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ski bum

Although the term “ski bum” is tossed around pretty loosely, McKenna and Axel Peterson, 

siblings born and raised in the Sun Valley area, have redefined the term—and to put it 

simply—there's not much bumming around! Spending their summers on their father’s 

commercial boat fishing for salmon in Alaska earns them enough money to work hard 

shredding pure pow in the winter. Like many who hail from Sun Valley, McKenna and 

Axel began their love affair with skiing on Baldy racing with the Sun Valley Ski Education 

Foundation. But those days are long behind them. After being introduced to freeskiing, both 

said goodbye to racing and hello to being helicoptered in to lay down the freshest tracks 

in the world. With the help of her six sponsors, McKenna stays on the skiing side of things 

while Axel has been making ski episodes for Bomb Snow Magazine television. McKenna 

and Axel, who are based out of Salt Lake City and Bozeman respectively, managed to take 

a minute between finding fresh tracks, competing in the Freeskiing World Tour, and making 

videos to talk with SVPN’s Hayden Seder.

play hard
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SVPN: How did you get introduced to big mountain skiing?
McKenna Peterson: In 2007, I happened to be in Telluride for a ski 
race during a big mountain competition so I was able to watch some of 
the runs. I was immediately attracted to that type of skiing and thought 
it looked way more fun than bashing gates. I believe a local Ketchum 
kid, Griffin Post, won that competition, giving me even more incentive 
to try it out. 

SVPN: Axel, how did you start working for Bomb Snow 
Magazine?
Axel Peterson: I was making ski films with my production company, 
Bridger Brigade, when I met the Bomb Snow guys. The idea came up to 
create an online webisode series throughout the winter, so naturally our 
videos became Bomb Snow TV. It all just fell into place.

SVPN: What about big mountain/freestyle skiing made you quit 
racing?
MP: It was definitely the people. The camaraderie, passion, and love 
for skiing are essential aspects of the big mountain community. I am 
honored to call this group of people my best friends as well as my 
mentors. The adrenaline rush has been slightly addictive as well. 
AP: I loved racing growing up. It just got to the point where it didn’t 
seem as fun anymore. I’m all about having fun, and through freeskiing 
I am able to enjoy every second of every day while continually pushing 
myself. And I don’t have to wear spandex.  

SVPN: You’ve both skied and competed all over the world… 
so you have an impressive perspective when it comes to the 
caliber of mountain towns/resorts. What is special about Sun 
Valley/Ketchum? What’s it like to come back here after skiing in 
so many other places?
MP: There is a comfort and confidence that comes with returning 
home to the place that has shaped the person I am today. The small 
community is always welcoming and familiar; the people are wonderful. 

And the mountains! Sun Valley is surrounded by some of the most 
beautiful mountains and scenery. 
AP: Ketchum is so special because of its small size, the people who live 
there, and the impressive backcountry. It is such a strong and positive 
community, and whenever I visit I feel at home. The backcountry around 
Ketchum is as good as it gets, and isn’t crowded at all. The amazing 
mountains and wonderful people make Ketchum my special place. 

SVPN: McKenna, are you still working toward your exercise 
physiology degree? If so, do you see that working into your life 
as a skier?
MP: I am still working toward my degree; I take classes every fall 
semester (I'm on the 8-year program!). Skiing and traveling so much 
has provided me with an interesting perspective on combining work and 
passion. At some point, I will definitely pursue a career that involves my 
education as well as my skiing/athletic background. We will see what 
falls into place... 

SVPN: Axel, which do you like better, being behind the lens or in 
front?
AP: I can express my creativity both behind and in front of the lens. I 
love to do an equal amount of shooting and skiing. I think it’s a good 
balance. Filming gives me a unique perspective on skiing mountains 
and lines, and being a skier helps me know what to look for as a 
videographer.   

SVPN: Do you two get to ski together often? Or just when you’re 
both home in Sun Valley?
MP: Ax and I have traveled together a lot over the years and have 
explored some pretty cool places together. He is one of my favorite ski 
partners. Ax is good at pushing me past my hesitations; he knows I am 
capable when I am unsure. It has been extremely fun filming with him 
recently, his skiing talent comes out in his videography, and he has 
developed into an amazing artist and athlete.

with MCKENNA & 
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OPPOSITE: McKenna Peterson playing hard in the mountains. 
ABOVE LEFT: McKenna and Axel Peterson working on their father's commercial 
fishing boat in Alaska, a summer ritual for the Peterson clan. 
ABOVE RIGHT: McKenna and Alex causing trouble in the backcountry. 
NEXT PAGE: Axel Peterson, just another day at the office. 
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AP: McKenna and I get to ski together quite a bit in the winter. We have 
traveled together on the Freeskiing World Tour and had an incredible 
trip to Revelstoke, BC together last year. Hopefully we can go on a few 
adventures together this winter!
SVPN: You both spend the summers fishing in Alaska to pay to 
ski all winter. What has that experience been like? Do you ever 
wish you had a different summer job? 
MP: Without fishing, I wouldn’t be where I am. I feel incredibly fortunate for 
the opportunity. We get to spend the entire summer with our family doing 
cool stuff in cool places, which has been amazing. Sometimes it is hard 
passing up summer ski trips because I am committed to fishing, but as Dad 
would say, “You have to work hard to play hard," right?
AP: Fishing is a great job. It challenges me to endure a lot physically and 
mentally, which translates to making me a better skier. Of course, it’s hard to 
miss out on rock climbing and mountain biking all summer, but being able 
to commercial fish alongside your family is one of the coolest things I can 
think of.

SVPN: What backcountry spots do you like to hit when you’re in 
Idaho?
MP: I have always been in awe of the Pioneers; they have been my favorite 
mountains since I was 8 years old and my dad taught me the names of the 
peaks. Skiing in the Pios can be incredible with the right conditions. I also 
try to make at least one trip into the Sawtooths every year; there are some 
beautiful lines there that I have had my eye on for a while now. You really 
can’t go wrong with the access from the valley. There is so much, so close. I 
think it is really underrated by non-locals which is probably a good thing. 
AP: I have some “go-to” zones on Galena Pass that range from sweet pow 
runs to mini golf lines, to some steep technical couloirs. In the past few 
years, I have spent a lot of time exploring the reaches of the Pioneers and 
Sawtooths and have been scoping the White Clouds and Lost River ranges 
for a while now.  There is no shortage of amazing terrain surrounding the 
valley. 

SVPN: What’s your ideal big mountain ski day like?
MP: Early start. Cold and quiet, watching the sun rise while hiking a peak. 
Sharing smiles and warm coffee at the top with close friends and family. 
Making fast, effortless turns down a never-ending run of chest-deep, stable, 
cold smoke powder. At the end of the day, cracking beers and sharing stories 
around a fire with all of my favorite people.
AP: I love dawn patrol days. Leave the house at 4am with the snowmobiles 
loaded and fueled, and head for one of the zones. Ideally there would be a 
deep, stable snowpack with some recent fresh snow. Getting to the top of 
a mountain and watching the sun rise is one of the most peaceful feelings I 
know. It gives me a clarity in my head and allows me to take a deep breath, 
click into my skis, and drop in. I geek out constantly looking at photos of 
lines and spend hours on Google Earth looking at approaches and finding 
out exactly what time the sun will hit a specific line. Often I find myself 
visualizing a line for months, sometimes years, and when it all comes 
together, there is no better feeling.  

SVPN: What’s on your ski playlist?
MP: No music in the mountains for me. I enjoy the sound of the snow way 
more than having my ear buds blasting. 
AP: I usually don’t ski with music. Sound is very important when skiing in the 
backcountry and even the most subtle of sounds from nature can give you a 
good idea on how the snowpack, weather, and other variables are that day. 
However, music is huge in getting me pumped up for a big day. Old-school 
punk rock always does the trick for me. Anything from Minor Threat to Old 
Death Whisper.  

SVPN: Could you describe and tell us the story behind the scariest 
ski moment you’ve ever had?
AP: I was skiing in the backcountry outside of Bozeman in April 2012, and I 
tomahawked down one of the biggest and steepest faces I attempted to ski 
that season. The sun had melted out the top of the line and I clipped a rock 
that ripped my ski off. I was hauling down the face and rolled over hundreds 
of feet of rock. I had a broken pelvis and broken ribs and had to hitch a heli 
ride to the hospital. I was fortunate to have two amazing and prepared ski 
partners that day who helped get me out of there. Thanks Ty Guarino and 
Randy Evans! 
MP: I have had my fair share of scary moments, and I am sure that there will 
be more to come. That is all part of the life I have chosen. But the scariest 
moment for me was when I received the call that Axel had been life-flighted 
out of the Montana backcountry. I was in Canada at the time and about to 
leave for a week-long ‘out of contact’ hut trip. I have never felt so far away 
and helpless. Ax worked hard to make a full recovery from his injuries and is 
back skiing stronger than ever. Definitely inspiring. 

SVPN: What else do you like to do in the winter?
MP: My winter is mostly dedicated to skiing and traveling. I will admit that 
since buying a snowmobile to help access more skiing, there may have 
been a few days where I went riding and left my skis at home. Yoga has 
also become a big part of my life, and I continue my practice throughout the 
winter as physical and mental training. 
AP: Ski, travel, and shoot video. 

SVPN: Favorite winter cocktail or training drink? 
AP: A Montana Nose Bleed [a drink made by dropping a shot of whiskey into 
a pint of beer, cracking an egg in it and sprinkling with tobacco] is my drink 
of choice in the winter. It is a great training drink.
MP: Definitely NOT a Montana Nose Bleed. I know that is what Axel said... 
Gross. 

SVPN: Words of advice for the young & aspiring skiers out there? 
MP: Go for it! If you have a dream or an idea, start taking steps toward 
achieving that dream right now. Don’t wait. Educate yourself, make 
calculated decisions, always have fun, and scare yourself a little every day. 
AP: Follow your dreams, and make decisions so you can ski tomorrow.  
Constantly assess the snow and follow your gut instinct. Most importantly, 
have fun, that is what makes the best memories.  

SVPN: What are you looking forward to this winter season?
MP: This winter I am looking forward to traveling and filming with Axel 
for Bomb Snow TV. As well as getting some more footage for Lynsey 
Dyer’s (another SV local) all-female ski movie ‘Pretty Faces.' I also have an 
expedition planned for this spring that I am very excited about.
AP: I’m looking forward to producing another full season of Bomb Snow TV 
episodes. We have some amazing trips planned, and a solid crew to work 
with. We are spending a month in BC, and a month in Alaska. We will be in 
Idaho in the spring to shoot an episode of camping and skiing in the Pios and 
White Clouds. I’m really looking forward to getting back to Idaho to ski some 
bigger lines.  

SVPN: What’s up next for each of you?
MP: This spring I am going on an all-female ski and sail expedition from 
Iceland to West Greenland where we will research and document the effects 
of climate change in a carbon-neutral manner while skiing terrain accessed 
by only our two feet. You can follow along with our trip at www.shiftingice.org.  
AP: Snow is starting to fall, so it's time to start skiing and filming. Time 
to ski POW!
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