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IngrId BackStrom and JeSS mcmIllan get to knoW each other on 
maSSIve peakS In the alaSkan Backcountry.  

By megan mIchelSon    photographS By court leve

AlAskA

Ingrid Backstrom 
(circled) tackles  
the Sphinx.
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SnoWorld: The two of you 
hadn’t spent much time 
together before this trip.
Ingrid Backstrom: We were 

at one contest in South 

America together. And that 

one contest in Squaw in,  

what, 2010?

Jess mcmillan: Yeah. The 

first time I skied with Ingrid, 

it was at Squaw. It was 

raining. I was thinking, “Yes, 

I’m riding up the chair with 

Ingrid Backstrom.” We got 

off the chairlift and she just 

disappeared into the woods, 

skiing super fast.

 

 

So what was it like getting 
this invite to go to Alaska? 
Jess: I thought, “I’m the 

luckiest girl in the world.” 

Someone asked me, “What 

would be your ultimate dream 

trip?” And I said, “I want to 

ski with Ingrid in Alaska.” So 

needless to say, I was super 

thankful for the opportunity. 

Ingrid: I didn’t have any 

doubt when they said, “Do 

you want to go on a trip with 

Jess McMillan?” She’s such a 

badass. I said yes right away. 

Jess: This trip really revived 

my desire to go on girls’ 

trips. Sometimes, with 

communication and egos, 

trips feel harder than they 

should. I have a strong 

personality, and people can 

take me the wrong way. But 

this one seemed easy and fun. 

Ingrid: It’s true. Sometimes 

you have trips that are 

hard. But this was a great 

crew. Skiing with Jess was 

awesome and Kim was an 

amazing guide. Everyone was 

positive. We had a lot of down 

days, but nobody was ever 

stressed. And when we got 

to ski, we ended up getting 

really great snow and nearly 

perfect conditions.

last april, pro skiers Ingrid Backstrom and Jess 
mcmillan arrived in cordova, alaska, for the trip of their 
dreams: 11 days of heli skiing with points north heli-
adventures, led by kim grant and joined by Warren 
miller entertainment athlete chris anthony. Backstrom, 
a longtime film star and veteran big-mountain skier, has 
shot in alaska many times over the last decade, whereas 
mcmillan, a former Freeride World tour competitor, is 
relatively new to the filming scene. there was one other 
catch: Backstrom and mcmillan had never traveled 
together. Would they get along? We caught up with the 
two of them to find out how things went. 

&



 SnoWorld   4 www.warrenmiller.com

T
K

 P
h

o
T

o

You were in Alaska for 11 
days. How many days did 
you get to ski?
Ingrid: We got there on a 

Saturday, and we didn’t ski 

until the following Saturday. 

So we started with a full week 

of down days. But luckily, 

Jess is an incredible Pilates 

instructor.

Jess: I did lead some Pilates 

classes for anyone who was 

interested. But Ingrid has this 

great rule to live by: You do 

something physical, cultural, 

and mental each day. So on 

our down days, that kept us 

busy. We’d do a workout, 

then read a book or do an art 

project.

Ingrid: In Alaska, a lot of 

things count for culture. You 

can go talk to the guy who 

owns the bookshop in town 

or go visit the sea otters. 

We took advantage of being 

in Alaska. It never felt like, 

“Ugh, another down day.” We 

just got to hang out with our 

friends. It snowed, and then 

we went out and had three 

amazing days of skiing.

Just three days of skiing?
Jess: That’s all you need 

when it’s perfect conditions. 

But obviously we would have 

loved to ski more.

 

Is that a typical down-day-
to-ski-day ratio for a trip to 
Alaska?
Ingrid: If you go to Alaska 

for seven days and you get 

one perfect day, that’s a 

pretty great ratio. Any more 

than that is like, wow, you’ve 

knocked it out of the park.

Jess: You always envision 

what you want Alaska skiing 

to be like. You want the 

snowpack to be stable enough 

to ski really steep lines. We 

had that. It was light, fluffy 

powder. I had a couple of lines 

where it was almost too deep. 

I couldn’t see because I was 

engulfed in so much snow.

 

How did you two decide 
what lines you were going 
ski?
Jess: Well, first of all, Ingrid 

is a pro when it comes to 

scouting from a helicopter. 

Kim would show us a zone 

and I’d look and it and think, 

“Whoa.” Then Ingrid would 

look at it and say, “I see 

three lines.” Since I have 

less experience up there, it 

was great to have Ingrid’s 

experience in Alaska in terms 

of what to look out for. She 

would point out the hazards 

and what looked good and 

then we picked lines from 

there.

Ingrid: I spent a lot of time 

in a helicopter this winter. 

Alaska didn’t have a great 

season, so I did a lot of flying 

around just looking for lines 

to ski.

Was there any arguing over 
who got to ski which lines?
Ingrid: It just worked out that 

Jess would say, “I want that 

one.” And I’d say, “Perfect.”

Jess: I didn’t feel like there 

was fighting over anything. 

Ingrid: If anything, it was like, 

“You take that line.” And the 

other one of us would say, 

“No, you take it.” You know 

 leFt: the whole 

crew, clockwise 

from far left, Jess 

mcmillan, chris 

anthony, Ingrid 

Backstrom, and 

guide kim grant. 

rIght: Wme 

cinematographer 

tom day films the 

alaska segment for 

No Turning Back. 

Bottom: mcmillan 

commits on osprey.
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how girls can be.

Jess: There were times when 

I’d be like, “There is no way 

I am skiing that line.” And 

then Ingrid would already be 

inching toward it.

So no bickering at all?
Ingrid: Dang, there just wasn’t 

any drama. 

You stayed at Points North’s 
Orca Adventure Lodge, 
which used to be a cannery 
back in the 1880s. What was 
that like?
Ingrid: You’re at this lodge at 

the end of the road, on the 

water. There are otters and 

eagles all around you. You can 

walk into town, where there is 

amazing fish and chips. 

Jess: It felt like adult summer 

camp. We’re all staying in a 

big lodge. Everyone sits down 

at tables and eats together. It 

has a good campy vibe.

You must have been popular 
guests.
Ingrid: Um, you could say 

that. [Laughing]

Jess: We did meet some  

really interesting people. 

This one couple chases solar 

eclipses around the world.

Ingrid: And one guy gave us a 

chocolate tasting. 

How was the food the rest of 
the time?
Ingrid: The food at the lodge 

is so good—fresh halibut and 

salmon. The salad dressings 

were really incredible. It 

sounds weird, but we were 

there for 11 days and we never 

had the same salad dressing.

Jess: We’d be like, “Ooh, 

what’s going to be in the salad 

dressing today?” 

 
 

What was a typical schedule 
on the days you got to ski?
Jess: We’d wake up and Ingrid 

would always make the coffee.

Ingrid: That’s the truth. I’m a 

coffee snob.

Jess: There was always plenty 

of food—eggs, pancakes, 

granola for breakfast. Then 

we’d hop on the heli and fly 

out. Kim was great about 

telling us how she saw the 

day playing out. She always 

had a plan A, B, and C. 

We’d do a warmup run and 

get used to the snow and 

the slope. I really liked that 

approach. We had a great 

clockWISe From 

top leFt: mcmillan 

in front of the hull 

of a ship; boats in 

cordova harbor; 

northern lights 

dancing over the 

points north heli-

adventures base.
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ALASKA
Where to Go
lodgIng Points North Heli-

Adventures’ 37-room lodge is as 

close to the helipad as you can get 

without sleeping on it. It’s newly 

remodeled too, with a wood-fired 

sauna, free wi-fi, a gym, and a res-

taurant serving three meals a day. 

alaskaheliski.com

gettIng there Cordova, in 

southeast Alaska, is the closest 

town. It’s accessible only by air or 

ferry across Prince William Sound.

don’t mISS Go big and book a 

heli-ski cruise aboard the Maritime 

Maid for a five-night passage and 

eight flight hours, plus kayaking, 

fishing, and more.

Backstrom 
carefully 

navigates an 
ice field.
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crew, and we were all 

constantly laughing.

 
What was the biggest 
challenge of the trip?
Ingrid: The hardest part for 

me is always getting out of 

my own head—dealing with 

the conditions and my own 

confidence and getting on 

top of a line and feeling good 

about it.

Jess: Yeah, what Ingrid is 

saying was an issue for 

me too. I was constantly 

thinking, “Am I good enough 

to be here? Am I skiing well 

enough?” There’s always that 

self-doubt. The other part is 

trying to create that perfect 

moment—the snow has to 

be just right, you have to be 

on top of your game, and 

the heli pilot, the guide, the 

filmers all have to be on it 

too. All these dynamics have 

to come together to capture 

that perfect moment. So 

you’re standing on top of 

your line, staring down and 

thinking, “I’ve got this. I hope 

I’m ready.” But it all did come 

together on this trip, which is 

really unique.

Ingrid: There was no need 

for Jess to have self-doubt, 

although we all do that. It was 

awesome to see her fire and 

enthusiasm, her total comfort 

in the mountains. It was super 

inspiring and encouraging to 

me.

What did you two learn 
about each other?
Ingrid: Jess is totally 

even-keeled and just a 

really strong, rad, smart 

person. It’s refreshing to be 

around someone who’s so 

comfortable in her own skin. 

She’s always smiling and 

stoked, making conversation 

with anyone. I felt like I’d 

known her for a long time. 

Oh, and she loves to do air 

guitar. I’d be getting ready for 

bed and I’d be like, “Where’s 

Jess?” I’d be in my pajamas 

and walk into the cafeteria 

and Jess would be in there 

with her skis on, standing on 

the table, doing air guitar. I 

don’t know what time she’d 

come to bed, but then in the 

morning, she’d be up super 

early, ready to teach Pilates.

Jess: I did earn a “Whiskey is 

tasty” T-shirt on this trip.

 
How does one earn a shirt 
like that?
Jess: Air guitar seems to be a 

good way to do it.

Jess, what did you learn 
about Ingrid?
Jess: She’s a phenomenal 

skier, of course. You see 

that in films. So I knew 

that already. But on down 

days, you really get to know 

someone, to see her personal 

side. She’s always so warm 

and wonderful and she’s 

incredibly intelligent. She was 

top and rIght: chris 

anthony doing the two 

things he does best—

ripping big-mountain 

alaska and looking 

right at home in front of 

the camera.
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genuinely interested in what 

other people were doing and 

how they were feeling. Being 

so exceptional is just her 

being who she is. It’s not a 

persona. Everything she does, 

she tries to do it well. And 

she has her fun, silly side, too. 

From dyeing her hair to trying 

on different outfits. 

Ingrid: On a down day, I dyed 

my hair a little lighter, just 

getting ready for summer. 

When you’re traveling all 

winter, you don’t have time for 

things like that. You’ve got to 

take advantage of downtime.

Jess: Also, Ingrid can 

headbang. She’s always up for 

anything. She’ll be like, “Yeah, 

I’ll try that.” I wish all of us 

were like that.

What were the group 
dynamics like on this 
women-dominated trip?
Ingrid: Women tend to 

communicate a lot in the 

mountains. Sometimes 

overcommunicate. But that’s  

a good thing.

Jess: I never felt like I 

couldn’t ask a question. A lot 

of times when you’re filming 

with a large group, you end 

up not asking key questions. 

But because we had such 

open communication, I felt 

comfortable. I’ve felt nervous 

and scared before and you’re 

going to get that standing 

on top of a line in Alaska, 

but on this trip, I was able to 

ask those questions I would 

have been nervous to ask on 

another trip.

What was the most 
rewarding moment?
Ingrid: There’s this big face 

with a pointy top called the 

Sphinx. It has this funnel line 

down the middle that gets the 

biggest slough channel ever, 

and you can get flushed into 

a bergschrund [a crevasse 

where the moving glacier 

separates from the static one 

above]. There aren’t really 

safe zones. You have to get a 

special permit to ski it, which 

we did on our final day. It 

was just Jess, Kim, and me. 

We got there and it looked so 

scary. But we dug a pit and 

checked it out and we were 

like, “It’s probably the best 

conditions we could ask for.” 

Then we had to wait for a 

couple of hours so the light 

would be good for filming. 

So we were just standing up 

there on this incredible peak.

Jess: To paint a picture, the 

heli couldn’t even land on 

the summit. It was just idling 

there, toed in on a knife-edge, 

and we had to creep out onto 

the top of this line. We built 

a little platform, a few feet in 

diameter, and Ingrid rappelled 

in to test the slope. So she’s 

standing on a 40-degree 

slope, waiting. I can’t even 

imagine standing there for 

two hours, looking at your 

line. If something happens, 

there’s no way out. Just to 

see Ingrid’s confidence was 

incredible. She really kept it 

together. 

Ingrid: Once we all three had 

skied down safely, and we’re 

standing there at the bottom 

of Sphinx looking up at it, 

that was the most rewarding 

moment.

Jess: My favorite moment 

was watching Ingrid rip this 

beautiful ski line down the 

Sphinx. It was like watching 

someone I looked up to 

dance down this incredible 

slope. We’ve been through a 

lot of tragedy and hardship. 

But there I was, witnessing 

a beautiful moment for this 

person. It was the perfect 

finale to a great trip. 

Ingrid: We both got printed 

photos of the Sphinx after 

that. It’s mounted on a wall  

of my house now.

 

So let’s say someone asks 
you now, “What’s your 
dream ski trip?” What will 
you say now that you’ve 
already checked this one  
off the list?
Ingrid: Next time, I think  

Jess and I should go 

somewhere else in Alaska  

and go surfing and skiing. 

We’ll get in the water, do 

some cold-water surfing. 

Then we’ll go skiing. Really 

anywhere in Alaska is always 

a dream trip and that will 

never change for me. I’d go 

back to Alaska with Jess 

anytime. 

Jess: I’m going to say ditto  

on that. If Alaska’s still on  

the table, then yes, I’m in.  

When are we leaving?

mcmillan (left) and 

Backstrom went from 

acquaintances to pals 

during their first—but 

likely not their last—

girls’ trip together.


