Snowshoes – facts and techniques.
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Snowshoes have an unbelievably wide application, and if you are harbouring a dream of experiencing the wilds in their winter-dress, snowshoes are no doubt one of the easiest short-cuts to the adventure. Snowshoes are slower than skis, when the terrain is level or slopes downwards, but in an undulating and impassable landscape they are at least as fast as skis. In particularly dense forest-areas snowshoes are considerably faster than skis.
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The field of use spans from exercise over winter-trekking, mountain-approach, randonné and snowboard to hunting and fishing. The advantages are in all cases selfexplanatory: The large bearing surface spreads the weight from person and load over a larger area, whereby you avoid sinking into the snow. The snowshoes do not weigh much, nor do they take up much room, compared to the energy one saves by being able to progress more easily in the wintry landscape. Snowshoes are very suitable, when it comes to pulling a “pulk” ( a sort of closed sled originating in Lapland) with children, or when carrying a heavy backpack. When used for hunting the snowshoes have the advantage over skis, that they are more silent, and it is easier to stand firm when the shot goes off.

During later years, moreover, the snowshoes have gained a new usage – as “mudshoes”. By using a pair of snowshoes you can without difficulty pass over a quagmire, where in a pair of waders you would  have been submerged to your neck. With a pair of snowshoes as your trump-card you can explore new fishing reaches, where the fishing on account of inaccessibility often is completely virginal. Snowshoes can likewise be a great advantage during mountain-trekking, when you have to cross larger areas of bog, where there are no planked gangways. Apart from the advantages during transportation, the snowshoes can be used to compress the snow into a firm surface in the camp-area, to shovel snow away from the fireplace and function as a solid snow-anchor for the stays of the tent.
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Technique, construction and materials

If you can walk, you can also walk on snowshoes – so that’s not hard at all.With a pair of snowshoes even clumsy clots can go for a walk in the snow-covered landscape without risking broken arms and legs. Safety is therefore much to the fore. When you are walking together with others, you can save energy by letting one person go in front and break the trail. Take turns to go in front.

A pair of good snowshoes is characterised by having light frames, the shape of which is stable and can endure heavy frost without cracking. The front part of the frame is always rounded, whereas the rear part can have different shapes. Designs with pointed rear ends provide better torque-stability than convex models, which is something you realise when traversing a mountain slope, where the forces of gravity tend to skew the frame. The “deck” (the bearing surface of the snowshoe) must equally be able to withstand the cold and bumps without cracking or becoming so slack, that it slows you down. 

Certain aesthetics are connected with snowshoes made from natural materials. Traditional snowshoes are made with laminated wooden frames with decks of rawhide cow-skin (the same material as used for artificial bones for pet dogs!).The advantages of natural materials are, that they are relatively easy to repair, and they are not cold to the touch – contrary to f.ex. aluminium. The price of the nostalgia-flip is heavier snowshoes requiring more maintenance. Rawhide decks, however, slides better than modern plastic decks. Since most traditional wooden snowshoes do not have steigeisen/steel cramps mounted as an integral part of the binding/foot-plate, they are moreover mostly suited to deep loose snow. The wooden frame is maintained with oil-treatment. Rawhide decks should regularly be given a coating of lacquer to prevent the absorption of moisture. If the lacquer is not kept up, the deck ends up as if it had been chewed over by Rover, which does not improve your trekking comfort.   

On old-fashioned snowshoes the large and heavy rear part produces the effect, that the front part flips up, when you lift the snowshoes by means of the hinged bindings. The advantage in this is partly, that the snowshoe more easily lifts free of the snow, partly that the rear part of the snowshoe does not throw snow into the back of your neck.

Modern snowshoes are a far cry from the old-fashioned types – both as regards shape, construction and materials. A problem-free gait in the deep snow is secured by the shape of the snowshoe and the design of the bindings. The front end of the snowshoe is bent upwards, so that the snowshoe does not dig into the snow, when you step forward. Nowadays the upward movement of the front part of the snowshoe is achieved by a more weight-saving constructions. A good example is the “springload system” of Atlas. Without the use of springs, that can break or come apart, the design of the suspension of the binding on the frame has the effect, that the front part of the snowshoe flips up every time you lift the leg. The end result is, that the snowshoe is lighter and less tiring to use. 

Sizes

The lightest snowshoe-models are designed with aluminium frames and a deck of plastic or rubber. Most durable are decks woven from artificial fibres. This form of deck does not absorb moisture and are so smooth and slippery, that the snow does not adhere to it. Smooth artificial decks require, that the soles are provided with metal teeth, that get a grip on the snow, so that you do not slide. Scandinavia does not have continental winter-conditions, as a result large temperature fluctuations frequently produce an icy crust on the snow. It is therefore important to be able to stand firmly on your snowshoes. Even under normal conditions ice-clamps assist in securing a good grip on the surface of the snow, and snowshoes with steigeisen are therefore a definite advantage. The ice-cramps should be placed under the front of the foot as well as under the heel, so that you avoid torsion when traversing a mountain slope. Some snowshoes are made for ascending summits, which permit of stepping directly into the bindings without removing steigeisens from your boots. Since there are considerable differences in the standards of American and European steigeisens, you have to check, that the snowshoes and the steigeisens are compatible. If you use steigeisens of European make, f.ex. Grivel, you require snowshoes from f.ex Grivel. American steigeisens – f.ex. Black Diamond – are compatible with makes of snowshoes such as Atlas. For normal trecking use it is optimal to have the steigeisens mounted on the snowshoes.

The heavier the person/pack and the more loose and deep the snow, the larger the snowshoes should be in order to function optimally. In modern lightweight snowshoes, there is little difference in weight between different sizes. If in doubt about the optimal size, you are therefore best served  by  choosing snowshoes that may be on the large side. If you want to use the snowshoes for trekking, you should reckon with you own body-weight + 4 kilos of clothing and a solid winter-pack of 25-30 kilos. Information about suitable sizes of snowshoes for different weight-classes can be found by checking the web-sites of the suppliers.     

Boots and poles

The choice of boots for use with snowshoes very much depends upon the time of year and the purpose of the trip. Most all-round snowshoes – f.ex. Atlas – have bindings, that are to such an extent flexible and tight-fitting, that all forms of footwear can be used. If the snowshoes are used for “trail-running”, you can choose to use jogging shoes and gaiters. Normal trekking boots are suitable for trekking in the spring, whilst in midwinter at low subzero temperatures you are best served with a pair of solid Pacboots similar to the old Sorel boots, (which are unhappily produced no longer)

The use of poles improves your balance and lessens the load on knees and ankles. On account of the more upright walking position and the movement of the upper body, the poles contribute towards improving the blood-circulation and the respiratory efficiency. Telescopic poles produce the greatest flexibility and are – in spite of being heavier – to be preferred to normal poles.

Where do you obtain snowshoes? 

A pair of quality-snowshoes do not come cheaply, so it is worth while considering renting them for a start. At many of the Scandinavian winter-sport centres – f.ex. Sälen, Kebnekaise, Björkleden, Hemsedal, Åre and the Ice-hotel in Kiruna – you can rent snowshoes. 

Build your own snowshoes

To build your own snowshoes may be an exiting project for long winter evenings. Further information on the noble art can be found in the following books:

1) “The snowshoe book” (1973) by William Osgood/Lesley Hurley, Stephen Greene Press,  

Canada.   

2) “A way of life” (1986) by Ed Hall, Northwest Territories Renewable Resources, Canada.

