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Historical Development:  Snowshoeing is known to have been practiced in present-

day central Asia about 6,000 years ago.  It is believed that as these ancestors to the 

Inuits and Native Americans, migrated from Asia to North America, they brought the 

snowshoes with them, which were modified slabs of wood.   It was not too long before 

this evolved into the white ash framed snowshoes with the raw hide lacing that we 

associate with snowshoeing today. 

Until the 1970’s, snowshoes were used primarily for employment and survival rather 

than recreation, and the primary materials utilized in the construction were wood 

(white ash) and rawhide.  The wooden snowshoes are generally categorized in three 

different styles or shapes.   The oval shaped bear paw was designed for use in 

forested conditions where maneuverability was most important.  The truly long (46+ 

inches) Yukon snowshoe was developed for traversing deep powder-covered open 

areas, common in the Northwest.  The beavertail seemed to take advantage of the 

best features of both the bear paw and the Yukon, and has been utilized in all types of 

snow conditions. 
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Neoprene Decking:  During the 1960’s, snowshoe manufacturers began to offer 

neoprene lacing as a man-made option to the rawhide laced deck.  Modern recreational 

users and professionals appreciated how neoprene did not stretch like rawhide when it 

became wet, and did not require annual treatment with shellac. 

Difficulties with Woodies:  Those introduced to wood framed snowshoes often-

encountered difficulty with the bindings and keeping the snowshoes on.  Users also 

experienced a lack of traction on ascents and lateral traverses on wood-framed 

snowshoes, unless they took the time to fabricate their own traction devices and 

adhered them directly onto their decking.  Those who used wooden framed snowshoes 

also found that the straddle walk required by the wide snowshoes brought on the 

feeling of tired hips after a few miles of steady walking.   These difficulties were all 

overcome with the modern snowshoes.  

Aluminum Framed Snowshoes:  Gene and Bill Prater developed the oval-shaped 

aluminum framed Sherpa snowshoe and steel hinge rod in 1972 in Ellensburg, WA to 

overcome some of the deficiencies they encountered with wooden snowshoes while 

doing winter mountaineering in the Cascades.  The Sherpas steadily replaced wooden 

snowshoes among professional users, including foresters, rangers, trappers, guides, 

mountaineers, and the military.  Sherpa’s neoprene decking was replaced with 

polypropylene in 1989, making the snowshoes much lighter.  

Redfeather Leads the Way:  Redfeather introduced the aluminum framed beaver tail 

snowshoe with hypolon decking in 1990.  A hypolon toe cord was utilized rather than 

the Sherpa-patented steel hinge rod, as Sherpa retained these patent rights for 

another two years.  Ironically, the Redfeather Snowshoe Company probably spawned 

the original boom in snowshoe racing, as Tom Sobol of Leadville, Colorado as well as 

several other running enthusiasts captured onto the sport, and held several well-

advertised events in the state of Colorado.   The light-weight design of the Redfeather 

Snowshoe, with its red anodized aluminum 8” X 25” frame, retained the traditional 

symmetrical tailed design of the Michigans that have existed for centuries.  The 

excitement of racing being done by those who were summer participants in triathlons 

and marathons brought credibility and attention to the sport of snowshoeing, and 

started the wave of snowshoeing that continues today.  Redfeather Snowshoes 

promoted Tom Kettlehut as President and CEO in January 2002, from General Manager 

and Director of Operations.  Redfeather experienced growth of 21% in 2000-01, and 

he hopes to continue with 15-20% growth over the next three years. (Outdoor 

Retailer, Jan, ’02) 

Tubbs Snowshoe Company, owned by Ed Kiniry in Stowe, VT introduced the Katahdin 

and Sierra in 1991 after extensive research and development work coordinated by Rick 

Howell.  An interesting side note for Alpine skiers and cyclists:  Rick Howell invented 

the step-in ski bindings while attending high school, and then invented the step-in 

cycling pedal system after waiting at a stop light and observing a cyclist who in his 

attempt to release his feet from the pedal straps, crashed onto the highway beside 

Rick’s car.   



Heel Mounted Traction Devices, Plastic Decks & Elastic Bindings:  

Since 1994, snowshoe manufacturers have included a second traction device 

under the heel, to complement the traction device under the ball of the foot, 

near the toe cord or hinge rod.  This heel mounted cramp-on or traction 

device has again aided on lateral traverses, ice covered ridges, as well as 

ascents and descents.  Snowshoe consultants designed their own heel 

cramp-on, which was 

adopted by Tubbs for the 

Kathadin and Sierra models.  

Within a single season, both 

Tubbs and Sherpa made the 

heel cramp-on available for 

those who already own their 

snowshoes.  The dual 

cramp-ons are now a 

standard feature on most 

models sold. 

Mountain Safety Research 

(MSR) introduced a well-

received one-piece plastic 

decked snowshoe in 

1995-96, which was followed 

by several other 

manufacturers in 1996-97, 

including Tubbs and Redfeather.  The elastic material used in the MSR and 

Northern Lites binding is manufactured by Voile, and enables users the 

ability to quickly put on and take off the snowshoes.  Another MSR 

development is the tail extenders, which can quickly 

and easily be installed or removed for quick storage.  

The most recent innovation is the heal elevator, that 

was developed by Bill Forest, who developed the 

snowshoes for MSR.  

The small, but enthusiast racing community drove many 

of the developments.  The primary concerns of the 

athletes - light weight, durability, traction, positive 

response and price are usually the same requirements 

of the recreational, backcountry and professional user 

as well.  Each user group places varying degrees of 

importance to each of these concerns, depending on 

their own personal needs. 



With so many options on 
the market today it is 
difficult to decipher what is 
the right equipment to get. 
Since this is all about 
running I’m only going to 
discuss snowshoes 
designed for running.  

Atlas snowshoe 
company leads the charge 
in my eyes. Especially west 
of the rockies they have 
cornered the market and 
rightfully so, they have one 
of the best running 

snowshoes on the market.  
Others worth considering though are redfeather, 

northern lights, Dion’s and TSL (*TSL running snowshoes 
are hard to find in retailers in the US but are the most 
popular running snowshoe in Europe).  

Considering the weather will playa significant role in your 
experience, it is important to pick a running shoe that suits 
the environment.  
You can probably get by with your normal running shoe if 

you don't intend to be out for more than 30 minutes. 
Otherwise invest in a pair of goretex running shoes. They will reduce the initial 
moisture infiltration and assist in keeping your feet warmer once they are wet. 
Gators and wool socks are the other two components that round out what is 
needed at the ground level  
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