’s a 
really challenging course full of sharp 
turns, you’ll want to ski smarter,” Nadler 
says. “But if there’s a lot of space between 
the gates and the course is more open, 
you can take more risks—let your skis 
run and carry more speed.” Tactics are 
fine, but “skiing is so unpredictable,” she 

says. “Races come down to tenths or even 
hundredths of seconds.”

 In Bozeman, Nadler awoke on race 
morning to “the most beautiful day,” she 
recalls. Her strong morning run placed her 
second in the field. The top 30 finishers 
hit the course again for 
the second run, start-
ing in reverse order of 
their earlier finish. This 
helps make the final re-
sults closer, because it’s generally better to 
ski earlier in the start order, before other 
competitors have roughed up the course. 
Still, Nadler had another good run in the 
afternoon, placing her fourth in that co-
hort, but the woman who finished ahead 
of her in the morning made a bad mistake 
and fell, catapulting the Harvardian into 
first place.

Nadler hails from Ottawa, where she 
grew up skiing with her family on week-
ends at the Tremblant Ski Club in Quebec, 
two hours away. By 15, she was racing in 
FIS events. She trained in Europe, made 
the Quebec team, and took two years off 
after high school to try ski racing, but was 
eventually disappointed in her results. “I’d 
lost sight of why I ski,” she says. “It wasn’t 
fun anymore.” Then she enrolled at the 
Carrabassett Valley Academy, a ski acad-
emy near Sugarloaf in Maine. “The coach 
there reminded me that I actually know 
how to ski. I always ski my best when I 
relax and have a good time.” A friend en-
couraged her to apply to Harvard. “I had 
only seen Harvard in movies,” Nadler says. 
“I didn’t know real people went there.”

Now she is one of them. Two or three 
mornings a week, Nadler rides in one of 
two team vans that leave around 6 a.m. for 
Crotched Mountain in New Hampshire, 
an hour and a half trip each way. (Some-
times they train nearby at Blue Hills Ski 
Area in Canton, south of Boston.) The 
team skis for an hour or 90 minutes, then 
is back in Cambridge in time for an 11 
a.m. class. “When it was the only thing I 
was doing, I didn’t appreciate ski racing 
enough,” says the neurobiology concentra-
tor. “Now, I am so busy with school and 
work that I really enjoy it more. My love 
for the sport only grows each year.” Coach 
Mitchell concurs. “You have to drag Re-
becca off the hill at the end of the day,” he 
says. “She does not burn out. If the ski lift 
didn’t close, she would not stop skiing.”
 vcraig lambert

Visit harvardmag.com/
extras to watch Nadler 
in action on the slopes.

nadler zooms around a  
giant slalom gate at the 2012 
dartmouth Carnival.
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