
Hello From Planet  n ice
I ng r id  B ack s t rom,  Nowhere  E l se  But  Here

01 • “We were in St. Moritz for the area’s amazing 
heli-accessed terrain, but conditions were poor and 
we heard from a friend that the nearby town of 
Davos had the goods. Every day we would drive 
down the valley, load the car onto a train through 
the mountains, unload the car and continue on to 
Davos—an hour-and-a-half journey each way. This 
was taken while waiting for the train, and while 
the snow was great, Ingrid would still have been 
smiling if it was ice.”
Location: St. Moritz, Switzerland
Photo: Scott Markewitz
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Words Megan Michelson

Ingrid Backstrom is getting over a bout of food poisoning. 
It’s August in Portillo, Chile, and Ingrid has just finished 

coaching at the annual Ski with the Superstars camp, where 
she and fellow pro skier Chris Davenport have spent a week 
shredding around the mountain and offering tips to skiers 

who’ve emptied their bank accounts to be there. Before that, she 
was leading her own women’s freeride camp at La Parva. 
She’s a bit queasy, and tired from being on the road, plus the 
snow has been mediocre all season in South America. But she 
won’t mention any of that. It seems like there’s nowhere else 
in the world she’d rather be. By the genuine smile on her face 
and the stream of positivity that spills from her mouth, you’d 
swear the girl is some kind of alien from Planet Nice.

“This is some of the best snow I’ve skied in a while,” Ingrid 
says cheerfully as she arrives at the top of a low-angle powder 
stash off Portillo’s Condor T-bar. She drops in last—“After 
you,” she insists—ripping fast and smooth arcs through the 
boot-deep powder. 

She’s supposed to catch a shuttle to Santiago today to fly 
back home to the States, and she’ll get there eventually. But this 
morning, six inches of fresh have fallen and that means, despite 
her recent illness, exhaustion and her tight travel schedule, 
Ingrid is out skiing.

After a few hours of hustled powder runs on Portillo’s upper 
plateaus, she bids everyone goodbye, and with a laugh, warns 
them against eating the free nuts at the hotel bar. 

It’s a familiar pattern for the pro skier: globetrotting in 
search of snow and connecting with people in random moun-
tain locales. Ingrid has been doing it for more than a decade. 
“I have pretty much devoted my entire adult life thus far to 
chasing snow,” Ingrid, now 35, admits.

This fall marks nearly 10 years since Ingrid first appeared in 
a ski movie. Since then, she’s appeared in nine films by Match-
stick Productions, won Best Female Performance five times at 
the Powder Awards, and last spring she won the fan favorite in 
ESPN’s inaugural X Games Real Women video contest, against 

a stacked field of some of the world’s best female surfers, snow-
boarders and skateboarders. But the hard-charging style that 
has earned her such a lofty spot amongst skiing’s icons belies an 
unfailingly modest—and energetically goofy—demeanor. A ski 
racer throughout her college years, she’s still got that tomboy 
athleticism and survivor mentality that comes from growing 
up with two younger brothers. But off the hill, she’s constantly 
laughing, never one to brag and always the first to ask how 
you’re doing. 

Although there were female big-mountain ski pioneers be-
fore her, like Wendy Fisher, Kirsten Kremer and others, Ingrid 
has had more longevity in the sport than pretty much any other 
woman, and she’s helped pave the way for a whole new genera-
tion of female rippers.

“At the time Ingrid broke onto the freeskiing scene, very few 
women gained the level of exposure that men were getting,” says 
Jenn Berg, longtime pro skier and friend of Ingrid’s. “Today, 
we are consistently seeing more awesome female segments in 
ski films, and sponsors are investing in their female athletes. I 
think Ingrid has had a direct impact on that growth.”

Her road to the top has not been easy—she’s lost her brother 
Arne and several close friends to the sport she loves most. But 
through it all, she’s managed to rise above, propelled, it seems, 
by unwavering strength and positivity. “It’s difficult to come 
to terms with how you can love something so much, but you 
can lose people that you love more than anything because of 
that thing,” Ingrid says. “But skiing is such a part of me and my 
family and it’s where I feel the best. It’s where I feel the most 
connected to those I have lost.”

02 • “When we arrived in St. Moritz for a 
Matchstick Productions shoot, the wind had blown 
out almost everything in the area. In a quest for 
better turns, we headed to the small nearby resort 
of Diavolezza. Ingrid found some pockets of decent 
snow among the windblown sastrugi—good for 
photos, but I don’t think Matchstick’s filmers were 
too successful.” 
Location: Diavolezza, St. Moritz, Switzerland
Photo: Scott Markewitz/MSP



03 • “I went out with Ingrid and Sarah Burke one day 
in late spring, and Ingrid decided she wanted to try a 
backflip. She’d never tried one off this cliff, and while she 
was lining it up I thought to myself, ‘Is she really going to 
do this?’ She just went for it, and the next thing I know, she 
was in the air. I was so impressed and developed a real 
appreciation for both girls that day.”
Location: Whistler, BC
Photo: Blake Jorgenson



064 The Ski Journal

ingrid  grew uP  on the south side of Seattle, 
WA, the dependable older sister to well-known big-mountain 
snowboarder Ralph and late professional freeskier Arne. 

Her parents, Steve and Betsy, are lifelong skiers who spent 20 
years as volunteer patrollers at Washington’s Crystal Mountain. 
They dragged their three young children up to Crystal most 
every winter weekend throughout their childhood, eventually 
putting them in the resort’s race program. 

Ingrid was always athletic—in high school she ski raced, 
swam, played basketball and ran track—but she says it was al-
ways Arne, two years younger than her, who was the star athlete 
in the family.

She and Arne both went on to attend Whitman College, 
a small liberal arts school in eastern Washington, where they 
both excelled on the ski team. Ingrid, a geology major and 
constant overachiever, set the college’s pole-vaulting record 
for women and became a three-time collegiate All-American 
ski racer. 

When she graduated in 2000, she considered entering the 
normal job market and lived for a brief stint in Germany, but 
the thought of a 9-to-5 desk job terrified her. A friend told her 
about Squaw Valley, CA’s striking terrain, so she picked up and 
moved to Tahoe, a place where she didn’t know a soul. She got 
a restaurant job, rented a room in Squaw, and figured she’d stay 
for one year until she got her life sorted. “I wasn’t thinking of 
being a pro skier at all at that time,” she says. “I just wanted to 
live in a ski town.” 

One season turned into two, and then three, as is common 
in mountain towns. In April 2001, Ingrid entered her first 
big-mountain freeskiing competition. It suited her well; for 
12 contests in a row, she placed in the top three, including a 
victory at the Canadian Freeskiing Championships and a third 
place at the US Freeskiing Nationals. 

She started picking up sponsors, many of which—like Völkl 
and The North Face—she’s still with today. In an industry driven 
by ego, her humble attitude and talent were attractive. 

“Ingrid is easily the nicest, most appreciative athlete on our 
team,” says Chris Adams, Völkl’s promotions director. “I’ve 
never known her to say anything negative about anything or 
anyone. There are a lot of pro skiers out there who could learn 
something from that.”

In the fall of 2003, Matchstick Productions’ cofounder Steve 
Winter got in touch with Ingrid to see if she’d like to film with 
them for 2004’s Yearbook. She was blown away and quickly ac-
cepted the offer. That winter, she filmed at Squaw alongside 
Shane McConkey and JT Holmes, and she was invited on a trip 
to British Columbia.

“The first thing we noticed was her aggressive skiing ability 
and her really good style,” Winter says. “But more importantly, 
after our first trip with her, we realized she really clicked with 
the crew and was a great person to hang out with.” 

The next fall, Ingrid, then 25 years old, made her big-screen 
debut. She slashed a 1,500-vertical-foot face in Bella Coola, BC, 
in five giant turns and sent an impressive front flip over cliffs 
at Squaw Valley. She was portrayed as a pigtailed freshman 
cheerleader in her segment’s high-school-themed intro. 

“I definitely felt like a rookie on the scene,” she says in 
the movie. “It’s a little intimidating being around all of these 
people with so much experience.”

Her two-and-a-half-minute segment in Yearbook made a 
lasting impression: She earned Best Female Performance and 
Breakthrough Performer at the Powder Awards the following 
year. The Breakthrough award, which is rarely given to women, 
was perhaps the most accurate foreshadowing. Because if 
anyone could step full-on into the male-dominated world of 
big-mountain skiing, it would be Ingrid.

“ I  WaSn’T  Th InkIng of BEIng a Pro Sk IEr  aT  aLL  aT 
ThaT  T IME,  I  JuST  WanTED To L IvE  In a Sk I  ToWn.” 

04 • Ingrid, tight and styled as she jumps off everything in 
sight at Selkirk Wilderness Skiing outside of nelson, BC.
Location: Meadow Creek, BC
Photo: adam Clark



05 • “After shooting with her in 2004, I jumped at the 
chance to work with Ingrid again in 2008. Thanks to travel 
interruptions, I arrived in Valdez multiple days late, to 10 
feet of new snow in town but no Ingrid. A few down days 
and 10 more feet later, still no Ingrid, but in standard 
fashion she waltzed in fashionably late with sunshine hot on 
her heels. Five days of bluebird weather and we were done 
and out. Ingrid makes it all look simple.”
Location: Valdez, AK
Photo: Flip McCririck/MSP
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After  her  MSP  debut  in 2004, Ingrid was 
becoming a pro-skiing fixture. But back home in Squaw, she 
was just a local ripper, a girl who shredded high-speed laps on 
KT-22 and Granite Chief.

Her success on the freeskiing circuit eventually helped coax 
her brothers to move to Squaw as well. Youngest brother Ralph 
came first, in 2005. After graduating with a business degree 
from Western Washington University in Bellingham, WA, he 
couldn’t find a job, so he called his big sister. She got him a 
restaurant job and let him crash on her futon until he found 
a place to live. Eventually, Ralph started his own career as a 
professional snowboarder. 

After college, middle brother Arne worked as a ski tech rep 
for Völkl in Colorado (“He was always the responsible one,” 
Ingrid says) but by 2006, he'd given that up to join his siblings 
in Tahoe. Arne began to pursue a career as a pro skier as well. 

The trio became unstoppable. They cooked huge family din-
ners, celebrated Thanksgivings and Christmases at Ingrid’s tiny 
cabin, and were often found riding the resort or backcountry 
together. They were each other’s best ski partners. In 2006, the 
entire family—including mom and dad—climbed and skied 
Washington’s 14,411-foot Mt. Rainier together, a mission that 
Ingrid still calls one of her life’s biggest highlights.

Ingrid continued putting out award-winning film segments 
with MSP, and in her travels around the world, she notched first 
ski descents on Baffin Island in Greenland, Reddomaine Peak 
in China, and elsewhere. Meanwhile, Ralph racked up wins 
on The North Face Masters tour and started filming with pro 
snowboarder Jeremy Jones. Arne went on to win the Freeskiing 
World Tour overall title in 2010 and started getting into ski 
mountaineering in places like Chamonix, France.

Then, in June 2010, Arne was invited to film with Sweetgrass 
Productions in Peru’s Cordillera Blanca range. Before filming 

started, Arne set out with ski mountaineers Kip Garre, a former 
boyfriend of Ingrid’s, and Dave Rosenbarger, a Squaw local 
who spends his winters in Chamonix, on an acclimatization trip 
up 8,871-foot Nevado Pisco. 

After reaching the summit, Arne dropped in first. Within 
a few turns, he hit a section of icy, hard snow and lost a ski, 
disappearing out of sight. He was unable to self-arrest. By the 
time Garre and Rosenbarger were able to get to him, Arne was 
already gone.

Ingrid was paralyzed by Arne’s death, and it sent her into a 
spiral of doubt and fear. “There are no words for how you can 
feel about it—discouraged and disappointed by skiing are the 
closest I can come up with,” she says. “But it’s not skiing’s fault; 
it’s not like I can just blame skiing for these accidents.”

She almost didn’t want to go out in public afterward—
people didn’t know what to say to her and it all felt suffocat-
ing. But in Squaw, a community that has suffered more than 
its fair share of tragedies, she found the support she needed. 
“So many people went to the memorial and celebrated Arne’s 
life,” she says. “Then people would allow me to bring it up if I 
wanted or not bring it up if I didn’t. They allowed me to just 
be and live.”

Less than a year later, in April 2011, Ingrid was dealt another 
impossibly hard blow: Garre, still a close friend, was killed along 
with his girlfriend, Allison Kreutzen, in an avalanche in the 
eastern Sierra. 

“It was pretty surreal after Kip and Allison died,” she says. “I 
don’t think it fully sunk in, or maybe none of it ever will.” 

Afterward, Ingrid visited with Garre’s family and friends. 
Then she boarded a flight to Greenland, where she disap-
peared into snow-covered mountains, the only place she knew 
she could find peace and the one place where she could feel 
closest to Arne and Garre.

“ IT’S  noT SK I Ing’S  FAuLT;  I T ’S  noT L IKe  I  CAn 
juST  bL AMe SK I Ing For TheSe  ACCIdenTS.”

06 • Meager Creek, outside of Pemberton, bC, is well 
known for its riverside hot springs and stunning vistas—a 
view packed with snowy spines and boosty features. Ingrid 
takes advantage of the scenery in the Coast Mountain 
massifs above the hot springs.
Location: Pemberton, bC
Photo: Adam Clark/MSP
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07 • “In 2004, Ingrid blasted onto the scene in bella 
Coola, bC. her compact style of flashing lines had 
the athletes, film crew and pilot all watching in awe, 
and her constant smile lit up the valley floor. Though 
she does not claim it, her karaoke skills are equally as 
impressive.”
Location: bella Coola, bC
Photo: Flip McCririck/MSP

08 • “both Ingrid and I’s first trip to bralorne, bC, 
and old mining town outside Whistler, was during 
a shoot with Matchstick Productions, and an 
all-time storm cycle culminated in what we called 
‘big Thursday’—big terrain, big lines and good 
times. It is still one of the best days I have ever 
had in the mountains.” 
Location: bralorne, bC
Photo: blake jorgenson/MSP
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I t ’S  the  MornIng After  the 2013 Powder 
Awards in Aspen, CO. Ingrid was up for her usual nomina-
tions and she stayed out late last night. While the rest of Aspen 
snoozes away their hangovers, Ingrid is awake solo, coffee in 
hand and gearing up for a morning on-hill.

She has to be at a high school in nearby Carbondale by noon 
to give a talk to students about climate change for the non-
profit Protect Our Winters. Then she’s off to her next snowy 
destination. Her schedule is jammed, but she figures she can 
squeeze in two hours of skiing if she rallies early. 

When Ingrid walks up to the base of Ajax Mountain by 
herself, she spots a friend and they slide into the gondola word-
lessly, as if they’d planned on meeting. At the top, she insists 
she doesn’t know the mountain well (she does). 

“I’ll follow,” she says. “If I can even keep up.”
Two hours of top-to-bottom gondy laps later, her time is up. 

Ingrid’s got to head over to the high school. Unlike her appear-
ance nine years ago in MSP’s Yearbook, she isn’t the metaphori-
cal freshman anymore; now she’s the knowledgeable graduate 
coming back to share her experiences with the underclassmen. 
And there’s a whole slew of up-and-coming women banging 
down the doors she helped open a decade ago. 

One of those is Michelle Parker, 26-year-old Squaw Valley 
native and Ingrid's protégé. Parker is the only other woman 
currently filming with MSP and she was the only other skier 
competing alongside Ingrid in ESPN’s Real Women contest 
(despite suffering a season-ending patellar tendon tear while 
filming with Sherpas Cinema, Ingrid still submitted a winning 
video part). Michelle and Ingrid could be rivals, but, of course, 
they’re not; they’re close friends, and Parker says she owes 
Ingrid a lot for paving the way.

Ingrid spent the months recovering from her knee injury 
back home in Seattle, and after more than a decade of living 
in Tahoe, she packed up her cabin in Squaw and moved to the 
mountain town of Leavenworth, WA. “I am happy to switch it 
up for a while and be closer to my parents and back in Washing-
ton,” she says. “It’s been really good for me.”

By midsummer her knee had healed, and she hopped a 
flight to Chile to coach at La Parva and Portillo. While it’s a 
seasonal cycle that has defined her past decade, it’s one that she 
expects to change in the near future—she doesn’t plan to be in 
ski movies forever, and in the coming 10 years she sees herself 
transitioning to the next phase, whatever that may be. 

“Hopefully, I’ll still be sharing the joy of skiing with other 
people,” she says. “But I’d like it to be less in the somewhat-
selfish manner that can go with skiing for a living, and hopefully 
more with coaching camps, skiing with family—just enjoying it, 
and having more of a balance.” 

Be it movies or soul turns, Ingrid will continue to ski and in-
spire wherever she goes. The snow may be awful, the road may 
be rocky, and the bar food may result in severe gastric distress, 
but for the alien from Planet Nice one thing is certain: There is 
nowhere else in the world she would rather be.

09 • “It can be hard to get good pow anywhere in South 
America, but this day in nevados de Chillán, Chile was 
one of those rare instances. As usual, Ingrid was happy to 
ski hard all day, hike hard all day, and then ski some more 
as we waited for what turned into an amazing sunset.”
Location: nevados de Chillán, Chile
Photo: Adam Clark
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