
BY: Megan Michelson

BIRDS
For the men and women of the Freeride  
World Tour, skiing is more than a competition.  
It’s how they live.

ON A CLIFF-STUDDED PEAK in France, 
British Columbia, California, or Switzerland, 
the men and women of the Freeride World 
Tour are tested, then judged. When they 
make it to the bottom, they are sweaty, 
disheveled, and panting. If they crash along 
the way, frustration shows in their eyes, a 
longing to replay the last few minutes. If they 

skied the line they’d 
been scouting for days 
fluidly, first comes 
relief, and then, if 
they’re lucky, glory. 

These are the skiers 
of the tour, elite men 
and women from all 
over the world who 
have been invited on a 
six-stop, globetrotting 
circuit to prove they are 

the best big mountain skiers on the planet. 
Once their moment in the webcast’s spotlight 
is over, they begin to shed the layers: contest 
bib, mouth guard, hip and spine protectors 
that make them look like football players, 
helmets caked with snow and ice. 

They reach for fellow competitors, their 
road brethren, and hand out celebratory or 
consolatory hugs and high fives. Then they 
reach for beer or whiskey, something to cut 
the tension. Later that night, whether they’ve 
won or lost, they will dance, while girls wear-
ing pink spandex spin hula hoops on a table-
top in a bar. They have one night to let loose 
before the roadshow continues to the next 
stop, the next layover, the next starting gate.

These skiers traveled thousands of miles 
to stand in the FWT finish corral. They waited 
for days for the perfect weather and snow 
conditions to ski one run. They stood by and 
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From their perch high above 
Revelstoke, B.C., the skiers on the 
Freeride World Tour prepare to fly. 
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watched their friends tomahawk over cliffs. 
They skied the deepest powder of their lives 
and launched 40-foot airs to rutted moguls.

On the road, they sleep in airports and 
vans and shower when they can. They cook 
scrambled eggs with beer when they run 
out of butter. When they are not on the FWT, 
many attempt to hold down jobs to cover 
travel expenses. They are accountants, physi-
cal trainers, waiters, ski tuners, carpenters, 
concierges, even writers. 

Unless they are winning, many are losing 
money on this tour. If they podium, they 
can live on one contest’s earnings, a few 
thousand dollars, for many months. When 
they are on tour, they make do with what 
they have. When their binding rips out of 
their ski the day before a contest, they jerry-
rig it. When they have tonsillitis on contest 
day, they compete anyway. They live by the 

weather report, go into debt from baggage 
fees, and wear one pair of ski socks for 
weeks on end.

They have only one chance, one run, to 
show what they’re capable of. Standing in 
that starting gate, they visualize their line 
over and over. Some say a prayer. Once they 
drop in, their minds go blank, their focus so 
intent on the line ahead that they often don’t 
even remember skiing it.

And the skiing is spectacular—airs the size 
of five-story buildings, straightlines through 
narrow chutes, speeds over 50 mph, spins 
and flips off rugged-looking cliffs. Few rules 
exist, no gates except for the start and the 
finish, and no practice runs.

These skiers are more calculated and 
careful than they look. But they, too, make 
mistakes. The crashes are turbulent and high-
speed. The injuries are an unfortunate part of 

the game—broken bones, fat lips, torn ACLs, 
and much worse. Even death.

They all say they compete for a chance 
to win and travel and for the bonds formed 
among them, but in part, it’s because they 
can’t imagine not competing. They are 
addicted to the rush. “I can’t help myself,” 
one longtime competitor says. “I can’t 
stop.” The anticipation and the relief they’ve 
found here make them feel more alive than 
anything else. 

It is not a competition of man versus 
mountain. The mountain always wins that 
battle. It is not even a competition of man 
versus man or woman versus woman, al-
though one winner, a definitive world cham-
pion, is declared at the end. It is a contest 
that pits the skier versus him or herself. 

In this contest, a skier discovers his or her 
own limits, and then pushes beyond.
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Jérémie Heitz
AGE: 24
HOMETOWN: Les Marécottes, Switzerland
SKI BACKGROUND: Nine years of ski racing

0 8 4

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:  

2nd place, 2013 Freeride 
World Tour, Revelstoke, 
B.C.; 2nd place, 2013 
Freeride World Tour, 
Courmayeur, Italy

ON MAKING A NAME FOR HIMSELF: “The pressure is the 
hardest thing to manage. I’m young and I have to make 
a name for myself in the freeride world. The FWT is the 
fastest way to do that.”

HOW HE CELEBRATES AFTER A CONTEST: “I go straight to 
bed and sleep. Just kidding. The atmosphere between the 
riders is so good, so we drink some glasses of water and 
we dance.”

FREE BIRDS

Reine Barkered
AGE: 31
HOMETOWN: Åre, Sweden
HOW TO PRONOUNCE HIS NAME: “Ray-Nah”

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

2nd place overall, 
2013 Freeride World 
Tour; 2nd place, 2013 
Freeride World Tour, 
Verbier, Switzerland; 
3rd place, 2013 
Freeride World Tour, 
Fieberbrunn, Austria; 
2012 Freeride 
World Tour overall 
champion; 1st 
place, 2012 Freeride 
World Qualifier Tour, 
Verbier, Switzerland; 
2nd place, 2012 
Freeride World Tour, 
Chamonix, France 

WHAT HE’S THINKING 

ABOUT MID-RUN:  

“I’m so focused on my 
run, everything else is just 
a blank. That and, ‘Don’t 
fall. Don’t fall.’”

HOW TO WIN THE 

OVERALL TITLE: “Have 
fun and don’t be too hard 
on yourself. It is a tour, 
so consistency is key. 
You can’t win it all with 
one good event, so stay 
on your feet and build 
up your points. Don’t be 
afraid to ask other riders 
for advice.”
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Drew 
Tabke
AGE: 29
HOMETOWN:  

Seattle, Washington
WHERE HE GREW UP:  

Utah and Hawaii
NICKNAME:  

“Flyin’ Hawaiian”

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

2013 Freeride World Tour 
overall champion; 1st place, 
2013 Freeride World Tour, 
Revelstoke, B.C.; 1st place, 
2013 Freeride World Tour, 
Chamonix, France; 1st place, 
2012 Freeride World Tour, 
Fieberbrunn, Austria; 1st 
place, 2011 Freeskiing World 
Tour overall champion; 1st 
place, 2011 Freeskiing World 
Tour, Snowbird, Utah; 1st 
place, 2007 Freeskiing World 
Tour, Snowbird, Utah

HARDEST PART ABOUT 

TRAVELING: “You go from 
skiing your home mountain 
to a place like Revelstoke, 
where it’s rugged for 6,000 
vertical feet and you get 
your butt kicked. There are 
huge mountains that you 
don’t know and you just get 
worked.”

WHY HE COMPETES:  

“I still have this feeling that 
I haven’t skied as well as I 
want to while competing. By 
this point, I’ve seen so many 
good and bad things happen 
and had so many huge 
experiences, it’s not just 
about winning anymore.”
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Nadine 
Wallner
AGE: 24
HOMETOWN:  

Klösterle, Austria
TOUR TIDBIT:  

2013 rookie snowballed  
into world champion

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:  

2013 Freeride World Tour 
overall champion; 3rd place, 
2013 Freeride World Tour, 
Verbier, Switzerland; 2nd 
place, 2013 Freeride World 
Tour, Revelstoke, B.C.; 2nd 
place, 2012 Freeride World 
Tour, Chamonix, France 

WHAT PEOPLE DON’T KNOW 

ABOUT THE FWT: “Most 
people think we are just 
crazy. But they don’t see the 
serious part of the sport, the 
preparation, training, risk 
management. Everything 
we practice on the mountain 
is under control and well-
thought-out, just with a lot  
–of adrenaline.”

ON TRAVELING: “I’d never 
been to British Columbia 
before. I was so excited 
to visit Revelstoke. It was 
amazing to see the land and 
the endless mountains.”
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Lars Chickering-Ayers
AGE: 26
HOMETOWN: East Montpelier, Vermont
NAME OF 1993 FORD VAN HE LIVES IN DURING THE WINTER: The General

Silas Chickering-Ayers
AGE: 21
HOMETOWN: East Montpelier, Vermont
WHERE HE GREW UP SKIING: Mad River Glen, Vermont

FREE BIRDS

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

1st place, 2013 
Freeride World 
Tour, Fieberbrunn, 
Austria; 1st place, 
2012 Freeskiing World 
Tour, Snowbird, 
Utah; 3rd overall, 
2012 Freeskiing World 
Tour; 3rd place, 
2011 Freeskiing 
World Tour, Crested 
Butte, Colorado; 
Sickbird Award, 2011, 
Snowbird, Utah 

HIS IDEAL COMP RUN: “It would start with 
a week of snow and weather days and then 
blue for the contest. There would be stable, 
deep snow and a playful face with plenty of 
variety. I like to pick a line that I would ski if 
it wasn’t a contest, and a lot of times those 
lines stand out.”

ON COMPETING WITH HIS OLDER BROTHER: 

“I can’t imagine competing without Lars. 
There’s really nobody I’d rather be doing 
this with. We are definitely competitive, but 
not much with our skiing—more so playing 
pingpong and such.”

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

1st place, 2013 
Freeride World Tour, 
Kirkwood, California; 
1st place, 2011 
Freeskiing World 
Tour, Crested Butte, 
Colorado; 1st place, 
2011 Freeskiing World 
Tour, Revelstoke, B.C.

ON RISK: “We have lost a lot of good friends 
from skiing, but unfortunately, that is part of 
the risk we take every day in the mountains. 
As cliché as it sounds, the last thing any of 
those we’ve lost would want would be for us 
to stop doing what we love. That said, I make 
a point to never ski a line in a comp that I 
don’t feel I would try on any other day.”

ON COMPETING WITH HIS YOUNGER 

BROTHER: “Seeing Silas grow into one of the 
best skiers out there has been really cool. We 
try to push each other when we are out skiing 
for fun, but when it comes to the comps, we 
are on the same team. We just have twice the 
chance of winning as everyone else.”
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Kevin O’Meara
AGE: 34
HOMETOWN: Squaw Valley, California
MUST-HAVE ITEMS ON TOUR: Headphones, Kip Garre’s fedora hat

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:  

1st place, 2006 Freeskiing 
World Tour Qualifier, 
Snowbird, Utah; 2009 
Sickbird award, Squaw 
Valley, California

WHAT’S IN HIS HEAD AT THE START GATE: 

“Stress. Some days, I ski away from the start 
gate relaxed and taking victory over my nerves. 
But other days, I get really nervous at the start. 
I think that creates a more powerful surge of 
adrenaline.” 

ON POOR SNOW CONDITIONS: “Sometimes, 
the conditions aren’t what we hoped for, but 
you send it anyway. A contest might push you 
to ski a line that you would never normally ski 
in those conditions.”

Josh Daiek
AGE: 30
HOMETOWN: South Lake Tahoe, California
WHERE HE SKIS: Kirkwood, California

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

2012 Freeskiing 
World Tour overall 
champion; 2008 
Freeskiing World Tour 
overall champion; Two 
Sickbird awards

BIGGEST COMPETITION ON THE 

TOUR: “I am my biggest competitor. 
I am really competitive and I want 
to win—that’s what brings me back 
every year. If I can focus on my skiing 
and not be concerned with what 
other people are doing, I know I can 
ski strong and finish well.”

FAVORITE CONTEST LINE: “It was at 
the Kirkwood FWT stop in 2011, and 
it was a line I had wanted to ski for 
years. It’s not every year that there’s 
enough snow to even ski the line, but 
that year, a big snow year and four 
feet of fresh snow made it possible. 
With a couple of 40-foot drops and 
deep pow turns, it was one of the 
most fun lines I’ve ever skied. To top 
it off, I won the comp.”
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Jessica 
McMillan
AGE: 35
HOMETOWN:  

Jackson, Wyoming
ASTROLOGICAL SIGN:  

Leo, which she credits for why 
she has so loyally competed 
for seven years

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:  

3rd place, 2012 Freeskiing 
World Tour, Revelstoke, B.C.; 
1st place, 2011 Freeskiing 
World Tour, Ski Arpa, Chile; 1st 
place, 2010 Freeskiing World 
Tour, Revelstoke, B.C.; 1st 
place, 2010 Freeride World Tour, 
Chamonix, France; 1st place, 
2009 Freeride World Tour, 
Sochi, Russia; 1st place, 2008 
Freeride World Tour, Mammoth, 
California; 2007 Freeskiing 
World Tour overall champion 

FAVORITE CONTEST LINE:  

“I looked at the line for a 
week. It was in Sochi, Russia, 
a 50-degree knife ridge that 
ended in a double. The snow 
was deep and had just the 
right amount of sparkle to let 
you know it would be soft as 
feathers. It was steep and fast, 
just how I like it.”

WHY SHE COMPETES: “A 
lot has happened in the last 
couple of years. For some 
reason, I feel like I need to 
be there still. Is it the friends 
I’ve lost? Do I have unfinished 
business? I think it is because 
I love skiing. I want to keep 
learning. I want to keep 
challenging myself. I want to 
witness everyone’s success.”
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Oakley  
White-Allen
AGE: 34
ORIGINALLY FROM:  

Maine and Vermont
WHERE HE SKIS:  

Alta/Snowbird, Utah

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:  

2nd place, 2012 Freeride World 
Tour, Revelstoke, B.C.; 3rd 
place, 2012 Freeride World Tour, 
Chamonix, France; 3rd place, 
2010 Freeskiing World Tour, 
Snowbird, Utah 

WHY HE COMPETES: “Most 
everybody on this tour is out 
there to win. And more than 
one person has told me that if 
you’re not trying to win, you 
shouldn’t be competing. But to 
be honest, the primary reason 
I do these comps is for the 
challenge. My goal is to make 
it look good, and that’s it.”

WHAT GOES THROUGH HIS 

MIND AT THE TOP: “I’m 
clearing my mind and staying 
present in my breath. It’s 
important for me not to think 
too much at this time. It’s not 
time to think; it’s time to ski.”
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Julien Lopez
AGE: 32
HOMETOWN: La Plagne, France

Christine Hargin
AGE: 33
HOMETOWN: Stockholm, Sweden
FAVORITE SKI HILL: Verbier, Switzerland

FREE BIRDS 0 9 1

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

1st place, 2013 Freeride 
World Tour, Revelstoke, 
B.C.; 1st place, 2013 
Freeride World Tour, 
Chamonix, France; 2012 
Freeride World Tour 
overall champion; 1st 
place, 2012 Freeride 
World Tour, Verbier, 
Switzerland; 1st place, 
2012 Freeride World Tour, 
Røldal, Norway

WHAT’S IN HER HEAD AT THE START 

GATE: “Focus on the run. Visualize the 
run one last time. Then drop in and try 
to breathe and be as relaxed as possible.”

WHY SHE COMPETES: “It takes me 
to places I never would have ridden 
otherwise, places I have never seen 
before. The pleasure and adrenaline 
before and after a contest run is one of 
the best parts, too.”

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 

2nd place, 2013 Freeride 
World Tour, Kirkwood, 
California; 3rd place, 
2013 Freeride World 
Tour, Revelstoke, 
B.C.; 1st place, 2010 
Freeride World Tour, 
Sochi, Russia;  2009 
Freeskiing World Tour 
overall champion; 1st 
place, 2009 Freeskiing 
World Tour, Snowbird, 
Utah; 2nd place, 2009 
Freeskiing World Tour, 
Kirkwood, California

WHY HE COMPETES: “Not everybody will 
say it, but we do these contests because 
we want to win. You want to be a world 
champion—that’s the goal.”

HOW HE PICKS HIS LINES: “A lot of 
people scope different lines ahead of 
time, but that doesn’t work for me. I 
show up at the venue the morning of the 
contest and I go, ‘Boom, I’ll do this one.’ 
You have to manage the weather, snow 
conditions, and your physical conditions 
on that day.”
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