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Chapter 1 - The First Snowmobiles




Snowmobiling may be the ultimate winter sport for those who love the outdoors and adventure. Indeed, close to 1.5 million snowmobiles are registered every winter in North America. That’s a lot of people gone sledding! 

Beginnings of the Snowmobile

Conquering winter, however, has been an age-old challenge. From dogsleds to skis, we’ve been hard at it for centuries. Of course, those first machines that traveled over the snow weren’t at all like today’s snowmobiles. 

To understand the challenges of promoting and selling snowmobiles, let’s start by looking at their evolution from three basic starting points. 


	Multi-passenger conversions using mainly cars and trucks, although some motorcycles were also used. Later developments manufactured their own cabs.


	Multi and single-passenger propeller driven snowplanes (also written as snoplanes or snow planes) originally created from cars then manufactured cabs. 


	Single seat snow machines with skis and tracks, using boat, motorcycle, even auger engines. – 








[image: Chart showing evolution of snowmobile]
1930 Ford A Pickup conversion, 1935 snow plane, 1941 motor toboggan




A quick look at this evolution shows why it took snowmobile daredevils to sell these machines. 

One of the first snowmobile related patents was issued in 1896 to brothers Moses, William and Joseph Runnoe from Crested Butte, Colorado. Indeed, their Runnoe machine is often cited as the first U.S. patent for a powered sled/snowmobile concept. Their patent was for a power sled. However, no photos have survived. The powered sleigh below is believed to be similar. 




[image: Stoneboat with motor mounted on rear and a steering wheel.]
Early snowmobile coming down the Mississippi River to Hastings, Minnesota in 1910. Source: Minnesota Historical Society, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.




Coining the Name, Snowmobile

But what about the name, snowmobile? Virgil D. White patented the snowmobile name and his design in West Ossippe, New Hampshire in 1917. However, he’d been replacing car front tires with skis and rear tires with caterpillar, or continuous track, treads earlier while perfecting his patent. 

Once White’s patented snowmobile conversion kit was perfected in 1922, his Snowmobile Company, Inc. began selling the attachment. These early units had tracks made of metal cleats joined by a heavy fabric. Later, the tracks were switched to stamped steel shoes connected by chain links. 

Cars with the conversions were often called “Fords on Snowshoes.”

How fast did White’s snowmobiles go? Ads claimed they could average 18 mph (29 km) going through 30 inches of snow! And when the snow melted, all you had to do was switch the skis back to front wheels and you could easily drive through mud and heavy sand. 

J.-Armand Bombardier’s Car Conversion1922

As it turns out, 1922 was a big year in the history of the snowmobile. That’s also when J.-Armand Bombardier took his first wild ride in his car conversion.

Armand was a mechanical genius, even from a very young age. It was almost like he was born with a wrench in his hand! As a child, he lived on a farm with his family. This was a great place for developing his talents. The oldest son, he had lots of opportunities to get his hands greasy and grimy. In fact, he was able to figure many things out. Sometimes he even fixed items his elders had thrown away. 

His father, Alfred Bombardier moved the family into the town of Valcourt when Armand was 13 years old. Giving up farming, Alfred opened a general store. Armand no longer had the farm equipment to work on, but he found many other things to keep himself busy.  

Armand turned his attention to building models. He proved he was a wonderful brother to his nine younger siblings. They were treated to many toys. Once he even made a working toy tractor out of old clock parts. 

Later, he invented a method to steam power his aunt’s spinning wheel. For that project he used parts from an old tire pump, along with tubes, a valve and a crankshaft. Imagine his aunt’s surprise when the wheel spun by itself.

It must have been difficult for Alfred Bombardier to raise a son who was always experimenting with mechanical things. Some inventions were plain dangerous!

By his teens, Armand, like modern boys, wanted adult equipment to work on. He especially wanted a car. The family car fascinated him, so he occasionally took it apart to see how it worked. That didn’t go over well, so sometime during the winter of 1922-23, his father found an old Model T Ford car. The salesman assured Alfred it was beyond repair—he purchased it to keep 15-year-old Armand busy.

Armand and his younger brother Léopold, spent all of their Christmas vacation on the car. They tightened bolts. They removed parts. They adjusted settings. But as always, it was the motor Armand was interested in. He wanted to hear the engine run, rather than worry about the Model T body or frame. 

It was New Year’s Eve 1922. The town of Valcourt was covered with fresh snow. Horses were tied up to the hitching posts, and people chatted in the streets, celebrating the last day of the year. Little did they know history was about to be made in their little town!

Armand and his younger brother Léopold pushed their invention out onto the street. All was quiet in their neighborhood.

The two boys shared their duties. Armand, the mechanic, took the engine controls. Léopold was at the helm, steering. Their horseless sleigh was ready for its trial run. 

Cough! Sputter! Chug! Finally, the engine revved up, roaring loudly enough to wake the dead. 

Certainly, the engine was loud enough to bring Alfred to his feet inside the family home. Rushing to the window, he watched as the motor that would never run powered his two sons out of the yard. Flames belched out the direct exhaust manifold. 


[image: Sleigh with motor mounted at rear and a propeller]
Replica of Bombardier’s first snowmobile in the Musée de la civilisation in Quebec City. Photo by Linda Aksomitis.




Alfred was horrified! 

Propellers whirled around on the rear of the machine as the two boys sailed down the street. 

Children screamed. “What is it?” 

“It’s those Bombardier boys,” shouted women, as they ran for safety. 

“Inventing again,” smiled the more adventuresome of those on the streets. 

Horses reared, fearful of the approaching noise. Even cats and dogs scurried to escape the machine that glided over the snow.

Armand, no doubt enjoying his drive, proceeded proudly down his hometown’s street for nearly a mile. 

Behind him, Alfred Bombardier ran, waving his arms and shouting.

Breathless, Alfred reached his sons. He ordered them home with the contraption. Once there, he made sure they dismantled it before it could decapitate one of the children or scare the horses to death! 

Armand had made his first drive with a snow machine—his life had its purpose. It took, however, another fifteen years before he built his first prototype.

Selling White’s Car Conversion Snowmobiles

Meanwhile, White was selling lots of car conversion snowmobiles. 

Winter Festivals were obvious choices when it came to promoting snowmobiles. Wisconsin’s first snowmobile race was held January 31st, 1926 at Three Lakes. Two hundred spectators were on hand to watch two Virgil D. White style snowmobile Model T conversions race. The prize? A .22 caliber rifle and bragging rights. 

However, bragging rights weren’t enough to build a business on. As anyone in marketing will tell you, you have to have some selling points to convince potential buyers. 

Identifying the ideal customer is where sales begin, which White understood. In the early decades of the 20th century there was a well-defined need for dependable winter transportation. Rural mail carriers, doctors, utility workers, fire departments, milk delivery workers, grocers, and salesman all needed to travel through the snow. 

On March 18, 1926, a Model T Snowmobile was even used to break trail and lead a funeral procession over the snow-covered hills of Vermont. Whose? President Calvin Coolidge’s father. 

Of course, there were also some not-so-legal uses. One winter a Boston owner shipped a Franklin air cooled car to the West Ossipee factory. The factory made a custom conversion, which was later found with the Franklin car abandoned on one of the Great Lakes. Why? It was believed to be involved in a rum running operation!

But back to White’s business. Henry Ford was responsible for a lot of his success. Since White also had a Ford dealership, White’s Snowmobile Company, Inc. got Ford’s support. The snowmobile conversion kits were marketed exclusively through the existing Ford dealerships and agencies for several years.
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