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	Introduction
People need to travel. Periodically, all human beings must travel from the places they live to other localities in order to obtain things they need. For example, when a family's supply of food runs low, someone must go to a place where more food can be obtained. When a builder needs materials to make an object, movement is needed to acquire those materials. The only exception to this rule occurs when one person travels in behalf of another. This happens if a parent goes to a grocery store to buy food for the family. Or when a nurse brings food to a patient. Nevertheless, no matter who makes the journey, all human life requires travel.
Human bodies are well adapted to certain kinds of travel — for example, walking or running on flat, firm ground. People can also travel over, through or around obstacles such as hills, rocky places, creeks, or patches of bush, but the path is more difficult. Some obstacles, however, are so large or difficult that they severely hinder passage, unless travellers have something which improves their ability to move.
In cold northern countries such as Canada, snow can be such an obstacle. Today, with modern machines like snowplows, four-wheel-drives, snowmobiles, and airplanes, we have almost conquered snow as a barrier to transportation. Yet, long before these machines were invented, people were able to move across the countryside with reasonable speed, carrying loads from place to place and communicating with one another throughout the North American winter. Hunters found game and brought it home to feed their families. People travelled to neighbouring communities to visit friends, just as we do today. How did these earlier people cope with problems of snow travel without having our modern machines? The answer begins with a knowledge of snow conditions.
 

 







 

[image: image11.png]









 

 

Snow as Obstacle, Snow as Thoroughfare
Freshly falling snow comes in many forms — fluffy flakes, sticky flakes, hard pellets, to name a few — and in varying amounts, from a thin trace to a thick blanket. Furthermore, once snow has settled on the ground, its condition may be altered by wind, landscape and temperature. Such differences in snow conditions are important to a traveller. For example, when snow is soft and deep, feet plunge below the surface and forward movement becomes slow and tiring. When snow is wet or sticky, footing is slippery and travel is hard work. Yet, when snow is dry and hard-packed, a person can walk across the top with ease. The best travel conditions occur, therefore, when a traveller can skim across the surface of a frozen snowfield. These observations have been known to humans for thousands of years. By matching such knowledge with ingenuity and a determination to travel, ancient peoples gradually developed a number of devices to assist their movements in snowy regions.
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Winter Clothing
Before people could travel any distance in snow, they first had to protect their bodies from freezing. The invention of tailored animal skin clothing provided a personal covering that was light, flexible, warm and waterproof. The origins of this invention are lost in time, but it probably occurred about 40,000 to 50,000 years ago. That was when humans first attempted to occupy the snowy regions of northern Europe and Asia, and eventually the Americas. Over the past 10,000 to 15,000 years, North American Aboriginal peoples have developed numerous kinds of winter clothing. Variations in style have depended on the environment lived in, the animal skins available, local cultural traditions, age and gender of the wearers, and personal decorative preferences.
One example is traditional Inuit clothing. During the 1880s, an anthropologist named Franz Boas visited the Inuit of the Eastern Arctic and recorded his observations on their clothing. He noted that both men and women wore two layers of clothing in cold weather. The inner garments were worn with the hair facing inward so that it touched the skin. Starting at the foot, the inner apparel consisted of two slippers worn one inside the other. One slipper was made of bird skin with feathers resting against the foot; the other was made of seal skin. Above that, a light deer skin stocking covered the lower leg to the knee. Next was a pair of breeches made from the skins of young seals or caribou. The breeches reached just below the knees and were tied around the waist with a string. Finally, the upper body was covered with a pullover jacket made of young seal skin or light caribou skin. Then came the outer garments. They included boots, trousers, mittens, and a hooded coat with a downward flap or tail at the back. These were commonly worn with the hair facing outward and were generally made of seal or caribou skin. Clothing such as this allowed Inuit people to live and travel in Arctic winters.
In other parts of North America, people had somewhat different winter clothing. During 1808-1809, for example, a fur trader named Alexander Henry made observations on the Plains Indians who visited his post in east central Alberta. Henry wrote that their dress consisted mostly of leather. The men wore leggings that reached up to the waist where they were fastened to a belt. Held in place by the same belt was a "breech clout," a piece of wool or dressed leather about 25 cm broad and 120 cm long. This garment passed between the legs and was drawn up under the belt, the ends falling free before and behind, to a distance of about 30 cm below the waist. The shirt was made of soft dressed leather, either antelope or elk. It was closed around the neck and hung to the middle of the thighs. The sleeves were made of the same leather and were loose under the arms to the elbows, but sewed tight to the wrists. The cap was commonly a piece of leather, or dressed skin with the hair left on. It was shaped to fit the head and tied under the chin. The top was usually decorated with feathers or some other ornament. Shoes and mittens were made of dressed buffalo hide with the hair left on. Over these inner garments the traveller draped a buffalo robe to complete his winter attire.
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Snow Goggles
Another problem associated with winter travel was, and still is, a condition known as snow blindness. This occurs when the combination of direct sunlight and glare from snow is too intense for the human eye. It is a condition which may be very painful, may last for days, and which hinders travel.
The most ancient and widespread method for avoiding snow blindness was the use of snow goggles, a device known in northern Europe, northern Asia and northern North America. Snow goggles were made in many different styles. In general, they consisted of an opaque eye-covering made of a material such as wood, leather, bone or ivory. Narrow slits or small holes were cut into them to allow a limited range of vision. A string or thong was attached to each end and could be tied around the head to keep the goggles in place. Snow goggles reduced harmful light and actually improved visibility. 
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	Snowshoes
Once people were adequately clothed and had protection for their eyes, the next problem was footing. During a single journey, a person could encounter many different snow conditions. Travel in flat open areas through soft shallow snow was generally easy. In some places, however, snow would build up and heavy winds would pack its surface into a hard crust. If a person was too heavy, every step broke the crust and the foot crashed through into softer snow below. Travel in that instance was extremely difficult and even painful. 
In valleys and wooded areas, snow deposits were different again. There the snow might be soft and deep. Walking would require great effort as the traveller's foot and leg disappeared far below the surface with every step. In order to alleviate these problems, ancient people developed a variety of light flat devices to attach to their feet. These enabled them to spread their weight over a larger surface area and to walk over snow no matter what its condition. 
It seems that the original idea was simply to attach a flat board to the foot. This invention was made thousands of years ago, but it is not known where. Examples of board attachments have been found across northern North America, northern Asia and northern Europe. In Europe and Asia, people made modifications that led to the development of skis and skates. In Canada, Aboriginal people developed their own unique footwear called "snowshoes." 
In its simplest form a snowshoe was a circular hoop of wood around a web of rawhide thongs. The web was attached to the foot by a harness also made of thongs. This simple circular form is known as the "bearpaw snowshoe." It was used and still is used over a wide geographic area, especially where snow is soft and deep. The bearpaw snowshoe has many regional variations with different methods of webbing and harness attachment. 
This basic form has also been modified into elongated and more complex shapes. One of the most complex is the "Athapaskan shoeshoe." It has a rounded or pointed toe, a pointed heel, two or more wooden crossbars, and numerous types of webbing and harness. An Athapaskan snowshoe is generally a large device, measuring 30 to 38 cm in width and 120 to 150 cm in length. It is especially effective where the traveller can follow a relatively straight course with few turns. 
Travellers making long journeys often carried more than one type of snowshoe. This allowed them to change footwear under different conditions. Moreover, good snowshoers could move surprisingly quickly. In 1879, a fur trader named H. M. Robinson wrote: "A man can walk much faster on snowshoes, with a fair track, than on the best road without them; but when the trail is frozen perfectly hard, the traveler casts them off, and runs behind the dogs." 
Of course, it was not only men who used snowshoes. In 1776, another fur trader, Alexander Henry, noted that Aboriginal women were also extremely proficient at this mode of transportation: "The snow lay four feet [1.2 metres] deep. The Indians travelled swiftly; and in keeping pace with them my companions and myself had too much exercise to suffer from the coldness of the atmosphere; but, our snowshoes being of a broader make than those of the Indians, we had much fatigue in following their track. The women led, and we marched until sunset, when we reached a small coppice of wood, under the protection of which we encamped."
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Tumplines, Toboggans, Carioles and Sleds
People need to transport objects as well as themselves. Indigenous North Americans applied two basic strategies to this task. One involved carrying, the other required dragging. Small light objects were easily carried in the hand, in small pouches, or in bags. Larger objects might be carried in the arms for short distances. 
When burdened with large objects for long distances, however, ancient North Americans tended to carry the load on their backs. The object or objects would be rolled into a bundle to which a single long cord would be attached at each end or looped underneath. The free part of the cord would be positioned so that it ran from one end of the bundle, up the carrier's back, across the forehead, and back down to the other end of the bundle. Alternatively, for some loads a support line might also be borne across the upper chest. This type of carrying cord was commonly known as a "tumpline." Tumplines were used mainly in summer, but might also be used in winter, especially when burdens were of moderate weight, when the distance to be travelled was short, or when other carrying devices were not available.
Heavier loads were usually dragged over the snow. In the crudest case the load was dragged without any device, or simply on an animal skin. For longer, more efficient travel, specially designed dragging devices were employed, the most common types being toboggans and sleds. 
The toboggan seems to be the older of the two, and was perfected by Aboriginal North Americans for use in soft snow. The Anishinabe (Chippewa, Ojibwa or Saulteaux) called it nobûgidaban, from which the English word toboggan is derived. This type of carrier was made of thin hardwood boards, which were curved up at one end using heat or steam. Cleats of wood were attached across the boards to hold them together.
Cleats or cords were also fastened along the sides, providing side-rails through which a cord could be passed back and forth across the load to secure it in place. Another cord was attached to the front of the upturned boards for pulling the toboggan over the snow. Humans or dogs supplied the towing force, dogs having been domesticated in Canada at least 5000 years ago. If dogs were used, they were hitched to the front using a harness. A good team of dogs could pull a loaded toboggan 60 to 80 km a day, although sometimes the dogs could be difficult to control.
A variant of the toboggan, developed especially for transporting people, made its appearance during the fur trade era in the late 1700s or early 1800s. This device, known as a cariole, was usually pulled by a team of dogs and occasionally by horses. In addition to a bottom made of thin boards curving upward at the front, the cariole had enclosed sides, a back, and a partly covered top. The passenger rode in this enclosure amidst the warmth of fur robes. A cariole required a driver who ran or rode at the back. 
Where terrain was hard-frozen or icy, another type of snow vehicle, a sled, was put into use. A sled is a small hauling platform underlain by long narrow skids called runners. On the frozen lakes and rivers of the boreal forest, a light version of the sled was often employed. In its simplest form, a strip of ash wood was bent to form both the runner and the base of the floor on one side. Vertical crossbars were tied in place to solidify this piece. A second runner unit was made for the other side of the sled. Then, these two sections were joined to each other by horizontal crossbars creating the floor upon which a load could be laid. 
More complex sleds had better runners, solid vertical support boards, and carved cross members. Whatever the style, light sleds such as these could be pulled by hand or harnessed to dogs. In the Canadian Arctic, the Inuit developed a more solid kind of sled for heavier loads. Known as "komatiks," these were shaped like ladders with two stout parallel boards set on edge to form the runners. Sometimes smooth pieces of bone or antler were attached to the bottoms of the runners and covered with a coat of ice to reduce friction. Slats were lashed across the runners to make the carrying platform. With a team of huskies harnessed to the front, a komatik could carry heavy loads.








































































Importance of Ancient Snow Travel Devices
It seems obvious that snow travel devices were among the most important inventions in the history of transportation. In America and Eurasia, snow travel allowed people to discover and exploit the rich animal, vegetable, and mineral resources of northern regions on a year-round basis. It also played a part in the domestication of animals, in the meeting of peoples and the exchange of ideas, thereby contributing to the complexity of cultures. Many of the snow travel devices invented thousands of years ago were so effective that they remain in use today, the toboggan and snowshoe being examples. Beyond that, some devices which we consider modern, such as snowmobiles and contemporary winter clothing, are merely adaptations based on ancient models. It is difficult to imagine how humans could ever have occupied Canada without snow travel equipment.






