How to Prepare for Skiing Deep, Variable Powder
in the Chugach

Understanding the Challenge of Heavy and Variable Snow

Alaska heli skiing is not a resort day. The snowpack in the Chugach Mountains can shift from
light fluff to dense, wind-affected layers in a single run. Preparing for this demands more than
just booking a trip. You need a strategy for your gear, your body, and your technique. This
article covers the practical steps to handle heavy powder and variable conditions, so you arrive
ready to make the most of every vertical foot.

Step 1: Choose Skis or Snowboard for Variable Density

Snow density changes constantly in Alaska. A fresh snowfall might be light and dry at the top,
but a few hundred feet lower it can turn dense and heavy. Your equipment needs to handle
both. Look for skis with a width of at least 110 millimeters underfoot. Wider planks help you
stay on top of lighter snow, but they also let you drive through heavier accumulations without
sinking. For snowboards, a similar width and a slightly setback stance give you more float in
variable snow. Demo or rent gear that matches the conditions you expect, many guides
recommend bringing a quiver of two widths if you can. The trade-off is that very wide skis can
feel sluggish on hardpack or in tight trees, so balance width with your ability to pivot quickly at
tree line.

Step 2: Adjust Your Technique for Heavy Snow

Light powder skiing rewards a balanced, upright stance. Heavy powder requires a more
aggressive forward lean and a stronger edge engagement. As you drop into a run, keep your
weight centered but press your shins into the front of your boots. This helps your skis plane
upward rather than dive. In dense snow, your turns will need more deliberate rotation from your
hips and shoulders. Short, rhythmic turns work better than long, sweeping arcs because they
let you feel the snow's resistance and adjust. If the snow gets grabby or crusted, soften your
knees and absorb the irregularities. The goal is to maintain momentum without fighting the
snow. When the run opens into a wide face, you can extend your turns, but always keep your
weight slightly forward to prevent your tails from washing out.

Step 3: Read the Snowpack as You Ski

Variable conditions mean that the snowpack is not uniform. Look for changes in surface
texture, color, and sound. A dull, matte surface often indicates wind-packed snow, while a shiny
surface can signal a melt-freeze crust. Listen to your skis: a scraping noise means you are



hitting a harder layer, while a quiet, smooth feel means you are still in soft snow. At the start of
each run, take a few turns to gauge the density. If the snow feels heavy and slow, adjust your
stance and turn shape quickly. If it's light and fast, you can relax a bit. Experienced guides often
say that your first ten turns tell you everything about the day's snow. Pay attention to the
runout, the bottom of the slope can hold deeper, heavier snow that has settled, so slow your
speed early to avoid getting bogged down.
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Step 4: Build Your Fitness for Sustained Effort

Skiing heavy powder is physically demanding. The resistance of dense snow taxes your legs,
core, and cardiovascular system. Prepare through exercises that mimic the demands of deep
powder descents in Alaska. Focus on lower-body strength: squats, lunges, and step-ups help

your legs handle repeated turns. Core stability is crucial for maintaining balance in variable
snow, so add planks, Russian twists, and side planks to your routine. For endurance, include
interval training, short bursts of high-intensity effort followed by rest, because a typical run in
the Chugach involves sustained output with few breaks. Do not neglect flexibility. Tight
hamstrings or hips make it harder to absorb bumps and adjust your stance. Yoga or dynamic
stretching twice a week can improve your range of motion. Finally, practice breathing
techniques. In heavy snow, you may find yourself holding your breath without realizing it, which
leads to fatigue. Consciously exhale on each turn to stay relaxed.

Step 5: Prepare Mentally for Changing Conditions

Variable snow requires quick decision-making. You might start a run in light powder and hit a
wind-affected section halfway down. The mental shift is as important as the physical one.
Before each drop, visualize the terrain and consider where the snow might change. Look for
wind patterns, sun exposure, and slope angle. South-facing slopes often crust faster than
north-facing ones. Ridge tops can have scoured, hard snow while gullies hold deep, soft
accumulations. Accept that conditions will not be perfect every turn. When you hit a rough
patch, stay calm and focus on your technique rather than fighting the snow. A flexible mindset
reduces the risk of frustration and injury. Also, communicate with your guide. They know the
snowpack and can give you real-time advice. Listen to their feedback and adjust your line
accordingly.

Step 6: Plan Your Layers and Hydration

Alaska weather can change quickly. A bluebird morning can turn into an overcast afternoon
with snow showers. Your clothing system should manage moisture and temperature. Start with
a lightweight merino base layer that wicks sweat. Add an insulating mid-layer, fleece or
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synthetic, that you can remove easily. Your outer shell must be breathable but waterproof.
Heavy snow often means warm temperatures, so you might shed layers between runs. Carry a
small pack with extra gloves, a hat, and a lightweight puffy jacket for the helicopter ride or
lunch stops. Hydration is easy to forget. You lose fluids quickly at high altitude, even in cold
weather. Drink water before each run, and carry a bottle or hydration tube. Dehydration saps
your strength and focus, making variable snow feel twice as hard.

Step 7: Work with Your Guide and Group

Alaska heli skiing is a team effort. The guide chooses the line based on the group's ability and
the day's snowpack. Your job is to execute. Listen during the pre-run briefing and ask clarifying
questions if you are unsure about the line or the snow conditions. Stay close enough to the
guide to hear instructions but far enough to avoid crowding. In variable snow, the group's pace
matters. If one skier struggles in heavy snow, the whole group waits. Be honest about your
comfort level. If a section looks too steep or the snow feels too dense, speak up. The guide can
adjust the line or offer tips. Respect the group's energy: a long wait in cold wind can drain
everyone's morale. After each run, share what you noticed about the snow. This feedback helps
the guide choose better lines for subsequent runs.

Putting It All Together

Preparing for heavy and variable powder is about anticipation and adaptability. You pick gear
that handles a range of densities, you train your body for sustained effort, and you refine your
technique to stay efficient. The mental game is just as important: reading the snowpack,
adjusting your expectations, and communicating clearly with your guide. When you step out of
the helicopter, you want to feel ready for whatever the slope gives you. The best skiers in the
Chugach are not the ones with the fanciest gear or the most vertical feet. They are the ones
who adapt turn by turn, who stay relaxed when the snow gets grabby, and who know when to
push and when to ease off.

For those seeking guided trips in this terrain, Pulseline Adventure provides guided Alaska heli
skiing and snowboarding trips in Valdez and the Chugach Mountains, located at 300 Airport Rd
Ste 120, Valdez, AK 99686, USA, and can be reached at +1 412-397-8573. The deep powder
descents in Alaska demand preparation, but the reward is unmatched, a landscape of open
faces, steep couloirs, and endless snowfall that keeps skiers coming back year after year.
Whether you are a first-time visitor or a veteran of the Chugach, respect the snow and the
mountains, and you will find some of the best skiing of your life.

Pulseline Adventure is also on YouTube.
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