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Damon Hill

Yolanda Carslaw talks to former Formula 1 racing
star Damon Hill about how he fell in love with
skiing from an early age and how he likes to
spend a Perfect Day with his family

A

GENERATION of boys grew up
idolising Damon Hill as he rose to the
top of Formula One. But when the
racing driver was a boy, among his
own heroes were Franz Klammer and Konrad
Bartelski.
“I used to be glued to Ski Sunday,” says
Damon. “I loved watching the stars, and I was on
the slopes in my head.”
From the age of six, Damon was taken on
family ski trips. His earliest mountain memory is
skiing in Kitzbühel over New Year. “I remember
the ski school doing a torchlit descent, and
making the shape of the numbers, 1-9-6-6, with
their flames,” he recalls. “I still love it, and
when I go to countries with mountains I can’t
understand why everyone doesn’t want to ski all
the time.”
When Damon was 15, and his father, Graham
– also a world champion racing driver – died in
an aeroplane crash, the ski holidays stopped.
Skiing remained on hold during Damon’s own
career, due to risk of injury. Finally, after
winning the 1996 F1 championship and retiring
from competition in 1999, he returned to the
mountains. He has skied almost every year since.
As well as taking family holidays with his wife,

Damon raced with the Williams Renault F1
team and became world champion in 1996

Georgie, and their four children, Damon has been
to ski races, initially as a spectator – and met his
heroes.
“At the Hahnenkamm in Kitzbühel, I was
invited onto the slope with Patrick Ortlieb and
other top Austrians,” says Damon. “I’d no idea
they raced on ice: I slipped and slid for miles,
ending up in the nets – they thought it was quite
funny.”
The past few years Damon has raced at the
City Ski Championships in Courmayeur. At last
season’s event, he bought a catsuit in a charity
auction that belonged to Finlay Mickel, the
Scottish racer, plus bib number one, allowing him
to go first in the giant slalom.
“Konrad Bartelski has taught me how to tackle
gates, but I have a way to go and I haven’t the
leg strength anymore,” he says.
Damon, who also surfs, has become more
interested in technique lately. “Before, I waved
my bum around,” he admits. “Now they teach
you to put hips and shoulders parallel, and they
get you to do that Warren Smith thing of sitting
on the toilet. It does work, and I advise everyone
to understand the physics, because it helps.”
He adds: “I’m no good at sports if there’s a
projectile involved, such as a tennis ball, but as
long as I am the projectile, I seem OK. Surfing is a
similar deal to skiing, using your natural balance,
although more arms than legs.”
So what does Damon’s perfect ski day involve?
“I need a group of friends who are about the
same standard and who love all aspects of skiing;
for whom it’s about celebrating life and loving
the mountains. I like to be on the slopes first
thing, and I need a decent bath and a comfy
bed,” he says.
Where would this be? “One of my favourites
was Aspen,” he says. “When I went, the pistes
were covered in a couple of feet of powder. It
was fantastic.”

Damon Hill
Although he enjoys powder snow, Damon
confesses to a phobia of avalanches. “I think it
comes of being a dad, because you can never be
sure whether the people you’re with are heavy
risk-takers. When I was 20, in Sauze D’Oulx, we
met a guide in a bar who took us out, then left us
on the mountain in the middle of nowhere.”
For Damon, après-ski is part of the fun –
although he points out he isn’t in the league of
some City Skiers. “A day on the slopes is about
meeting people, having fun and letting go – a
bit like sailing. I don’t think I’ve spent time on
a boat without getting a hangover,” he says.
“Even so, at City Ski, some people have changed
the meaning of hard-core. One year, there was
a group of French guys who were outrageous –
almost beyond funny.”
The Hills are planning more family trips after
a break of several years when surfing holidays
have taken priority. Damon and Georgie’s eldest,
Olly, has Down’s syndrome, and a few years ago,
when Damon took part in the 24-Hour Race in
Villars, he noticed disabled people taking part.
“That inspired us to take Olly,” says Damon.
“The first year he put on the boots; the second
year, the skis; the third, we got him on the
chairlift. Then he didn’t want to do it anymore.
But he and our three other children still love the
whole being in the mountains thing.”
* Damon and Georgie Hill are co-founders of
Halow, a charity that creates opportunities for
young people with learning disabilities so they
can live independent, fulfilled lives.
www.halowproject.org.uk
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