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W
E’RE ON A SKI EXPEDITION, sitting in a tent, listening to the rain, 
visibility is poor, the snowpack is isothermal, the booze is running 
dry, and we haven’t skied in three days. How did we get here? 

The skies were blue, the Sierra snowpack was experiencing 
a February corn cycle, and the lungs were pumping as we ascended. 
Mountains, exercise, Tahoe’s beauty and inspiration surrounding us--it 
was a formula for great ideas. Jules Hannah and I were skinning up the 
Emerald Bay Chutes of Lake Tahoe when he invited me on an Alaska trip he 
and Andrew McLean had masterminded. The plan was to fly deep into the 
Chugach range of Alaska, setup basecamp, climb, ski and ride unclimbed and 
un-ridden peaks. I immediately said yes, and shortly after, pulled in friends 
Glen Poulsen and John Morrison. John rounded out the team by inviting a 
friend, Sean Haverstock, from South Lake Tahoe. With the exception of Sean, 
we’d all experienced what AK can bring. We were all ready and willing to seek 
adventure the Chugach offered.

With an average elevation of 4,006 feet (1,221 m), the Chugach is 
dwarfed by the neighboring Alaska Range. Spanning more than 19,000 
square miles, the Chugach are about 250 miles long and 60 miles wide. The 
proximity to the Gulf of Alaska ensures the Chugach stays one of the snowiest 
places on earth with an average annual snowfall of over 600 inches. The cold 
arctic winds come from the north, sucking the moisture out of the snowpack, 
leaving even the steepest mountains covered in low-density powder. Beyond 
the immense amount of quality snowfall, the stable maritime snowpack 
combined with the steep terrain of the Chugach can equate to heaven on 
earth for steep skiers and riders.
In the world of ski mountaineering and big mountain skiing, Andrew McLean 
is one of the most accomplished skiers of our time. For decades, he’s gone 
to the most remote corners of the world seeking first descents with friends. 
He’s one of the most knowledgeable people on the planet to consult about ski 
expedition planning, gear development, expedition cooking, and all systems 
related to backcountry skiing. Early in Andrew’s life, while working at Black 
Diamond, he partnered with the legendary Alex Lowe. Lowe was the catalyst 
in starting the well-known, ‘dawn patrol’ outings and credited with getting 
Andrew into backcountry skiing. While on an expedition to Shishapangma, 
an avalanche took the life of Alex and another team member. Alex held a 
contagious love for the mountains which rubbed off on Andrew, among many 
others, instilling a fire for the mountains which continues to burn bright. 
Andrew honorably and outwardly carries that fire and enthusiasm for life and 
the mountains.

Andrew has been traveling the world ski mountaineering, building 
partnerships only mountains can forge. Honing skills through trial and error, 
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Andrew would partner with many others over the years, cordially passing on 
his knowledge and experience. One exceptional partner, the late Kip Garre, 
is how I met Andrew. Kip and Andrew would climb and ski the Sultana Ridge 
of Mt. Foraker, completing Andrews dream of climbing and skiing Denali, 
Hunter (Begguya) and Foraker (Sultana).

Despite climbing and skiing all over the globe, for years Andrew has made 
the spring migration to Alaska, seeking unclimbed and unskied terrain. For 
Andrew, there’s no place on Earth that offers such vast terrain, first descents 
and quality skiing. He knows. He’s explored all seven continents and all the 
great mountain ranges of the world. 
John Morrison is based in Squaw Valley, CA and runs a successful business 
building luxury homes. John’s known for his speed and long days in the 
mountains. After a near-death experience from a sniper’s bullet, he’s driven 
by a fear of missing out, and always trying to pack as much as possible into a 
day. This approach crosses over into all he does, particularly family and play. 
He’s constantly finding the balance between running a successful business, 
one more run, one more mountain bike lap, and having enough time to ski or 
sail with his two kids.

Typically, people go to Alaska at the pinnacle of their skiing ability, but 

John’s first trip came at the age of 21. Since his first trip, he’s done eleven 
trips to Alaska, some as a heli-ski guide. Similar to many great ranges, 
experience goes a long way in AK and there’s no substitute. Jules, Sean and I 
felt fortunate to learn from such experience. Regardless of John’s accolades, 
he wouldn’t trade a day skiing for anything but a day with his family.

Glen Poulsen quietly resides in Tahoe City, California. Despite skiing first 
descents all over the globe, you’ve probably never heard of him. He stays out 
of the limelight of contemporary media, and unlike Andrew and John, Glen 
has never been featured in major ski films nor been the subject of ski articles. 
Family and friends noted, they “usually don’t hear about what Glen’s been 
doing or where he’s been until he returns, and even then we hear about it 
from others.”

His first adventures into the Sierra Nevada Mountains began as a child of 
a ski family, a family anything but ordinary. His parents, Wayne and Sandy, 
were the first year-round residents of Squaw (Olympic) Valley, California. 
They had eight children, Glen being lucky number seven. Glen’s first 
adventures into Canada and Alaska, starting at the age of ten, were fishing 
and hunting trips via float plane with Wayne--not exactly your ordinary 
upbringing or introduction to the wild expanse of the North American 
Northwest.

For the Poulsen family, skiing was a way of life. Growing up in Squaw, 
the family has a prestigious ski history which includes two Olympians and 
a plethora of medals and trophies. Glen’s passion for skiing has extended far 
beyond competitive skiing, awards, recognition, acknowledgement or social 
media ‘posts.’ For decades he’s explored the Sierra, and remote corners of 
the world, to climb and ski. To put things into perspective, he’s skied more 
in the most remote corners of the world than most will ski in their entire 
lives. For years, he was skiing alone, mostly because there were few skiing the 
backcountry. It was only for himself, for the love of mountains and adventure. 
He is the embodiment of the soul skier, minimalist, and intrepid explorer. 

Glen’s passion for skiing only grows as he continues to discover and 
explore his backyard, the Sierra Nevada mountains, and beyond. The 
approaches in the Sierra can be long and challenging, but it’s common to 
climb and ski four-six-thousand foot descents. The Sierra is marvelous in 
itself, but to Poulsen, it’s the ultimate playground to ready oneself for the 
greater ranges. 

Getting six friends together for a two week trip is logistically challenging 
with family, work and life always trying to intervene. The catalyst for this 
group was an email from Andrew informing us he had purchased his airline 
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tickets. Within one week, we had all purchased our tickets and were dialing 
in group gear, bush flight logistics, and our food menu. 
     As with most great expeditions to Alaska, ours started in Anchorage 
with stops at Costco, and other local shops for food and last minute 
provisions. After repackaging and organizing expedition bags and getting 
a short night’s sleep, we managed to pack six people and all the expedition 
cargo into one minivan. The van brought on much discomfort, but lots of 
good humor. 
We’d been watching the Chugach weather carefully, and had gathered 
Alaskan conditions observations from Kevin Quinn at Points North Heli 
Adventures operating out of Cordova. The pattern was abnormally warm, 
with shed cycles happening a month earlier than normal. Kevin reported 
the second warmest Alaskan winter and the warmest February on record. 
The warm temps were causing large cornice failures and unstable snow on 
aspects even two degrees off of north and northeastern slopes. Snow below 
three thousand feet was isothermal. The signs were there; we predicted 
we’d find great snow above three thousand feet, on north and northeastern 
aspects.

The forecast and conditions report had us questioning our destination, 
basecamp location and objectives. Should we go higher? Should we go more 
to the interior? Should we wait in Anchorage for better weather? All normal 
psychological games for expeditions to Alaska, but the weather was an 
anomaly. As a group, we made the decision to stick with our basecamp due to 
its further interior nature, the size of the nearby peaks, and the access to all 
aspects.

The next afternoon we were able to fly directly to basecamp. The weather 
was a depressing gray, the visibility poor. But just after landing, the clouds 
began to lift and we slowly began to make out majestic peaks revealing 
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themselves as the gray clouds lifted. By nightfall, we had basecamp setup and 
our ski gear ready to go. 
Although camped at 1,600’, the surrounding peaks were 5-6,000’ tall. Each 
peak and drainage offered a world of unknown lines to ski and ride. The 
altitude and vertical relief fit our group well as most of us live at altitude and 
are accustomed to skiing and riding 6,000+ vertical feet per day. I looked at 
John and saw his face lifted in delight from all the possibilities. 

Day 1 Snowing and calm. Limited visibility. Down day. 
Base camp was next to a lake, and we were lucky enough to break the ice 

to access water. This resource would save us hours of melting snow over the 
course of two weeks, but also meant the weather was warmer than we would 
have liked and we were probably camped at too low of an altitude. 

Day 2 Snowing, calm winds. 
In the afternoon, we got a small weather window and we suited up. Our 

objective was the simplest-looking peak on the northwest end of lake. John 
was able to kite ski across the lake, tacking back and forth around us as we 
skinned across the frozen water. What took the others 20-30 minutes to skin, 
he could kite upwind in 10-15 minutes. Our smaller-looking objective ended 
up being 3,700’ of vertical.

At times we had fine weather on the ascent, but we quickly became 
engulfed by clouds and fog before descending. Minutes before the weather, 
Glen said “we should turn around now while the light is good.” He was right, 
but we turned around a little too late and were quickly in a whiteout, the 
landscape reduced to being on the inside of a ping-pong ball. Survival skiing. 
Despite the poor visibility, the snow was decent, hot powder mostly. Not 
ideal, but we had skied our first peak, a first descent. We were psyched! 

Day 5 Sunny, partly cloudy, warm (above 32F) and calm. 
Our first clear day, but we needed to beware of avalanche danger. We picked 
an objective appearing to have a clear weakness for an ascent. We climbed 
up 4,000’ and rode down in perfect weather, but mostly hot powder and 
isothermal snow. It was our first real chance to see the entire zone we’d 
inhabited. Looking at the immediate area, all of our imaginations wandered 
as the tick list grew. It was this day we first gazed upon what came to be 
known as Indigo Peak.

John’s drive, similar to the Energizer Bunny, has brought him to ski 
summits in South America, Europe, Asia, Antarctica, and North America. 
The amount of skiing he’s done isn’t surprising if you understand how fast 
he moves in the mountains and maximizes the vertical. He doesn’t stop and 
there’s no sign of slowing down.  In classic John form, after skiing the peak, 
he had another kite skiing session that left everybody envious. The weather 
was perfect, stable, clear, and a light wind. John kited back and forth, up and 
down the lake for hours. Throughout our trip he would kite for fun and as a 
means of commuting, often in poor visibility.

We were psyched and staying positive, but the snowpack wasn’t lining up 
as planned. 

Day 6 A brilliant day. Sunny, calm and clear. 
It was below freezing at night and the snow setup nicely, but 

temperatures were already increasing. After climbing about 3,100’ of vertical, 
we stood atop another virgin peak. The riding was mostly hot powder with a 
little zipper crust at the top and isothermal snow at the bottom. 

Everyday I’d watch Andrew write weather observations and notes in his 
journal. Andrew went to the Rhode Island School of Design. His mind works 
like an engineer, and he’s always carrying pen and paper to jot down notes 
or ideas. His highly analytical approach and attention to detail applies to 
everything to which he devotes himself. Constantly analyzing, fine-tuning, 
adjusting, and refining, he’s always seeking the most efficient solution. His 
approach is clearly observed through his product development, writing and 
dialogue, but really shines with the privilege of sharing extended time in the 
mountains. 
Everyone has their eyes set on Indigo Peak on the west end of the lake…

Day 6-8 Down days with mixed weather, relentless rain.  
This group isn’t used to being “down.” The sound of rain and interior 

fabric pattern of the tents became all too familiar, eating into our sanity 
and soul. The whiskey was running dangerously dry; we had all finished 
our books, and had listened to the all of the podcasts. The questions bounce 
around in our heads: What are we doing here? When will the rain stop? Is it 
snowing up high? What will snow and avalanche conditions be like? Did we 
choose our location and altitude poorly? Can we do this without alcohol?

We passed the time (very slowly) with books, podcasts, Scrabble, walks 
in the rain, alcohol, lots of food and good humor. This is when the friendship 
and character of the group really comes alive, and in our group, we came 
together. 

Day 9 Cold, clear, and sunny. 
Using the satellite phone, we called for a pickup (via ski plane) and got 

dropped at a glacier on the backside of what we called Indigo peak. From 
here, we got to see an entirely different zone and climb the south side 
of the mountain. The climbing, and summit (7,200’) were enjoyable and 
spectacular. We skied and rode down the south shoulder before entering the 
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east side, riding 6,200’ down to the river valley and running waterfalls. The 
snow, down to 2,500’, was stable powder.

We had endured and reaped the reward to climb and ride such a beautiful 
mountain in great conditions. This was not only the highlight of the trip, but 
also the highlight of my winter season! 

Day 10 High gray, calm, and about 33 degrees. 
Despite the flat light, we began skinning up the valley south of camp, and 

discovered both sides were lined with couloirs, some leading to summits. The 
valley, deceptively long, we named appropriately Long Valley. Glen, Andrew, 
John and Sean skied a new peak at the head of a glacier. John and Sean would 
continue on to climb and ski two more couloirs and another summit. The 
alcohol (whiskey, rum, vodka, and tequila) was finished.
 
Day 12 Low gray, foggy, calm, and about 34 degrees. 

Down day. We ended up flying out of the zone that afternoon. The flight 
out offered sights of endless objectives and future base camp locations, with 
each peak and valley presenting more opportunities for future ski adventures. 
Our exit marked the end of the “simple life,” and the beginning of our journey 
home, and the end of our adventure together, a bittersweet feeling. 

Of our twelve days in the zone, we had six down days where we didn’t 
even put on our boots. We had at least two other incremental days where 

we tried (unsuccessfully) to get out despite poor visibility, avalanche 
danger, and rotten snow. We didn’t get the spines, flutes, or “velvet” snow 
everybody dreamed of, but our team ended up climbing and riding many new 
peaks, however we all felt successful. We were coming home friends after 
successfully climbing and skiing remote virgin peaks. We were able to climb, 
ski and ride first descents without death-defying feats. We had no injuries or 
close encounters. Our success didn’t come in the form we had hoped for, but 
life is usually this way. 

We were attracted to Alaska for the skiing and riding, but the takeaway 
was the experience shared through the adventure with friends. The downtime 
created opportunities away to converse, joke and reflect. The kiting, climbing, 
skiing and riding were amazing, but we will build new experiences upon the 
friendships forged for years to come. Although Sean, Jules, and I were the 
young pupils, everybody came away enriched. The memories are strong, and 
we can’t help but think about… what’s next?  It doesn’t really matter what, or 
where I’m going with friends in this crew. A
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