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Tracing our Roots
The Early History of
PSIA Central Division

By Nancy Hereid and Beverly Vasseur
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A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away . . . which connotes permission from a legal authority.
people of the frozen plains slid down In his 1996 article, “The Evolution of Certifica-

tion,” Jack Copeland, then Chair of the PSIA

Steering Committee, states:

snow-covered hills on straight, long and
heavy wood skis strapped to ankle-high
leather boots. It was the 1930s. Downhill
skiing was a fairly new recreation in the
Midwest, but already an established
sport in the mountains of the East
and West. Major lifts were installed
in Vermont, California and Idaho.
As skiing clubs formed around the

“The demand for ski instructors grew,
outpacing the availability of trained in-
structors. Basically, anyone who could ski
or who could ralk a good game could call
themselves an instructor. This lack of regu-
lation within ski instruction understandably
caused some problems.”

The Professional Skier, Spring 1996

United States (cross-country, jump-
ing, downhill) — including the
Midwest — the National Ski Patrol
was established, in 1938, at the request of
the National Ski Association (NSA), the only

In the late 1930s, as war loomed in Europe,
more of its alpine skiers migrated to the U.S.,

organized ski group at the time. including Otto Hollaus from Austria and Helmut
Teichner from Germany — two founders of our
With the influence of European ski professionals, Central Division. Here in the Midwest, the third
including Austrians Hannes Schneider and Sepp founder, Jimmy Johnston, was skiing and racing
Ruschp, the Eastern region of NSA began to train on a golf course in Minneapolis, Minnesota. In
ski instructors to protect the skiing public from 1939, Helmut Teichner founded the ski school at
unqualified and incompetent instruction. The Wilmot Mountain located between Milwaukee

term “certification” was used instead of “licensing,” and Chicago.



In the 1940s, Americans turned their attention to
the war effort. World War II canceled the Olym-
pic Winter Games of 1940 and 1944. Many U.S.
skiers served in or trained with the 10th Mountain
Division. (Otto Hollaus taught skiing to soldiers
at Camp Hale, Colorado.) Their training created
some of the strongest soldiers America had during
WWII. After the war, ex-soldiers from the
10th Mountain Division energized
America’s emerging ski industry. They
published ski magazines, opened ski
schools, and established ski areas across
the United States.

In 1946, as Skimeister at the ski shop in a
store downtown St. Paul, Minnesota, Otto
Hollaus began a Sunday adult ski school that
traveled to a different ski area each week. At
the same time, Everett Kircher founded Boyne
Mountain in northern Michigan, which eventu-
ally became one of the largest privately owned and
operated group of resorts in the country.

By the end of the 1940s, NSA had seven divisions
throughout the country and all, except Central and
Northern Rocky Mountain, had their own certifi-
cation programs. Although the Eastern and West-
ern divisions led the way in instructor certification,
teaching principles and ski technique varied across
the country due to European influences, primarily
Austrian, French and Swiss.

During the early 1950s in Central Division, one
instructor could certify another by appointment.
Jay Johnson of Evanston, Illinois certified Jimmy
Johnston. (Jimmy was in law school and became
an attorney and district judge.) In 1955 the NSA
named Jimmy Johnston as Chair of Central’s Certi-
fication Committee. Jimmy surveyed certification
procedures in the other NSA divisions and learned
that many held training clinics and used a panel of
at least three examiners to conduct an exam and,
upon consensus, certify a candidate.

At a well-attended spring clinic in 1956 for
Central Division ski instructors at Mt. Telemark,
Wisconsin, Jimmy met with 15 select instructors

and presented his “Plan for Certification,” which
was unanimously adopted. In the spring of 1957,
Central conducted its first pre-exam clinic (pre-
course) and certification exam at Telemark. Full
certification was the only level awarded.

During the 1957-1958 season, Central held a
two-day pre-course and one-day certification
exam at two locations: Telemark in Wisconsin
and Boyne in Michigan. At Telemark, 12
of 26 candidates were certified; at Boyne,
7 of 16 candidates were certified. The
Associate level, a step before Full cer-
tification, was added in 1958-1959,
and pre-courses and exams were held
at Wilmot Mountain, Wisconsin in
addition to Telemark and Boyne.
Keep in mind that this is the era of
laced leather boots, long straight
skis, cable bindings and pole baskets the

size of saucers.

It is these events of 1956 and 1957 that we
commemorate 60 years later, in 2016-2017, with
“Party Central” celebrations throughout the
division.

The 1960s was a pivotal decade for ski instruction.
The National Ski Association (NSA) became the
U.S. Ski Association (USSA). Our division became

Facing camera: Otto Hollaus (left) and Jimmy Johnston (right)
oversee an exam at Telemark, W1 in the early 1960s.
Just below them is examiner Rick Scott.



Central Division-USSA, or CUSSA for short.
Around the country as more skiers became certified
and paid to teach, talk began about separating the
professional ski instructors from USSA, an ama-
teur organization that administered and financially
managed ski instructor certification.

As a member of USSA’s National Ski Instructors
Certification Committee, Jimmy Johnston attend-
ed the historic 1961 spring meeting in Whitefish,
Montana where the committee voted to found a
national association of ski instructors. Thus was
born the Professional Ski Instructors of Ameri-
ca (PSIA). The founding fathers at the meeting,
known as the “Magnificent Seven,” were Curt
Chase (Colorado), Max Dercum (Colorado),
Jimmy Johnston (Minnesota), Bill Lash (Utah),
Doug Pfeiffer (California) Don Reinhart (Idaho)
and Paul Valar (New Hampshire).

The seven founders of PSIA, 1961
Standing l-r: Doug Pfeiffer, Don Reinhart, Max Dercum, Curt
Chase. Seated I-r: Bill Lash, Jimmy Johnston, Paul Valar.

For instructors who wanted to remain certified,
CUSSA oftered re-certification in 1961. All can-
didates (old and new) who passed were assigned
division numbers to fit into the new system.

In 1963, PSIA published “The Official American
Ski Technique,” commonly known as the white
book, providing a standard for what and how
American ski instructors teach. The book origi-
nated at a USSA certification committee meeting
in 1958 at Alta, Utah, which Jimmy Johnston
attended, where instructors from East to West met
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Pages from the 1963 American Ski Technique,
know as the “White Book.”

to observe and discuss differences in ski technique.
The American ski technique borrowed elements
from the Austrian reverse-shoulder technique.

The late 1960s were a stormy time for CUSSA,

as evidenced by a meeting of instructors at Pine
Mountain, in Iron Mountain, Michigan, where
proponents of each side argued the issue: sep-
arate from or stay affiliated with USSA. Under
the leadership of Jimmy Johnston, Otto Hollaus
and Helmut Teichner, the Central Ski Instructors
Association (CSIA) formed in 1968 and separated
from USSA. It was CSIA in name only, howev-
er. USSA continued to hold administrative and
financial control of certification until 1972 when
CSIA officially became an independent, profession-
al organization with Jimmy Johnston as President.

The three founders of PSIA-C, 1968
Helmet Teichner, Jimmy Johnston and Otto Hollaus



Because CSIA was a geographically large division
to manage, Jimmy appointed a chief examiner for
each side of Lake Michigan: Otto Hollaus on the
West and Bill Shepler on the East.

PSIA membership was voluntary for those certified
until 1970 when eight (now nine) PSIA divisions
became official with regional control. National
dues (then $15) included the certified instructor
pin. CSIA eventually became PSIA-Central Divi-
sion (PSIA-C). The rest, as they say, is history.

Epilogue

American ski instruction moved from the forma-
tive 1960s into the unsettling 1970s, a decade
that exploded with new ideas and a counterculture
mindset. New categories in snow sports emerged.
Freestyle skiing took off. Changes in equipment
shook up the status quo. Sources inside and outside
of PSIA challenged the American Ski Technique as
the regimented mastery of the official white book’s
final forms came into question. Skeptics called
attention to the stark contrast between the static
demonstration forms instructors taught and the
dynamic way they free skied. As a result, Central’s
Technical Committee, drawing from the white
book and external sources, began to develop
Central’s own training and certification materials.

From a historical perspective, the 1950s through
the 1970s can be divided into two cultures:
establishment vs. freethinking. The 1950s and first
half of the 1960s focused on developing a unified
American ski technique and a consistent method
of teaching it. Instructor qualification gained

new importance. Resorts began to use certified
instructors as a marketing tool. Looking back, the
process of developing an American ski technique
had more impact on ski instruction than the white
book itself. This effort was the forerunner for
evolving change in ski technique and instruction in
America.

Starting in the mid-1960s and through the 1970s,
skiing mirrored the changing times in Ameri-

ca. The established model of ski instruction was
challenged from many directions. Ideas from inside
and outside the world of skiing influenced teach-
ing, technique, certification and the experience of
the end-user (customer). A culture shift emerged
that encouraged exposure to all ideas then choos-
ing those that best fit the need. Learning theory,
skiing skills concept, women-specific programs and
a comprehensive approach to children’s instruction
are a sampling of what came from the freethinking
ideas in the 1970s. The profusion of these new
ideas led to a wealth of new programs in the 1980s
and 1990s.

Because Central Division records prior to 1990 are scarce, Nancy Hereid and Bev Vasseur used other
sources of information for this article including interviews with numerous 50-year members of PSIA,
Peter Kray’s book, “American Snow,” early Central Division newsletters, PSIA journals and other

print documents.

Nancy and Bev want to thank Jay Johnston, Jimmy Johnston’s son, for sharing his father’s archival
materials; Karen Hollaus for information on Otto; Karl Lepping for the first page group photo; and
Jim Heldt for 1970s materials and helping put the 1950s through the 1970s into perspective. All
mentioned are Alpine Level III certified with decades of dedication to PSIA and ski instruction.

Nancy Hereid, Alpine Level III certified, is retired from the Otto Hollaus Ski School, but still chases
those perfect turns. Bev Vasseur, Alpine Level III certified, is former PSIA-C History Committee

Chair and with the Afton Alps Ski School.



