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On the Origin and Evolution of Snowshoes 

Several years ago I had the grand oppor
tunity to browse through the huge 
collection of snowshoes in the 'attic' of 

the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, 
D.C. While I was there, I spoke with some of 
the anthropologists and archaeologists about 
the origin of snowshoes. There is no real 
evidence in the archeological record to give 
even an approximate time of when snowshoes 
were invented. However, we can pretty well 
assume, based on what is known about early 
human migrations, that the idea of a snow
shoe/ski evolved somewhere in north-central 
Asia, perhaps near Lake Baykal. 

It is interesting to note that as some of the 
early people moved eastward into North 
America, over land that is now covered by the 
water of the Bering Sea, they brought with 
them the idea of snowshoes. On the other 
hand, as other people drifted westward, they 
took a ski prototype along with them. 

North Americans living in snow country 
improved and perfected the various styles of 

Snowshoe guru Carl Heilman tells how 
snowshoes are made at last year's GMC 

Snowshoe Festival. 

snowshoes and they came to be known by 
specific names such as Athapaskan and 
Ojibwa. Indeed, some of the most elegant and 
refined examples of snowshoes are real works 
of art and highly prized by collectors. Of 
course, the true esthetic of snowshoes always 
remains functional, with various designs being 
produced to suit different snow conditions. 
Life in the vast reaches of subarctic forests 

Of Mice and Mountains 

What is the most common mammal 
in Vermont? Any Long Trail biker 

knows the answer if they have spent a few 
nights at a shelter: mice. 

Not your city mouse either - but real 
woodland mice. We've got all kinds, 
although I doubt if you'll ever get friendly 
enough with one to care if it's a mouse or 
vole or jumping mouse. 

That's a real pity, too. They 
are very interesting little critters. ~ 
Take their teeth, for instance. A · 
mouse's front teeth never stop 
growing. If it couldn't gnaw, a 
mouse's skull would eventually ji , .,, '.~ 
be pierced by those teeth. That ~~· '· ""' 
raises an interesting dilemma for · 
the jumping mouse, which 
hibernates for up to six months during the 
winter. One of biology's little mysteries is 
what controls those constantly growing 
teeth during its long slumber. 

Mice also like the same food as people 
- no surprise there for Long Trail hikers. 
Mice may not be as big as bears, but they 
can make food disappear just as effectively. 
The only difference is that a bear eats a 
hiker's food but a mouse may cache most 
of it. While a mouse can eat nearly its own 
weight in food during a day, that still 

wouldn't amount to more than a light snack 
for a person. I wonder if the distinction 
between having one's food eaten or cached 
matters to a hiker. 

Having fed both mice and bears, I 
noticed one minor difference. When having 
a midnight snack, bears will wake you up. 
Mice are very polite and let you sleep right 

through the night so you don't 
notice a thing until morning. (By 
the way, bears are not a problem 
on the Long Trail. You'll have to 
go to a national park to person
ally experience the difference 
between bears and mice.) 

When a mouse isn't raiding a 
hiker's food, it eats wild plants, 
seeds, and insects. In tum, it is 

eaten by owls, snakes, weasels, fox, bobcat, 
and just about anything else that ever eats 
flesh. In the jargon of biology, they forge a 
vital link in the food chain. 

If mice vanished from the face of the 
earth, wildlife populations would crash all 
oYer the world. And that is a mighty inter
esting thought. The fate of the global 
environment rests upon one of the smallest 
of its members - the humble little mouse. 

-Joe Bahr 

during winter would clearly have been impos
sible without snowshoes in those early times. 

The colonization of North America by 
European immigrants gave a different twist to 
snowshoe use. French colonists, particularly, 
adopted the use of snowshoes from native 
groups. Also, the huge demand by the Euro
pean fur markets caused a real explosion in 
snowshoe use and the Native Americans ex
panded their winter lifestyles to include long 
trap lines as a way of earning cash or a means 
of barter. The real apogee of North American 
snowshoe culture came during that period. 

Since then snowshoes have mostly been 
used for winter recreation. But the evolution 
of snowshoes does indeed continue with the 
production of new models designed for steep 
terrain and racing. New materials are being 
employed such as light metal tubing and 
synthetic fabrics for lacing and decking. 
Snowshoes definilely remain a significant part 
of our winter culture as their use expands 
from hiking into mountaineering, racing, and 
jogging. 

But there is an
other interesting 
turn to this story. 
Remember that 
the idea of skis 
moved westward 
in ancient times 
until their use was 
as essential to the 
ancestors of 
Russians and 
Scandinavians as 
snowshoes had been for North Americans. 
Later, as Scandinavians and other northern 
Europeans immigrated to the New World, 
they brought their skis along. It might be said 
that the symbolic meeting of skis and 
snowshoes took place somewhere in northern 
Quebec when the legendary "jackrabbit" 
Johnson exhibited his prowess on skis to the 
snowshoeing Montagnais, Naskapi, or the 
Cree. 

A last thought for this little essay: what 
about "ski-shoeing" which has been proposed 
and practiced by Carl Heilman of the 
Adirondacks. He uses both skis and snow
shoes on his winter trips, the skis when they 
are most appropriate and then a quick switch 
to snowshoes when they are more effective. 

- William E. Osgood 
Montpelier Section member Bill Osgood lives 
in Northfield, Vermont. He is co-author of 
The Snowshoe Book, available f ram the 
GMC Bookstore and Packbasket on page 12. 


