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24 hours with the 16-year-old who recently bagged third place in the Lienz slalom,  
making her the youngest woman on podium in world Cup slalom since 1978

Mikaela Shiffrin 

Skiing iS our family hobby – 
we love to watch it, do it, live it and 
breathe it. my mum and dad know 
a lot about it and both have raced. 
until i was eight we lived in Vail, 
and i got into racing because my 

older brother, Taylor, did it – i was always 
trying to hang out with him, and i couldn’t wait 
to get into a race. i have a lot to thank him for.

Since early December i’ve been based in 
austria, near obergurgl, the new European 
base for the uS ski team. because i’m only 16, 
my mum has been here too, and it’s good to 
have her around. my dad was here for 
Christmas, too, but Taylor hasn’t been over  
as he’s training on the uS development team. 
Since i was 13 i’ve been at school at burke 
mountain academy in Vermont, but this 
academic year i’m doing home schooling:  
i have assignments in all the usual subjects 
and i’m also learning german through a 
separate online course. 

When we’re away at a World Cup race we stay 
in a local hotel, normally for two nights before 
the race. We often have our own rooms, which 
is brilliant, because you can sleep well and if 
anybody’s sick it won’t spread. The day before 
the race we free ski on the hill. 

on race day i wake up at 6.30am and stretch 
a bit to wake up my muscles. ideally, i’ll have 
eggs for breakfast – scrambled, omelette, fried 
or boiled – for protein, plus some bread for 
carbs, and i hydrate with water and juice. after 
breakfast we get ready: at the start of the year 
the uS team gives us a bunch of stuff to wear, 
such as Spyder and under armour. 

We have technicians who prepare our skis, 
and they’re awesome – i don’t think they get 
enough recognition. most courses are icy, and 
if your skis aren’t sharp enough it’s not fun  
– it leaves you with a gross feeling in the pit  
of your stomach! 

on race day, each competitor will have three 
or four pairs ready, and will bring two or three 

up onto the hill. usually they’re all prepared 
the same, unless it’s going to be slushy later, in 
which case the technicians will take off a bit of 
sharpness. Dad used to prepare my skis, then 
he showed me how and i did my own up until 
this year. now the technicians have taken over 
i have time for my homework! 

We get to the mountain about an hour before 
the course inspection. between arrival and 
inspection we do the warm-up course or free 
ski. our ski technicians get to the start before 
us: they pick an area for our gear and that’ll be 
our base for the day. 

at around 8.45am we inspect the course, 
usually by ourselves, but our coaches – roland 
Pfeifer from austria, and Peter anderson from 
the eastern uS – are stationed at the hardest 
parts telling us what to keep an eye out for. 

The first run is usually at 10am. at the top i 
have a good warm-up, shaking my legs out 
and making sure my back is warm. We do 
something called leg swings, which loosens 
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up your hips and keeps you calm and relaxed. 
i don’t follow rituals or routines: if you have to 
listen to particular music or wear your lucky 
socks it becomes a problem if you forget. i 
sometimes listen to music – i love all different 
kinds, from the 70s and 80s, or the 50s, plus 
current hits on the radio now. 

Start numbers in the World Cup are based on 
fiS points. in slalom i was starting around 
number 40 at first, but i’ve had enough top 10 
finishes to lower my points, though in giant 
slalom i’m still starting in the 50s or 60s.

my first slalom race, when i was eight or 
nine, was awful! i’d only ever done gS so i 
didn’t know what i was doing. in the finish i 
was so tired i tried to stop by using my pole 
and it flew back and jammed in my stomach. 
but i’ve grown to love slalom now! 

in the start gate i try to think about one or 
two things i’ve been working on in training. 
The goal is to race like you train and train like 
you race. a lot of people don’t race to their 
potential because they get stressed. With gS  
i get a bit like that, although i’m starting to get 
more consistent and confident.

once you’re out of the start gate, you let your 
skiing do the work. hopefully the training 
you’ve had will prepare you enough – the 
winner will be the racer who is most prepared. 

i don’t usually hear the crowd shouting  
“hup, hup, hup” because i’m so focused  
– and actually it’s quite loud when you’re on 
course. you’re hitting the gates and your skis 
are making chattering sounds. 

This season I’ll 
mainly be using...

 POC HELMET 
£120
This is known as one of the safest 
brands. They fit my head really well 
and have a cool design. I've always 
skied in a helmet and have two for 
training and racing. POC also does 
awesome goggles.
➥ www.snowtraxstore.co.uk

 OAKLEY CROWBAR GOGGLES  
FROM £90
Vision is so important. These are superb and you can change 
the lenses in different types of light.
➥ www.oakley.com

 ATOMIC SL RACE SKIS FROM £600
Somehow Atomic skis match my way of skiing. I'm just really comfortable 
on them. I use 155-158cm for slalom and 185s for GS.
➥ www.skibartlett.com

at the finish, if you can’t see your time you 
don’t always know how you’ve done from the 
crowd’s reaction, because you don’t know 
who’s there watching. but if you can see your 
time and it’s green it means you’re in the lead. 

between runs, the ski area or one of the 
hotels usually provides lunch – maybe a 
sandwich or some soup. i’m always hydrating, 
drinking water. 

for the second run, if you’re in the lead after 
the first, it’s harder to keep that lead than if 
you’re within striking distance. in lienz in 
December i started in bib number 40, and 
after the first run i was 12th. The first run was 
a bit bumpy and the earlier starters had better 
conditions, so i knew i just needed to ski the 
second run like i did the first. in the second 
run i felt like i was dancing down the course. 
it’s the best feeling – it gives you shivers – and 
it’s even better when it’s good enough for 
overall third! my parents were at the finish, 
just outside the athletes’ area, and my dad had 
his camera out. 

in lienz, at the flower ceremony, marlies 
Schild, who came first, was really nice. i never 
imagined what it would be like to meet her, but 
having her smile and say congratulations 
made the whole thing ten times better. austria 
has been at the top of the ski racing pyramid 
for so long and that has a lot to do with their 
technique, which has always been superb. it’s 
about mental preparation and ski preparation 
too, but you really start with technique. 

at the press conference afterwards i was 

asked a bunch of questions – mostly to do with 
being 16. it’s nothing new to hear people focus 
on my age and i try to give some new answer 
each time. 

after the race we go back to the hotel and 
prepare for whatever we’re doing the next day. 
usually a couple of the other teams are staying 
at the same hotel as we are and we’ll eat a 
buffet or set meal in the evening. my 
team-mates know people from other teams 
and i’m starting to get to know people as well. 
it’s really cool and united – more so than i 
thought it would be – and everyone mingles. 

When we’re not away at a race it’s a more 
leisurely schedule. at 6.30am we warm up and 
eat breakfast, then we drive from our 
accommodation in Zwieselstein to hochgurgl, 
to the kirchenkar T-bar, with all our gear – or 
sometimes to Soelden. 

We’re normally there for three or four hours, 
doing maybe nine or 10 training runs. 
mid-morning we stop for a hot chocolate at  
the kirchenkar hut, at the top of the T-bar.  
We also do fitness – not much running but 
between 20 minutes and a couple of hours  
of pedalling on a stationary bike. and we  
work with weights, for instance when we  
do squats. 

Every three to five days we have a day off. 
Some of my team-mates go tobogganing on 
‘rodel’ sledges on the track down from 
hochgurgl, but for the moment i’ve been 
sticking to schoolwork in my free time so i can 
finish high school. FL

 
 

 ATOMIC RT RACE BOOTS FROM £280
These are a racing model, but the Atomic boots made for ordinary skiers 
are brilliant, too. I have two pairs of boots, but some racers have more.
➥ www.skibartlett.com

 LEKI POLES 
AROund £120
These have an awesome grip that  
I love. Instead of having a strap on 
the pole, there’s a hook you attach to 
the glove, and a trigger you press 
when you want to take it off.
➥ www.edgeandwax.co.uk




