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t housands of people will layer up 
against the wicked Maine winter 
weather this year and go for a 
ride on a snowmobile. Depend-
ing on the weather and trail con-

ditions, riders will be out for a couple of 
hours or a couple of days, enjoying some of 
the most rural parts of the state—Jackman, 
Madawaska, Greenville, the Forks, and up 
around Mount Katahdin. That’s where the 
woods are, and some of the most pictur-
esque and diverse snowmobiling trails in 
the country.

“Maine is one of the premier destina-
tions for snowmobiling nationwide,” says 
Bob Meyers, executive director for the 
Maine Snowmobile Association (MSA), 
located in Augusta. “We have outstanding 
conditions and a diversity of landscapes. 
You can vary your trip every time.” It’s 
these conditions and scenery that bring 
people into our state during the winter—
sometimes to stay.

“I can leave from my driveway and I 
can go anywhere,” says Everard Hayes, who 
moved to Greenville from Massachusetts 
specifically for that reason. “When I moved 
to the Moosehead area, I knew one person,” 
he says. He promptly joined the Moosehead 
Riders Snowmobile Club and met dozens 
of other snowmobile enthusiasts. Hayes is 
currently the vice president and clubhouse 
coordinator and handles all the web main-

tenance. His wife, Judy, is the club’s trea-
surer and membership chair.

In the Moosehead Riders clubhouse, 
Tom McCormick, Armand Davis, Chris 
Shields, and Hayes gather around a folding 
table and brag about who recently bought 
what snowmobile and for how much. The 
group is very interested in the restoration 
of antique snowmobiles from the 1960s 
and ’70s. Much like collecting antique cars, 
antique snowmobiles are big business, 
Hayes says.

The men also talk about selling their 
grooming truck. “It’s not good for the kind 
of terrain we have in Greenville,” Davis 
says. “It’s better for flat trails.” It’s the 
variety of the trails that draws people to 
Greenville. Overall, there are about 128 
miles of trails in the Greenville area—from 
Kokadjo to Blanchard—and the Moosehead 
Riders maintains 68 of those miles. Hayes 
goes out to groom three nights a week, on 
average, from about 5 p.m. to 1 a.m. “To get 
a good trail, you have to go slow,” he says.

Throughout the state, trail work for each 
club is supported in part by a state grant 
program funded by registration fees and a 
portion of the gas tax, but there are money 
shortfalls every year. “[The Northern Timber 
Cruisers, of Millinocket] is not really a club; 
it’s more like a business,” says David Moore, 
a member of the group. “Our insurance is 
$4,400 a year. If we have to raise that with 

a $7 supper—that’s a lot of suppers.” The 
Northern Timber Cruisers contract their 
grooming out to area businesses. The 
Moosehead Riders spent $13,000 last year 
on grooming alone.

Like many snowmobile clubs in the 
state, a good portion of the Moosehead 
Riders club members are from out of state. 
“The furthest member we have lives in 
Ireland,” McCormick says. “A lot of our 
members are from Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey, Massachusetts, and Virginia—
people who have summer camps up in the 
area and live in a place without much 
snowmobiling.”

The Moosehead Riders are just one of 
the 290 registered snowmobile clubs in 
Maine that are represented by the Maine 
Snowmobile Association. And most of the 
14,500 miles of snowmobile trails in the 
state are groomed and maintained year-
round by members of these clubs on a 
volunteer basis. People not involved in a 
snowmobile club don’t think about how 
the trails get groomed, says McCormick, 
who is this year’s Moosehead Riders club 
president, and, he complains, that a lot of 
the younger riders don’t want to volunteer 
and help do the work.

Northern Timber Cruisers’ David 
Moore shares the same sentiment. “Getting 
younger people involved is our biggest 
challenge,” he says. “The same people are 

Snowmobiling is a big industry in Maine, bringing in $350 million annually for a sport 
that lasts just three months. And while most riders are out to have a great time, many don’t 
realize all the hard work that goes into making Maine a winter playground.  by MelAnie brooks
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Russell Treadwell, Carmel
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always doing everything for the club.” 
Back when the paper mill was running full 
steam, there were more people in the 
Millinocket area, which meant more snow-
mobile enthusiasts and more volunteers. 
“We had to build a bridge this fall, and out 
of the six people helping the youngest was 
57 years old.”

Bob Meyers acknowledges that every 
snowmobile club in the state could use 
more volunteers who are younger. “There’s 
less leisure time with the younger genera-
tion,” he says. The typical Maine snowmo-
biler is male, between the ages of 25 and 
45, who earns a mid-to upper-level income, 
according to Meyers. “A lot of snowmo-
bilers are retired skiers.” Most of the snow-
mobile clubs are run by people who are 
retired or close to retirement because they 
have the time to volunteer.

Snowmobiling isn’t a cheap sport, and 
many young people starting out can’t 
afford to play. A new sled can cost 
anywhere between $7,000 and $14,000—or 
more. Riders need a helmet and boots, 
gloves, snow pants, and a jacket. And if 
they want to travel, they need to buy a 
trailer to hitch onto their truck or SUV. “To 
set two people up, you’re looking at a 
$30,000 investment,” Armand Davis says.

The Moosehead Riders are trying to 
lure younger families to join their club by 
having pizza and movie nights for area 
kids at their cozy clubhouse. The Northern 
Timber Cruisers are trying to increase their 

membership by combining the snowmo-
bile club with an ATV club. “It’s rare to 
have ATV and snowmobiling in the same 
club,” Moore says. “We had no choice 
because the person who owns the land our 
trails are on wanted us to have both. It 
makes it easier for them to contact one 
person if there’s a problem. We have to 
have a good relationship—our clubhouse 
is on their property—and we do.”

One of the main reasons snowmobile 
clubs pay to join the MSA is to help build a 
good relationship with landowners, who 
own most of the land that Maine’s snow-
mobile trails are on. “Private landowners 
let us use their land and we need to have 
respect for them,” Meyers says. “Without 
them—we have nothing.” It’s estimated 
that 94% of Maine’s snowmobile trail 
system is on private land. Maine’s Depart-
ment of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife and 
its Department of Conservation give an 
award each year for the outstanding land-
owner of the year to thank them for their 
contribution.

The Maine Snowmobile Association 
started in 1968 with six members who loved 
to snowmobile. Today the organization has 
around 30,000 members across Maine and 
beyond state borders. Each of 
the member clubs of the 
MSA are entitled to 
representation on 
the MSA Board of 
Directors, which 

Bob Meyers, executive director of the Maine 
Snowmobile association, cruising a stretch 
of itS 85 just north of Millinocket. right: the 
Moosehead riders Snowmobile Club logo.
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meets six times a year. The number of board 
members directly correlates to the number 
of members each snowmobile club has. The 
more club members, the more board 
members.

Along with lobbying and assisting 
members with snowmobiling concerns, 
the MSA also works with the media, 
produces a newspaper, website, and an 
annual tourism publication, as well as 
safety publications and maps. “If there is 
any anti-snowmobile legislation, the MSA 
is all over it,” McCormick says. There are 
other reasons snowmobile clubs choose to 
pay the fee ($27 a year and a portion of 
each club’s membership fee) to join the 
Maine Snowmobile Association. One of 
them is that the MSA advocates for their 
members on legislatives issues like taxa-
tion and economic development. “I’m 
100% for the MSA,” David Moore says. 
“They’re the backbone of snowmobiling.”

The MSA also works closely with Inland 

Fisheries and Wildlife on safety education 
and promotion, and with the Maine 
Warden Service on enforcement and safety 
issues. “As a result, given the number of 
sleds out there, the safety record is impres-
sive,” Meyers says.

There is no speed limit in Maine for 
snowmobilers, and for the past eight years, 
helmets have been required by law for riders 
under the age of 18. “Most other people 
wear them if for no other reason than to 
keep their heads warm,” Meyers says. “I can 
tell you from personal experience that 
helmets will save you from serious injury 
during even the most minor of accidents.”

Safety is incumbent on the rider, Meyers 
says, and there is a lot more education 
about safety than there was a decade ago.

Technological advances in snowmo-
biling have made sleds faster and able to go 
farther on a tank of gas. “In the early 
1970s, it was rare to go 35 to 40 miles 
without someone breaking down,” Hayes 

says. “We used to carry spark plugs in our 
pockets! We take today’s technology for 
granted now.”

While technology is helping make sleds 
faster, it’s also making them more efficient, 
quieter, and cleaner. Groomers are able to 
make the trails wider, smoother, and safer, 
too. “People sometimes call our trails 
snowmobile highways because they’re so 
wide,” says Jesse Jalbert, executive director 
for the Greater Fort Kent Chamber of 
Commerce. “We’re able to use a lot of 
existing logging and woods roads for our 
trails. Our landowners allow us to use 
them as a way to give back to the area and 
keep the woods open for recreation.”

While legally it’s up to the game 
wardens to hand out tickets and patrol the 
trails, there are so many trails to patrol 
that few of the members have seen a 
warden on the trails at all—even with the 
IFW outpost in their backyard.

“Wardens target the rowdier areas, like 
Jackman, where a lot of younger people go 
to ride,” Hayes says. “Wardens also target 
where accidents are known to happen and 
where the complaints stem from.”

What’s good for snowmobilers has a 
trickle-down effect on the towns where 
snowmobiling reigns supreme—and most of 

“A bad year has a tremendous effect on the small 
rural communities that don’t have a lot else going 

    on in the winter besides snowmobiling.” —Bob Meyers
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Helmets are required for all riders in 
Maine under the age of 18.
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Maureen Lynch watches ava 
gordley practice her steps.
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those towns are in rural parts of the state. 
“Greenville would blow away in the winter-
time without snowmobiling,” McCormick 
says. Stores and restaurants stay open that 
normally wouldn’t without the income 
from snowmobilers. The town used to rely 
on tourism dollars that came from skiers at 

Big Moose Mountain (previously named 
Squaw Mountain), but it hasn’t been open 
in recent years. The same story is true in the 
Millinocket region. “A couple million 
dollars is brought into Millinocket each year 
from snowmobilers,” Moore says. “I know 
there would be plywood on a lot of windows 
without snowmobilers.”

Jalbert says that a lot of the manpower 
that goes into maintaining the snowmo-
bile trails comes from area businesspeople. 
“Our economy is dependent on these 
trails,” he says. “A lot of money was lost 
last year due to the fact that there wasn’t 
much spring snow—which is practically 
unheard of this far north.” A lot of hotels 
and motels had people cancelling their 
vacations in March 2010. “That was like 
pouring salt into the wound.”

Snowmobiling is a $350 million a year 
industry in Maine, according to Meyers, 
and is on par with the downhill skiing 
industry. “A bad year has a tremendous 
effect on the small rural communities that 
don’t have a lot else going on in the winter 
besides snowmobiling. They count on this 
business,” Meyers says. “If it’s a bad year, 
and not a lot of snowmobilers come, they 
still have to spend the money to stay open, 
heat the building, plow the parking lot, 
and pay employees. Everything depends 
on the weather.”

But when the snow is good, so is busi-
ness. Just ask Lee Turner, owner of the 
Black Frog restaurant in Greenville. “We’re 
the only place open every day,” Turner 
says. If there has been enough snow and 
the trails are good, there will be anywhere 
between 80 to 120 sleds on any given 
Saturday or Sunday on the ice outside of 
Turner’s restaurant, located on the shores 
of Moosehead Lake. “Last year was 
hard—we lost the snow at the end of 
January. But it wasn’t as bad as four years 
ago during the ‘winter of no snow.’”

If it’s a good, snowy winter, even high 

WE KNOW SPORTS!

Warm winter jackets, sweaters, fl eece 
and wool socks. Snowshoes, boots, 
camping and Nordic skis. From casual 
walkers to extreme enthusiasts. Epic 
Sports has the clothing and gear to to 
keep you warm. Open 7 days a week. 

6 Central Street
941-5670
800-941-5670
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“I can leave from my 
  driveway and I can go

anywhere.” —Everard Hayes
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Maureen Lynch watches ava 
gordley practice her steps.

gas prices won’t sideline avid snowmo-
bilers. “If the weather is good, people will 
go out no matter how much gas is,” Meyers 
says. In 2007, when gas prices were around 
$4.50 a gallon, Maine had its best year ever 
for snowmobile registration at 104,000 
registered sleds. “People who spend money 
and invest in this sport are going to want 
to ride no matter what,” Armand Davis 
says. Anyone who wants to legally ride the 
trails must buy a yearly registration. The 

more registered riders, the 
more tourism dollars spent 
in the community.

The Moosehead Riders 
are taking an active role in 
bringing more people to 
the area in the winter. “We 
try to keep the trails as 
good as  any where in 
Maine to bring people here 
to snowmobile,” McCor-
mick says. When people 
come to town to snowmo-
bile, they need to fill their 
gas tanks, eat somewhere, 

and often spend the night.
Even conservation philanthropist 

Roxanne Quimby is aware of the impact 
snowmobiling has on Maine’s rural 
communities. Quimby has recently agreed 
to allow a snowmobile and ATV trail on 
her Millinocket property this year. Without 
Quimby’s consent, the stretch of  ITS 110 
that links Millinocket with Shin Pond 
would be closed, due to an exchange of 
land and easement deal between Quimby, 

Governor Baldacci, Millinocket officials, 
and the Trust for Public Lands that has yet 
to be signed.

“Roxanne generously said that the 
local economy shouldn’t have to suffer 
because this deal hasn’t come to fruition,” 
says Quimby’s spokesperson, Mark 
Leathers of the Sewall Corporation. 
“Roxanne has even provided concrete 
abutments and steel I-beams for a bridge 
to be built on the property.”

Quimby has recently agreed to sell 
5,000 acres of her land north of Millinocket 
Lake to the state of Maine for $2.1 million. 
The deal has been in the works for three 
years, and will allow snowmobiling and 
ATV access as well as securing the land as 
a working forest. This transaction secures 
trails between Millinocket and Aroostook 
County for years to come. 

“Roxanne realizes the importance of 
the connectivity of the trail system and 
has been very helpful,” Meyers says.

But even with the help of landowners 
and conservationists, good snow, and 
perfectly groomed trails, the three-month-

BuSineSS l  snowmobiling  
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 a graceful stretch of trail 
in aroostook County.



winter guide 2011  Bangor Metro  31

long season is over in March. And while 
the snow melts and mud season starts, 
Greenville dies, according to McCormick. 
So the club decided to bring the United 
States Cross Country Snowmobile (USCC) 
Racing Series to town. It was a great success 
despite the lack of spring snow. Four 
hundred people came out as paying spec-
tators to watch the races on Moosehead 
Lake. And while it was great for the 
community, it was a lot of work. The club 
had to raise $13,000 for expenses to bring 
the USCC group to town. They also had to 
secure permits, insurance, and deal with 
all of the logistics. But they’re committed 
to doing it again. There will be a USCC 
East race this year in Madawaska on 
February 19 and one in Greenville, to close 
out the season, on March 19.

“What stood out for us when we raced 
in Greenville last season was the way the 
entire community got involved in the 
event,” says Pat Mach, president of the 
North Dakota-based USCC. “Things were 
very organized and planned out well and 
the community was top-notch—particu-
larly for a first-time event. When you 
consider that and the excellent terrain 
available to make a challenging race 
course, Maine has many positive attributes 
that make it appealing for us.”

These positive sentiments are just what 
Maine’s snowmobile industry wants to 
hear. Mach sees the USCC holding more 
events on the East Coast in coming years. 
The Moosehead Riders are open to 
anything that gets more people involved 
in the sport. And what could be more 
exciting than a snowmobile drag race 
across barren Moosehead Lake for an 
elementary school kid? In the month of 
March—not much. 
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