Handlebar Gauntlets.  Modular Helmets.  Bibs.  Balaclavas.  Seamless Trails.  All these terms seem like a foreign language to me.  Strange new words merging into my everyday vernacular as I explore a new and exciting winter sport—snowmobiling. 
In December,  2005, I closed the door on my house in Mesa, Arizona packed my two kids and four cats into a Dodge Intrepid with desert tires and headed north.  Way North.  Our destination; our new home—Lake Linden, a village in the north-west end of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.  

I survived my first winter, although I’ve been told it was mild.  Then again, I was also told summer would come in April…ok, May…honestly?  Definitely, the second week of June.  If you lived in my area, I was the girl standing in the gym parking lot trying to figure out how it was possible for my hair to have frozen.  I was also the one you had to avoid as I believed my car would go when I pushed on the gas and stop when I hit the brakes.  Needless to say, I ended up sliding into traffic more than once.  Anyway, my point is last winter I spent most of the time just learning how to breathe when I opened the door.  Once summer came, I was surrounded with some of the most beautiful country I’ve ever seen.  As soon as I could, I pulled my 2005 Triumph America out of the garage and hit the road.  I’m preaching to the choir here, but for those who have never ridden with a canopy of green overhead and the turquoise water of Lake Superior in your peripheral, you haven’t lived.  But now that summer is on the down side of the hill, I realized I still want to be exploring the Upper Peninsula backwoods when the land turns white and the Snowbirds head to my old town.  This realization led me on a quest for answers to all the questions a beginning snowmobiler has.  If you’re also a Newbie in the fun world of snowmobiles, feel free to join me on my journey, and if you’re an old hat, feel free to stick around and laugh.

Sleds?  I remember seeing them in droves last year when the streets were paved in white.  But, being the middle of the summer, I’ve been hard-pressed to find many.  Most of the dealerships in the Western UP have a showroom packed with ORV’s, ATV’s, Jet-skis and boats.  Todd, at Keweenaw Motor Sports in Calumet, told me they wouldn’t get snowmobiles on the floor until the end of October.  He was happy to give me kind words of advice, the number for the local safety course, a Trail Map, and a 2006 Ski-doo and 2007 Arctic Cat catalog.  I left the shop with his words echoing in my head.  “Since you’re a beginner, make sure you have soft suspension.”  He was apparently concerned over the state my hind end might be in after my first few rides.  

With most dealerships still catering to the summer crowds, I hit the internet.  The novice’s playground.  I checked out ski-doo.com, articcat.com, purepolaris.com, and yamaha-motor.com/sport  Each had an excellent selection of snowmobiles to choose from, although, I found myself having little expertise to even begin except for maybe, Oh, I like the black one with red accents.  Being a motorcyclist, I understood the power of CCs and knew the difference between liquid and air-cooled engines, but that was about as far as it went.  The sleds themselves reminded me of Praying Mantis’ with two springy feet at the front and a tank skid on the back.  Regardless, by the time I hit my first trail, I will have studied my owner’s manual enough times to know the difference between the handle bars and the seat.  Unfortunately, with only my computer to guide me, I moved on to other snowmobiling necessities. 

Technical Gear?  Snowmobilers are a great group.  Seeking advice has been easy and the most common words of caution revolve around, “DO NOT BUY CHEAP” and “No bare skin.”  Good snowmobiling clothes are an essential to a ride where my “being from Arizona” I might “shatter if not properly insulated” and “Nothing ruins a good ride quicker than freezing your butt off.”  Thank you to everyone on yahoo groups who quickly and honestly answered my e-mail for advice.  As with motorcycling, proper clothing makes the difference between a ride over too soon and one where it doesn’t end soon enough.  Again, I jumped on the net looking for sites offering snowmobile clothes selection during these summer months.  One seasoned rider I spoke with told me manufacturer clothing was the best, so I hit the big name snowmobile sites to find something to wear on the trails. 

I must tell you, I have a hard time even finding street clothes.  I am a “relatively” skinny girl standing 5’10.  Tall clothing usually involves inseams ¾ the length of my legs.  So, when I researched snowmobile clothes, I was pleased to find all the manufacturers offered women’s clothing in tall.  As not to seem biased, I found they all offered petite as well.  Polaris’ Especially for Women section offers bibs and pants for women 5’2”-5’11”.  I’m still waiting for a response on what the inseams are.  Yamaha’s clothing line ran 5’4-6’ with a 29-32” inseam.  Arctic Cat offered tall sizes, but only suggested women over 5’8 use the tall sizes on the size chart.  No inseam or height range was given on the website.  Never-the-less, I was pleased to see the wide variety of clothing options offered by these companies.  I’m sure some of the local sports stores, as well as, JCPenney and Sears will offer snowmobile clothing when winter comes. 
Safety Gear?  You mean to tell me, my $350 motorcycle helmet isn’t good enough.  Ok.  Ok. The reasons I bought it, air vents to cool my face, padding which wicks off the sun-induced sweat on my face, and room on the bottom for air to get in, might be in direct contrast to the needs of a snowmobile helmet.  I didn’t really have to worry about my visor fogging, I usually had it up, or my cheeks freezing.  After studying many helmets, I’m most interested in the modular, or flip-up helmet with a sun visor.  I hate searching for my sunglasses, and if I had a helmet with a visor I could rise and lower with my whims, all the more yippee.  A fellow snowmobiler suggested I get handlebar gauntlets.  That was a new one for me, so I went searching for information.  Quickly, I learned these nifty little devices were gloves attached to the handlebars of the snowmobile.  Cool.  Of course, I was also told to have a separate pair of gloves for when I got off my sled.  Good advice.    
Gloves.  Underwear.  Helmets.  Face masks.  There are so many pieces of clothing to choose from and so many fashionable options.  I have to admit my favorite is the bibs with two-way zippers in the back.  I’d have never thought how important that feature would be until I was in the deep woods with three layers of clothes on and a very full bladder.  Good thinking.  
Lingo?  As the seasons merge from sun to snow, I will learn more about the technical side of snowmobiling.  I look forward to taking a safety course, agreeing to the Zero Tolerance policy of the MSA, and hitting the trails with the numerous veteran snowmobilers who have offered to show me around the beautiful UP.  Who knows, maybe by the end of the winter I’ll be traversing the Ice Bridge and offering advice to other new snowmobilers.  Ok, maybe in a few years.  Until next time, and until the snow falls, I’ll be practicing my new mantras, “There is no yellow line and the right side is mine,”  “Ride on marked trails and ride with a buddy,” and “Keep the rubber side down.”            
