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Snowshoeing on the RGNF 

Winter still has a hold on the San Luis Valley, but that’s alright by me. I’ve got plenty of adventures 

ahead that require snow and the outdoors. One of my favorite winter activities for the past few decades 

has been snowshoeing. Since my family arrived here in late November, we’ve had some great 

adventures out snowshoeing, many of them right here on the Rio Grande National Forest. 

I remember when I first took up the “new” sport of snowshoeing. Thinking that some folks were pretty 

brilliant to invent a new form of snow travel, I just had to try it. I rented a pair of those funky looking 

tennis rackets, strapped them to my hiking boots and proceeded to take a walk in some pretty deep 

snow near my home in Dillon, CO. I did make the mistake of not having gaiters so the tops of my boots 

immediately filled with snow. As I pushed on, I felt my ankles getting wet because the melting snow had 

nowhere else to go but to soak into my socks. I should have turned back to correct my mistake but I was 

already hooked after the first quarter mile and wasn’t about to let wet feet slow me down. When I 

finally returned home, my feet were frozen, my leg muscles ached and I couldn’t stop the warm glow of 

the great outdoors within me. I was destined to be a snowshoer (I’m not sure whether or not this is a 

real word, but I am one), so I looked into the sport a little deeper. Boy was I wrong about it being a new 

sport! 

While archeologists have been unable to pinpoint exactly when the first skis or snowshoes were used, it 

has been suggested that the first type of equipment resembling either was used in Central Asia. Italian 

scientists discovered an example of a snowshoe in the Dolomite Mountains, dating between 3800 and 

3700 B.C. It is thought that early Asians may have used snowshoes to reach North America by crossing 

the Bering Strait when it is believed that current-day Asia and North America were joined. 

While it appears that skis were more popularly used in Europe and Asia, the early native North 

Americans took more of a liking to snowshoes as their favored form of snow travel. As they tended to 

migrate into forested zones, snowshoes were developed out of the need to travel and hunt for food in 

the winter when the ground was covered in snow. The first snowshoe designs were modeled after the 

tracks of animals that could easily maneuver in the snow, such as the snowshoe hare. 

Out of necessity, snowshoes were further developed by these hearty and innovative peoples who 

adapted their equipment according to their needs which, obviously, varied by region. The attached 

photo was taken from the Forest Service’s National web page. 

Snowshoes were not only used for personal travel. They played key roles in military conflicts as well. 

During the French and Indian war, in the battle between the French and English for North America, the 

French used tactics they had learned from the natives, including using snowshoes, to assist in their raids. 

An interesting read on this is found by searching “Battle on Snowshoes.” 

Here in the SLV, we can assume that early nomadic hunters and traders used our portion of the 2,700 

mile long Old Spanish Trail for both summer and winter travel, during which snowshoes would be 

necessary. 



As with much forest recreation, recreational snowshoeing was born in the early 1900s as people began 

exploring the wilderness for leisure and exercise. The earliest recreational snowshoes resembled a 

tennis racquet. The older styles of wooden and rawhide are mostly appreciated today as objects of 

craftsmanship and art. You know, the ones you see on the walls. 

Today, recreational and sport snowshoeing have drastically increased in popularity. It is believed that 

snowshoe participation tripled in the 1990s. I encourage those that can to give it a try. There are so 

many locations where you can easily leave the roadside or trailhead and be in your own winter 

wonderland in a matter of minutes. Our web site has some suggestions for places to go: 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/activity/riogrande/recreation/wintersports or contact one of our most 

excellent visitor information specialists. 
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