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Snow (Problem?Q) No (Problem !
0 hree Medical Men and 3y heir Snowmachines

by Robert Lampard and Calvino Cheng

arly in the twentieth century the hazards of
(ECanadian winters frequently curtailed the radius

of a rural physician’s practice. In that era long
before the advent of 4x4’s, cell phones, snow removal
equipment, fixed wing aircraft and helicopters, the abil-
ity of a country physician to respond to a midwinter
emergency was often determined by the elements,
which could unexpectedly place him or his patient in
peril. Blizzards, drifting snow, whiteouts, -40°C temper-
atures, lack of weather reports and inaccurate descrip-
tion of emergency calls frequently left the rural physi-
cian in a wintertime quandary. Should he go? Could the
patient be moved? Would he get there in time?

As Dr. A. E. Shore of Alberta recalled:

In January, 1913 I was called to a place eighteen
miles north-west of Alix, to a woman who had
appendicitis. I had a car but it was no good to me
because of the snow...we had to go by cutter.!

Winter transportation at the turn of the century was by
horse, cutter, wagon, or less commonly, stone boat, jig-
ger (a railway ‘pumper’ car) and, after 1919, the air-
plane. What the innovative physician and his communi-
ty sought was a reliable, all-terrain vehicle which could
meet the worst wintertime challenge and not leave him
stranded and unavailable to respond to the calls of
other patients.

THE ADVENT OF SNOWMACHINES: SNOWMOBILES

AND SNOWPLANES

It is difficult to pinpoint the date of the first design and
use of a snowmachine for transportation purposes.
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Although there are a few novel examples before 1910,
the first appears to be Lombard’s steam driven log
hauler of 1903 built in Maine,? followed by Rolle
Gilbertson’s construction of a sleighmobile in
Minnesota in 1910.* His innovation was followed a year
later by the first documented snowplane, built in the
winter of 1911/12 by a Montreal engineer, A. Baneyre.'
His “Ice Automobile”, which consisted of an open
frame, two sets of bobsled runners and a rear mounted
propeller, was powered by a 4-horsepower motorcycle
engine. The first recorded patent was approved in the
USA in 1913 to Virgil White,” who had replaced the
front wheels of a Ford vehicle with skis and tracked the
back wheels. The earliest Canadian medical use of a
snowmobile documented so far was when Dr. E.
DeLong’s “Go-Devil” used a modified Ford with front
skis during the 1918/19 Spanish Flu epidemic.

By far the most successful early snowmobile was
White’s attachment designed for a Model A or Model T
Ford. By 1924, 3500 of White’s front end ski conversion
kits were being sold per year. Almost three years later, in
1926, Carl Eliason of Wisconsin designed and patented
the first continuous tracked snowtoboggan to run on his
trap line.” He produced forty. The next significant design
innovation was the development of the sprocket drive
mechanism by Armand Bombardier, Quebec, in 1934.*

It wasn't long before the excitement of speeding over
the snowdrifts and roads led to competitions for “the
fastest” snowmobile or snowplane. Soon races were
being incorporated into Canadian winter carnivals, such
as the one at Nipawin, Saskatchewan, as early as 1937.
In time trials, modified Ford snowmobiles were clocked
at up to 50 miles per hour while some snowplanes
reached 75-80, or even 100 miles per hour, though they
had no speedometers and no brakes.’

THE INFLUENCE OF GEOGRAPHY

Snowplanes were primarily a prairie phenomenon, well
suited to cover long flat open spaces like the patchwork
of frozen roads that, after the 1920’s, criss-crossed the
prairies every mile. They consisted of a small covered
cabin which overlaid two narrow skis and were pro-
pelled by an airplane or automobile engine and a hori-
zontal propeller. These sleek, low-slung cockpits
mounted on skis were a natural vehicle for the flat
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Saskatchewan roads and Manitoba lakes. They were
faster and could skim over deeper snow than the cater-
pillar type."” The market for snowplanes was an inter-
esting one. One market was for emergency standby or
call services personnel like doctors and police officers.
Another market existed for the regular winter travelers
like the postmen; many were sold in the USA for this
purpose. A third large purchaser was the Manitoba
Government who used them for winter inspections of
communities along the lakes of Manitoba. Two major
Canadian snowplane manufacturers emerged:" Karl
Lorch of Spy Hill, Saskatchewan, and Robert Fudge of
Moosomin, Saskatchewan. By 1958, after 25 years, the
Lorch Company ceased production. The Company had
produced 418 snowplanes.

Snowmobiles were favored in other parts of Western
and Central Canada.” Where there were rolling hills,
treed woods and curved roads, the specifications for a
snowmachine were different. They needed to have
more power, versatility, maneuverability, a tight turning
radius and a faster braking system. The half-track kits
that had been designed for Model A’s and Model T’s
had some of these characteristics. Variations soon
appeared. Triple tracked wheels were a common
upgrade. So were better tracks. Ironically, it was a med-
ical problem that propelled the lifelong “tinkerer”,
Armand Bombardier, to find a solution.” His son had
been stricken by appendicitis and died in 1934 because
the roads of rural Quebec were drifted in by waist high
snow which blocked access to medical care. From that
day onward, Bombardier vowed he would perfect a
snowmobile. That same year he added a third axle with
two sprockets on each end to drive the tracked belt that
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wrapped around a matched pair of rear wheels. In 1937
he produced the B7 or “Auto-neige”, the first commer-
cial and later military snowmachine designed to carry
multiple passengers under any snow conditions.
Twenty-five years later, in 1958, the same Bombardier
firm tapped the recreational and sport market with its
own continuous belt driven version of a snowmachine,
known as the Skidoo.

But back in the 1920s, winter-locked physicians had to
make do with what they had. Usually it started with a
mechanically competent physician who would enlist
the help of the local mechanic and a community that
together financed the machine.

THREE EARLY PHYSICIANS WHO USED
SNOWMOBILES/SNOWPLANES

The earliest of the three inventor-physicians was Dr.
W.G. Mainprize."" His practice was in Midale (near
Weyburn), Saskatchewan, and had a radius of 30 miles.
Mindful of the fact that two of four rural emergency
calls were false alarms,” he consciously looked for
alternatives to the horse and cutter, car, dogsled, etc. He
knew that in bad weather animals were easily exhaust-
ed. So was the physician. Between 1924 and 1948 he
developed three generations of snowmobiles. The final
one was a triple axle, fast, sleek, cyclone looking snow-
machine. Mainprize's innovation was a snowmobile that
was well neigh untippable and had weight so well dis-
tributed that it was unsinkable too. If it did tip, it was
quickly re-righted like an inflatable punching bag. It
was also designed with such a narrow track width that
it would fit easily between the rails, thus giving its
inventor another avenue for travel unless, of course, a

Dr. William Mainprize of Midale built bis first snowmobile in 1924. He designed and built, with the belp of a local mechanic, 3
snowmobiles. This first one bad a Model T chassis with an open cab.
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Dr. Mainprize beside bis Model 4 snowmobile ca. 1938.

train was coming. It was adaptable. On roads that were
unnavigable, Dr. Mainprize would wait for nightfall so
the ground would be harder, or he swapped the skis for
wheels." Functionally, it was large enough to protect
and transport a patient. While the driver and doctor sat
in the front with their legs extended and exposed to the
elements, the patient had room to lie in the back.

Dr. Thomas Argue' of Corning, Saskatchewan, started
with a snowplane which he purchased and used for
rounds from 1935-1949. Dr. Argue was quoted as saying
that “he piles up over 18,000 miles per year by car and
snowplane”, or 50-100 miles per day. He made his 8-
mile rounds on the CPR line often enough to receive a
formal caution about “discontinuing this dangerous
practice.” His snowplane was equipped with a heated
cabin which allowed him some degree of comfort dur-
ing longer trips. Despite this, the cabin was noisy and
the snowplane sounded like a plane taking off at a
short distance. As he described it:

Travelling by dogsled or cutter required that there be
snow shallow enough, and a path sturdy enough to
allow paws or hooves not to sink deeply. Jiggers and
airplanes required train tracks and landing strips
respectively. The snowmobile could, however, tack-
le any terrain, including traversing farmers’ fields
and roads covered with up to two and a half feet of
snow, or enough snow to trap horses or dogs.'"
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Dr. Harold Hamman" practiced in Fort Vermilion on the
Peace River in Northern Alberta. He regularly visited
outposts 200 miles up and down the river and, on occa-
sion, traveled as far as Hay River at the mouth of the
Slave River. He was also a ham operator, which helped
with his communication problems. Dr. Hamman had
used a horse and wagon until he spotted a front end
Ford snowmobile kit in a Minnesota catalogue and sub-
sequently ordered it. A local carpenter built him a win-
dowed “box” which measured 8 x 4’ x 5', and replaced
the passenger section of the vehicle. By 1933 he was
ready for Mother Nature and, if the opportunity afford-
ed itself, some courting capers. The snowmobile was so
reliable and successful that he was able to cut his week
long round trip to Hay River, NWT to 2 days, or three
times faster than before. The “snowmobile proved a
real boon to us, with Mr. Campbell driving me on trips
in winter from then on.”™ It was so large that he was
able to transport a victim in an emergency or copious
supplies including camping equipment, tools, grub
boxes, tea pails, bed rolls, et al. It was a far cry from the
dog sled team he drove to deliver and administer the
diphtheria vaccine that Wop May had flown up to him
from Edmonton in the mercy flight of 1929.*

Surprisingly, all three physician snowmachines stories
occur in the Depression, when one would have thought
that they were too expensive to buy or maintain.
However, paying the town mechanic in kind and only
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Alex Campbell, driver, beside Dr. Hamman's snowmobile ca.
1935

adding gas were often all that was necessary. Each doc-
tor continued to use his unit during World War II. In 1947
the Saskatchewan Government granted licenses for forty
snowmobiles and snowplanes, indicating a surprisingly
widespread use of them in medical and other practices.

THE VALUE OF THE SNOWMACHINES

To the patient who was sick there was no one more
important to reach than the doctor. One patient wrote
Dr. Mainprize in 1949:

I had stepped on a fork and altho’ it just punctured
the skin infection seemed to set in and it gave a lot
of pain. Again [my husband] phoned you for instruc-
tions which you gave him, and we followed. Then in
the middle of the night we were awakened and sur-
prised to find you in the kitchen trying to find a light.
You had come over impassible roads to give my anti-
toxin for lock-jaw. You told us that you had driven to
Weyburn by car and then hired a snowmobile or
bombardier to come out
when the slush was
frozen, as it was practical-
ly impossible to travel in
the daytime when it was
melting.”

In 1947, an article in Time
Magazine described a
wintry day of practice for
Dr. Argue:

Down the drifted road
the snowplane skimmed.
After a mile or so it
turned off the road and
cut across the snowy
fields. It swooped over
the four-foot drifts that
had buried the fences.
Two hours later it pulled
up in the barnyard of
Charlie Lindbloom. In the
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kitchen of the farm house, Dr. Argue laid the ten-
year-old daughter on the table, gave her general
anesthetic and operated on her infected hand... Then
they headed back to Fillmore. On the way, Dr. Argue
catnapped in the heated cabin. After lunch, they set
out again in the snowplane to the ‘Johnson Nursing
Home’ ten miles west of Fillmore. There he made his
rounds. The three-day-old Fahlman baby was fine.
Mrs. Keller's hands burned with candle wax four
weeks before, were improving; Dr. Argue re-dressed
them, gave nurse close instructions on care until his

4

next visit. Then it was time to head home.”*

What initially began in the garages of many hobbyists
and in the minds of mechanically minded physicians,
eventually became a relatively widespread midwinter
mode of transportation. Through the development of
Ford snowmobile attachments by White, a drive mech-
anism by Bombardier, and the propeller-driven snow-
planes of Lorch and Fudge, wintertime travel was
never the same. Then WWII changed the saga. It
served as a stimulus for Bombardier to produce com-
mercially upgraded and enlarged units that could carry
up to 24 people. In 1958, with the identification of the
recreation and sport market for one and two-seater
snowmobiles, Bombardier re-entered the market using
the Eliasion type continuous belt driven “Skidoo” that
we see today. Instead of meeting its demise, the use of
snowmachines for medical purposes moved north-
ward, where snowmobiles still provide essential emer-
gency transportation in communities with long winters
that would otherwise be isolated. They remain an
important mode of transportation.*

The early snowmachines helped conquer the problems
of time and distance during Canadian winters. They will
always remain a unique and colorful part of the history
of rural Canadian medical care.”

Dr. Thomas Argue with his Fudge snow plane and driver, Jobhnny Fowler at Fillmore 1946.
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Communities That Had Snowplanes/Snowmobiles
in Prairie Canada

LOCATION PHYSICIAN/MANUFACTURER DATE PICTURE/REFERENCE/COMMENTS

AB, Red Deer Dr. Delong 1919-21 | Yes. Red Deer Museum. The “Go-Devil”. Photo in Then
and Now, p11, DTHR, 2006.

AB, Innisfail T.A. Jensen 1920's Yes. Glenbow. “Often used to get doctors to patients in
remote areas”. History of the Alberta Motor Association
R. Sandford p 39, 2001

SK, Melfort John Wachniak 1921 No. “Western People”, p 3, 5, 27 April 2000, source
Edna Sutherland.

AB, Lamont* Dr. A.E. Archer 1924-(2) | Yes. Lamont History Book. “The Bug”. Trudy Harrold

(both) noted it in On Highest Mission Sent, LHS, 1999.

1930 Yes. Snowplane. History of the Lamont HSC, p 24, 2000.

SK, Midale Dr. W.G. Mainprize 1924-50 | Yes. Snowmobile. 4+ models. Used for housecalls, ob-

1924-48 |stetrics, Flu epidemics. “Echoes of Silence” (H. Chatenay
1950 1978) and “Country Doctors” (H. Chatenay 1980). Mud-
mobile and 4th snowmobile are in Midale Museum.

AB, Lloydminster [ Dr. A. Cooke 1927 Yes. “It was a very good inning” p54-5, 1980. W.R.N.
Blair, Ph.D.

Quebec Bombardier, Armand J.B. 1928- Yes. See the Bombardier Company’s two books.

present

QC, Huntingdon | Dr. Howard Rae Clouston 1928 Yes. Snowmobile. “Lead Kindly Light: The Biography of a
Quebec Country Doctor”, Marjorie Clouston Dale, p 50,
1990.

SK, Moosomin Fudge Industries, Cunninghams | 1929-49 | Yes. Kipling Local History, p 279. Made less than 50.

QC, Wakefield | Dr. H.J.G. Geggie 1930s Yes. Snowmobile, “The Extra Mile: Medicine in Rural Que-
bec 1885-1965”, H.J.G. Geggie, M.D., p 86-88, 1987.

SK, Connaught | Maintained for doctors” use 1930’s No details.

Municipality

SK, Colonsay Carl Harris 1930s Yes. Snowplane. “Saskatchewan Senior”, p B12, Novem-
ber 1999.

SK, Spyhill Lorch Family (manufacturers) [ 1930-55 | Yes. Row of them. Made 418. See Lorch Snowplane
Story, 34 pages. C/O Western Development Museum

SK, Tisdale Dr. H. Fitton, Thomas Moulding [ 1930’s No photo. Pioneer Reflections of Forester, p 118.

SK, Wynyard Dr. Polec 1930’s Yes. Snowmobile.

SK, Yorkton Dr. Houston 1935/6 No. Reference: Dr. C.S. Houston

AB, Fort Vermil- | Dr. Harold Hamman 1933-45 | Several. See Ken Hamman, Vermilion local history. Al-

ion berta in the 20th Century, Volume 6.

SK, Corning, Dr. T.H. Argue 1935-49 | Yes. Snowplane. Creelman Local History Book, Country

Fillmore Doctors (H. Chatenay, 1980). It was a Fudge.

SK Dr. Wishart 1937-41 | Yes. “The Snow Buggy”.

SK, Kamsack Dr. Iser and Cherie Steiman 1938 Yes. Snowplane was called the “Silver Streak”.

with John Doochenko Saskatchewan History, volume 49(1), 1997, p 38.

SK, Nipawin Mr. Basil Bell, Oren Robison 1938-41 | Photo, yes. Bell won the World Championship races
1939, 1940. Transported doctors, police, commercial
travelers. Driver was Jack Robertson. Oren Robison has
3 photos.

AB, Grand Prairie [ Mr. George McQuat 1939 Yes. J.G. MacGregor’s Grande Prairie, 1983.

SK, Wynyard Dr. Polec 1939-41 | Yes. Snowplane.

SK, White Fox Charlie Finney, Jim Anderson Early Yes. Snowplane. “Western People”, p 3, 5, 27 April

1940s 2000, source Edna Sutherland.

SK, White Fox Art Logan Early Yes. Snowplane. “Western People”, p 3, 5, 27 April

1940s

2000, source Edna Sutherland.
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LOCATION PHYSICIAN/MANUFACTURER DATE PICTURE/REFERENCE/COMMENTS
NS, Elmsdale/Noel | Dr. Robert G. Wright 1940-41 | Yes. Snowplane (Med Post 7 Sept 1998). The “Go-
bugger”.
NS, Elmsdale/Noel | Dr. Charles Morehouse c1945- No. Used a Bren Gun Carrier.
SK, Alameda, Dr. Gerald Galloway 1940s/50s | No photo. It was bought — probably a Lorch. Source
Oxbow G. Hamill.
AB, Camrose Dr. Reikie No details.| No.
ON, Fergus Dr. T.F. Russell No details.[ No. Snowplane, (CMAJ 159:119, 1998).
SK, Kitscoty Dr. McCoy No details.| No details. Reference: Rich Budd, AB Hist Sites.

The Mainprize Mudmobile

The Bell snowmachine is in the foreground.
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Two Fudge (L) and one Lorch (R) Snowplanes.
circa 1938

Dr. Argue and three modes of travel, circa 1950.
(There were horses and a sleigh in the background.)




