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Foreword





Winter is my favorite time of year. The air becomes crisp and cool. The sky turns from a deep blue to a soft white, and the snow flies. Slowly, the ground is covered and all you can see is a ­never-ending fluffy, soft white playground. Being the active, adventurous person I am, the first thing I do when the snow flies is to strap on my snowshoes and head out to explore. Snowshoeing provides the opportunity to enjoy the peace and serenity of the outdoors in winter, while at the same time taking you to new levels of fitness.


Originally, snowshoes were an essential winter tool, used to get from one place to another and to gather and hunt food during snowy conditions. Snowshoeing has since turned into a recreational activity and sport for all ages and abilities. I have seen children as young as two or three out snowshoeing with their great-grandparents, who were over 90. Snowshoeing is also a competitive sport, with over 400 events and thousands of participants every year in North America alone. Snowshoeing provides competitive opportunities for winter sports enthusiasts internationally.


I am not only a competitive athlete, but also a personal trainer who has worked with all sorts of people who want to become healthier and stronger. Just about anyone can snowshoe — and benefit from it. That’s a message that I try to pass on to my clients and to anyone else who is interested in this wonderful winter activity. Whatever your level of interest and fitness, The Snowshoe Experience will provide you with much knowledge, sound advice, and many pointers so that you can better enjoy your experience.


I first met Claire at a snowshoe clinic that I was presenting in Boulder, Colorado. She had extensive knowledge of some of the best places to go snowshoeing in the state. I was impressed! I knew instantly that she shared the same passion for snowshoeing as I did. She enjoys snowshoeing more for the exploration and beauty, while I focus more on the fitness and competitive side of the sport. Claire shares her extensive knowledge in this guide. So remember her pointers, and when the snow flies, get out there and enjoy!




—Danelle Ballangee 


2002 National Snowshoe Champion; 2002 Adventure Racer of the Year; competitor in the Ironman Triathlon; and winner of more than 100 snowshoe races







Introduction




Snowshoeing can mean the difference between loving and loathing winter. It is a passport to the joys of the winter outdoors that is within comfortable reach of anyone. It is winter’s answer to walking and hiking, which have been pegged as America’s most popular outdoor leisure activities. It crosses boundaries of age, fitness level, outdoor experience, and personal ambition. Snowshoeing is just about the easiest and most versatile of all sports. The basic technique is so simple that it really ­doesn’t require much instruction. It essentially involves strapping on snowshoes, putting one foot in front of the other, and walking. In fact, most instructions are less about how to do it than how to adjust the gear.


With snowshoes, you can explore virtually any place where there is snow. These big feet attach to your own smaller ones for hassle-free access to the white winter world. The limitations are those you put on yourself, such as how fit you are, what your comfort level is in the ­outdoors, and how you feel about guided touring versus the quiet ­companionship of just a good friend or two. Snowshoeing is a tranquil activity, yet it can be a sociable one. The learning curve is minimal, the rewards come practically with the first step, and the risk of injury is one of the lowest of all outdoor sports. This is a multi-generational activity, one which parents can do with their children and adults can do with their parents. Snowshoeing in the backcountry with a group of companions is not just a winter pleasure, but a safety measure as well.


One of the major benefits of this sport is that snowshoers are literally out there. They are not driving around a parking lot searching for the closest entrance to the mall. They are not curled up in a lounge chair, exercising their remote-control-operating fingers. They are out moving in the fresh air, and they are healthier for it. When Bruce Carey, a 40-year-old Vail, Colorado, attorney who thought of himself as reasonably trim, went for a medical checkup, he got the scare of his life. “My internist said, ‘Exercise or insulin,’” he recalls. “I took up snowshoeing. I lost 3 inches from my middle — and I ­didn’t need insulin.” Carey became a snowshoe-racing enthusiast and took a part-time job leading snowshoe tours at the Beaver Creek ­Cross-Country and Snowshoe Center. He is one of the growing number of evangelists for the many health benefits of outdoor exercise, in winter as well as in summer.




A lot of Americans would do well to heed Carey’s message. With our unfortunate predilection for processed foods and fast foods that are high in calories, sugar, and fats, we are, tragically, becoming a nation of plus-sized citizens with all the attendant health risks. The chances of contracting diabetes, cancer, heart disease, and cardiovascular disease are reduced when weight is reduced, and it’s no secret that exercise is a key component in weight control. Snowshoeing is an ideal winter activity for people who are overweight, out of shape, or simply uncoordinated.


In fact, snowshoes provide such a stable platform and snowshoeing is so easy that as a Winter Special Olympics event, it is manageable even by individuals with extreme physical and developmental challenges who can navigate a short, straightforward course. Whatever activity on the walking-to-running continuum that you do on bare ground in summer is possible in winter on snowshoes. If you are a casual walker who likes an occasional leg stretch in the fresh air, you can strap on snowshoes and amble across a snow-covered meadow in a city park, up an unplowed country lane, or along an urban recreation trail. If you are a sturdy hiker, strap those hiking boots into a pair of snowshoes, and hit your favorite trail. If you are an ardent backpacker, outfit yourself with subzero gear and try winter camping, the epitome of backcountry self-sufficiency and solitude. If you are a runner, you won’t find a ­better way to stay in shape through the cold months than to run on snowshoes, and if you like to compete, there’s a full calendar of winter races in the north country.




Most of us are neither Special Olympians nor backcountry addicts nor gonzo runners, and snowshoeing fills that large lump on the bell curve that represents most people’s interests and abilities. Its low-key nature is ideal for those of us who are over 50 and want an easy way to enjoy winter, bond with nature, and get some exercise. Think of the options. As a snowshoer, you can follow a well-marked trail at a cross-country ski center or Alpine ski area, amble along a hiking trail, or meander through a local park path where it’s impossible to get lost or ­confused. You can roam around in the confined area of a snowed-in campground to get the feel of snowshoeing or wander down a snow-covered logging or mining road that maybe closed to vehicles in winter. You can enjoy snowshoeing with your family or a group of friends, or join a guided naturalist tour to learn about the winter world. And again, whatever your starting point may be, whether couch potato or endurance runner, plugging snowshoeing into your winter life will make you fitter, healthier, stronger, and fleeter.


My own introduction to snowshoeing came one winter when I signed up for a ranger-guided tour through the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias in Yosemite National Park. The snowshoes were classic wooden, tennis racquet-style models, which felt heavy and awkward for my height and weight. The wet snow, nicknamed Sierra Cement, wadded up between the snowshoes and my boot soles. It hardened under my feet and felt as if there were baseballs under my arches. I struggleded along like the proverbial drunken sailor until I could hardly stand up. Then I stopped, removed my snowshoes, and chipped away rock-hard clumps so I could continue walking or, I should say, waddling, because that was how my awkward gait felt.




Even with the challenge of that equipment and that particular type of snow, I could feel the inherent advantages of snowshoes. After the ranger had explained the ecology of the sequoia forest, I stomped off alone, away from the group, to be awed by the place without worrying about sinking knee-deep into the snow. Looking up at those majestic trees was humbling, and so was snowshoeing itself. I felt awkward on those big, flopping snowshoes, but I gamely waddled along, knocking the snow clumps off my boots now and again. I ran out of steam just about the time that the tour, designed for neophytes like me, was over. Still, even in my discomfort, I felt intuitively snowshoes had great potential, if someone would only perfect them. The potential I felt has now been realized, with the development of modern, lightweight, easy-to-use snowshoes. What is probably the oldest ancient form of travel over snow has become an increasingly popular winter recreation. I still treasure the freedom and ease of snowshoeing that I sensed that first day. I treasure the sheer pleasure and good exercise that snowshoeing provides, as well. If you are a snowshoer, you probably remember your first time too. If you haven’t yet been bitten by the snowshoe bug, surely you will feel it when you are.
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History 101


Where snowshoeing has been & where it’s going




 Snowshoeing is one of the oldest snow sports and one of the newest. At the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st, the low-cost, low-key sport of snowshoeing enjoyed a surge and became America’s fastest-growing winter sport. But its history goes back through the millennia. Snowshoes’ origins are shrouded in the misty days of prehistory and distant places. Experts have pegged 4000 b.c. or so as the time the earliest ones were fashioned as a more efficient way for people in northerly climates to move across the snow. The purpose of snowshoes at this time was not, of course, for recreation, but rather for transportation.


Some archaeologists believe that the earliest snowshoes were wood, bark, or stiffened rawhide formed into circles or ovals, while others believe that they were solid slabs of wood lashed to the foot with leather, vines, or reeds. Most agree that they probably were first made in central Asia. It is therefore not inconceivable that the people who crossed the Bering land bridge to North America did so on snowshoes. It has also been said that Alexander the Great’s soldiers later moved across deep snow on wood hoops with platforms of woven rush to provide flotation.


Over the centuries, snowshoes changed. The native peoples of the arctic region — those early North Americans whose ancestors might well have come to this continent on rudimentary snowshoes — continued to use them. Their descendants moved south into the Great Plains where winter is forceful and intense, as well as into the snowy, forested zones that we call the North Woods. The trappers, traders, hunters, explorers, surveyors, woodsmen, and ranchers who subsequently trekked westward adapted these practical designs. While visiting the Museum of the Rockies in Bozeman, Montana, I was quite captivated by artist George Catlin’s images of Indian hunters on snowshoes bringing down deer and even bison in the 1830s.




These north-country travelers and dwellers slowly refined the concept and developed finely crafted wood-frame models, often of ash with rawhide webbing, and eventually added crossbars for lateral stability and shape retention. They also discovered that long-tailed models were an improvement over simple oval shapes for tracking straight, and they tinkered with the part that actually holds the foot onto the snowshoe, what we today call the binding.


There was some 19th- and early 20th-century blurring of the line between snowshoes and skis, though technically, the former were usually understood to be webbed for walking, while the latter were longer, narrower, and made of solid wood for sliding. But then recreational use increased and, around the turn of the last century, snowshoeing as we know it became a popular leisure-time activity. The Canadian Snowshoer’s Union was founded in 1907 to systemize the activities of some 60 snowshoeing clubs that had popped up in eastern Canada. These spiffy organizations had uniforms, band music, an almost militaristic hierarchy topped by officers in club leadership positions, and a schedule of snowshoe races. Early 1900s races took place over various distances on packed-snow oval tracks, much like horse races, foot races, and long-track speed skating events, and these races became a winter-carnival staple at communities across the snowbelt. The popularity of snowshoeing and snowshoe clubs drifted southward into New England, and in 1925, Lewiston, Maine, hosted the first International Snowshoe Convention to celebrate the joy of this hearty winter sport. Through the 1930s, community, fraternal, and local sports organizations put on snowshoe outings, which were popular in many locales. Seventy years after the Canadians founded their first snowshoeing association, the United States Snowshoe Association was established. USSSA has morphed from a largely recreational organization into the sanctioning body for the growing number of serious snowshoe races. Snowshoemag.com is a current on-line snowshoe publication aimed at elite snowshoers and enthusiasts alike. For a time, an enthusiasts’ magazine called The Snowshoer was published. Check out the websites provided in the Resources.




During the late 19th and early 20th century, however, snowshoes were usually more utilitarian than recreational. One of the most amazing tales of winter survival and selfless heroism took place in 1897, when eight whaling ships were trapped in the arctic ice near Point Barrow, Alaska’s nothernmost settlement. Ship owners, concerned that the 265 crew members would starve before the spring breakup, appealed to President William McKinley for a relief expedition. The task fell to the United States Coast Guard, which dispatched the cutter Bear, from Port Townsend, Washington, in late November. At Cape Vancouver, Alaska, which was as far as the cutter could go that late in the year, the captain assigned a shore party to mount a rescue. The plan was to enlist the aid of natives, buy a herd of reindeer, and drive the animals 1,500 miles to the stranded whalers. The men set off on December 16, 1897, using dog sleds, reindeer-pulled sleds that were nothing like the Santa Claus fantasy, snowshoes, and skis. On March 29, 1898, after fighting brutal temperatures, fierce blizzards, and the long, lonely arctic nights, the rescuers arrived at Point Barrow and brought 382 reindeer to feed the stranded men.


Though little known, this story, in which snowshoes played a crucial part, seems to me on a par with two more famous winter feats. The story of Captain Ernest Shackleton’s terrifying Antarctic expedition is well known. Books have been written and films made about Shackleton’s astonishing feat of saving every single crewmember aboard his ship, the Endurance, when it was crushed by ice in 1915. Another well-known story is the heroic 1925 dogsled relay, during which 20 mushers and their teams raced 674 miles from the Nenana railroad station to Nome, Alaska, to deliver anti-diphtheria serum to the stricken village. The feat inspired the legendary Iditarod dogsled race. Balto, the lead dog on the team that carried the serum the last 63 miles into Nome, is memorialized with a statue in New York City’s Central Park.




Snowshoes are footnotes to military history as well. Military snowshoe training on the North American continent took place in the mid-18th century, when Robert Rogers, credited with establishing what are now the Army Rangers, changed the way English colonists did battle. In 1758, while other units were bivouacked in winter quarters, his Rangers used snowshoes, sleds, and even ice skates to send scouting parties and raiders against the French and Indian foes. Canada’s Hudson’s Bay Company, established in the 17th century to collect fur for export to Mother England, evolved over the years to become the country’s most comprehensive and best-known department store chain. Within days after receiving an urgent order for special winter equipment for British soldiers who expected to see winter action in northern Europe during World War II, the Winnipeg store began shipping 7,400 pairs of snowshoes, 10,000 pairs of rubber boots, and 7,000 pairs of moccasins overseas. Tubbs, one of America’s pioneer snowshoe manufacturers, made the snowshoes for the Tenth Mountain Division, the legendary United States Army unit that trained for mountain warfare at Camp Hale in the high country near Tennessee Pass in Colorado. The men of the Tenth practiced summer and winter maneuvers, learning to be climbers, mountaineers, and skiers. Less well known was the division’s use of snowshoes in the deep snows of the high Rockies, particularly by the artillery and heavy-weapons platoons. The Tenth distinguished itself with a heroic and successful mountaineering assault against German forces in Italy, and veterans of the division are widely credited with launching America’s post-World War II ski resort boom.


After the war, winter training continued as Battalion Level 38th Mountain/Winter Warfare Survival Group carried on where the Tenth had left off. “Our gear consisted of skis, ski boots, snowshoes, shoe packs, a three-section sleeping bag, mountain tent, mountain stove, extra outer and inner wear, ski parka, overcoat parka, white camo outfit, two sets of gloves (one with a trigger finger), rations, two canteens, cartridge belt (with ammo), mess kit, bayonet, M1 rifle and other combat weapons, along with an assortment of survival equipment,” recalls one anonymous veteran on a website devoted to the 38th Mountaineers’ legacy. “The men carried over 90 pounds of combat and survival gear as well as special winter clothes and boots. We did it all on foot with skis and snowshoes. It’s on record that the men who trained at Camp Hale during 1947–1948 were trained as Special Forces.” The Tenth Mountain Division’s experience in World War II and the 38th Mountaineers’ continuation carried over into the Korean conflict, where the United States Army units trained on the Japanese island of Hokkaido in winter survival skills, including how to use snowshoes.
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The United States military still trains for winter warfare on snowshoes and other gear. The Army National Guard operates the Mountain Warfare School near Jericho, Vermont, where Army Reserve, National Guard, and others attend two-week winter mountaineering school. The United States Marines operate the Northern Warfare Training Center near Bridgeport, California, in the High Sierra range. The Marine Corps Mountain Warfare Training Center (MCMWTC) is a remote and isolated post located nearly 6,800 feet above sea level. Established in 1951 to provide cold-weather training for troops bound for Korea, the training center operated on a full-time basis until 1967, when it was placed in caretaker status as a result of the Vietnam War, in which winter warfare was certainly not an issue. It was reactivated to full-time command in 1976. The Army’s Northern Warfare Training Center at Fort Wainwright, 30 miles from Delta Junction, Alaska, prepares troops to function successfully in brutal arctic, subarctic, and mountain environments and the harshest winter conditions. The military now uses tungsten snowshoes manufactured in camouflage white, as were the woodies used by the men of the Tenth — but I’m getting ahead of the story.
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