A Brief History of Snowshoeing

Based on the work of Mark ‘Sparky’ Stensaas
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It is widely believed that early forms of snowshoes or skis developed in central Asia around 4000 B.C. Maybe the first people got inspiration from observing snow-dwelling animals with oversized feet moving relatively effortlessly over a snow-packed surface. In Canada there are several species of animals that have feet adapted to travelling across the snow. This includes woodland caribou, snowshoe hare, Canada lynx and the spruce grouse. The spruce grouse even grows scaly fringes on its toes in winter to effectively increase the surface area of its feet. Varying styles of snowshoes were perfected by different First Nation’s People. In the eastern arctic/subarctic lands of Labrador and Quebec, where the snow is deep, extremely dry and unstratified, the nearly round beavertail shoes laced very finely would support a Montagnais, Cree or Naskapi hunter on top of the seemingly bottomless powder.

In the Lake Superior Basin, the land is brushier and firmer with settled layers. These conditions called for a different style of snowshoe. What evolved among the Ojibway and Western Cree was a narrower more maneuverable shoe and was less finely laced for denser snow and with an upturned toe it cut through brush and knifed through crusty snow. Black ash frames were laced with moose or deer rawhide.

Whatever the design, snowshoes allowed native people to get around in often waist-deep snow, haul [image: image2.jpg]


toboggans, move camp, hunt and trap birds and mammals and thrive in a hostile environment during a brutal season. Snowshoeing reached a new plateau in the late 1800s when it became a form of recreation, not just a mode of transportation. The country was booming and people wanted to play. Snowshoe clubs popped up all over the eastern Canada and the Northeastern United States. Minnesota alone supported more than 60 clubs. Most mimicked the clubs of Quebec, some of which had been around since 1849. Brightly colored jackets, called capotes, made of wool blankets and secured by a sash, were worn with matching toques and leather high-moccasins. Color themes identified your club and often your region. Blue was the banner of the Montreal snowshoers, while clubs from Quebec City sported red and the Trois Rivieres district donned white. Activities included races, hurdle course, night tramps, snowshoe hill sliding and the ever popular Sunday outings where the group would snowshoe overland to a club member’s home, eat a hearty meal, sing and socialize, and then head back down the trail.

