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don “RiGGz” RiediGeR oF kenoRa
B Y  l I S A  K O P O C H I n S K I 

M E E T  A  S N O W  G R O O M E R

Riggz has been grooming trails for 13 
years for the Sunset Trail riders so 
riders can enjoy the beautiful 700 km 

trail system.
Every year, Don “Riggz” Riediger waits for 

the month of February to arrive. That’s when 
this Kenora resident takes four weeks of vaca-
tion from his job as a front-end loader opera-
tor at the local mill and begins his stint as a 
volunteer snow groomer for the Sunset Trail 
Riders Snowmobile Club. “I love it!” he said. “I 
can’t get enough of it. I like grooming the trails 
mainly because I want to provide a smooth 
ride for our members so they can enjoy our 
beautiful, 700 km trail system. I put my favorite 
music on and away I go for the day! When the 
season ends, I’m sad.”

Riggz works with three other groomer op-
erators  at the club and each take shifts de-
pending how much available time they have. 

However, none of the trails can be groomed 
until at least mid-January each year when the 
ice has reached a thickness of 16 inches, the 

Credit: Article Courtesy of Snow Grooming magazine. Originally published in May 2016
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minimum for the large groomers to travel on. 
“All our trails are landlocked or ice-locked,” 
said Riggz. “For most of the trails we groom, 
you have to cross lakes to get to them. Sev-
enty percent of our trails are on lakes. Once 
I get everything in place, I take my holidays 
and then go crazy.”

Riggz started snow grooming 13 years ago 
after answering an ad in the local paper. He 
was a truck driver at the time and would get 
laid off in the winter. “I’ve been doing it ever 
since and have spent about 4,000 hours in the 
machines. I average about 300 hours per year 
and about another 300 maintaining the fleet 
and other duties. Our club has a small Bombar-
dier Bombi, two Bombadier BRs and a Prinoth 
Husky. I started on the BR160 and I operate the 
Bombi in early season. For the past two years, I 
have operated the Prinoth Husky. If I got paid, 

2017 Snowmobile Trail Permits are not available at retail outlets, so buy yours online at www.ofsc.on.ca.
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this would be a dream job.”
Riggz usually starts his shift on Sunday eve-

ning and grooms a short trail. Then his shifts 
from Monday to Thursday typically last 10 to 
12 hours each, usually covering 60 km to 80 km 
per day of lake and land trails. “The longest day 
I groomed trails was 17 hours,” he said. “I went 
to Vermilion Bay and back. We usually split that 
into a two-day trip and leave the machine at 
Stewart Lake and then pick it up the next day.”

Long trips can mean being hard on the 
grooming machines. “Sometimes we must 
leave the machines in a remote location where 
we cannot plug in the block heater and – de-
pending on the temperature – it may be dif-
ficult to start the machine,” he said. “We have 
to plug them into a generator for an hour or so 
before starting them up. Then the machine has 
to idle for 45 minutes to warm up the hydro-
static drive system, so sometimes it takes two 
hours to get going in the morning.”

Riggz does recall some interesting circum-
stances that have happened over the past 
decade. “Throughout my career, I sunk the 
machine four times, sometimes having to 
walk miles in the dark to a road. The first time, 
I came over a sand bar in the middle of a lake 
and there was only snow on the other side. 
The machine just started heading into the wa-
ter, but I was able to back out before it was too 
late! We once sunk a machine near Kenora, but 
were able to get a bunch of volunteers to pull 
it out the same night. Then another time, the 
groomer went down right on the trail where 
the beavers had built a dam the previous sum-
mer and it was 43 below. It took two days to 

get the machine out of there. We had to hire an 
underwater recovery expert to wrench it out 
with the biggest winch we had.” 

Then there was the time Riggz sunk a 
groomer near Shoal Lake Road. “The front end 
was underwater, so the fan belt was slipping, 
the engine overheated and  lost all the anti-
freeze. I was able to winch it out by attaching 
a chain to a cleat and the other end to a tree, 
then rotating the track so it would pull itself 
out. Once out, I realized there was insufficient 
antifreeze in the engine to continue,  I had to 
walk for two hours to the main road and some-
one picked me up. I was a lot younger then.”

Even today at the age of 55, Riggz says snow 
grooming is not really physically demand-
ing, although others might disagree. “I was a 
truck driver and drove 12 hours a day. Now I 
sit in a loader for 12 hours a day, so I’m used 
to that. I also do the maintenance on the ma-
chines. There are three, full size machines and 
one smaller one.  I’m getting older and don’t 
want to fix them as much,” he said.

When not grooming trails, Riggz loves get-
ting out on his snowmobile with members of 
the club and his buddy, Will. The longest trip 
he took was to Red Lake and back. “I don’t 
know the mileage, but it took all day to get 
there,” he said. “We stayed overnight and came 
back the next day.”

For now, Riggz has to be content with 
snowmobiling when he can and grooming 
the trails in January and February, but that will 
all change in two years. “That’s my retirement 
date,” he said. “And once that happens, I really 
want to go full time!”   GSOM
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RideR insiGHt
Craig Nicholson, The Intreprid Snowmobiler

Rider insight: Coupling Up

Recently, I’ve had several male snowmobilers ask for advice about doing a couples’ 
snowmobile tour. Since my wife has snowmobiled with me on tours for many years 
and we also do several couples’ getaways each winter, I guess I’m experienced 

enough to offer these tips…

Couples’ snowmobile tours  aren’t the same 
as snowmobiling with the guys. For start-
ers, unless your wife is also an avid snowmo-
biler, your couples’ tour may be her first ride 
of the season. You’ve likely already had your 
chance to be out with your buds to work out 
any bugs with your sled, gear or body and to 
become acclimatized to the weather and full 
days of riding. Everyone on your couples’ ride 
should have the same opportunity, which will 
increase their overall confidence, comfort and 
enjoyment. Similarly, if everyone participates 
in its preparation and planning, your couples’ 
snowmobile tour is much more likely to meet 
or exceed everyone’s expectations.

It’s also important for everyone on your 
couples’ tour to have comparable quality 
clothing and snowmobiles. My wife rides her 
own sled, but doubling is okay if the sled is 
a legitimate 2-upper and you’re both used to 
riding this way. No one enjoys riding a sled 

with poor suspension and handling, or one 
that is underpowered or unreliable, can’t 
keep up to the others or gets the worst gas 
mileage. Similarly, no one enjoys being cold, 
so besides wearing top quality snow gear, 
sled accessories like thumb warmers and 
heated handlebars, handlebar muffs combine 
with products like heated visors, vests, gloves 
& boot liners, and chemical warmers provide 
additional riding comfort.

The focus for a couples’ ride may shift from 
putting on as many miles or getting there as 
fast as possible, to sight seeing, photo tak-
ing and enjoyment of the ride for its own 
sake. This can mean a change of pace, more 
flexible riding days and closer destinations. 
Accommodations with more amenities are a 
good choice. A different focus may also mean 
planning multiple day rides from the same 
accommodations rather than destination-to-
destination saddle bagging. This choice en-

ables everyone to settle in to the same lodg-
ings for the duration and enjoy the facilities 
without having to worry about packing up 
and moving on every day. 

Couples’ snowmobile tours may also have 
more frequent trail stops, preferably synched 
with available warm up shelters, clubhous-
es and restaurants. Everyone appreciates a 
chance to stretch, warm up, use indoor wash-
rooms, and socialize. I’ve also found that a 
daily pre-ride briefing helps set the tone for 
couples’ rides. It can include the day’s route, 
pre-arranging coffee breaks and lunch stops, 
points of interest, and confirm the final desti-
nation and likely arrival time. That way every-
one knows what to expect and can pace them-
selves accordingly.

The larger your group of couples’, the more 
time everything takes from getting started to 
eating and gassing up. Here are a few ideas to 
minimize this challenge:
•	 Wherever possible, gas and oil sleds the 

night before.
•	 The guys can pack and warm up the sleds each 

morning while the ladies order breakfast.
•	 Eliminate the waiting and menu routines. 

If you are eating dinner in the same restau-
rant as breakfast, ask at dinner to reserve a 
table at a specific time in the morning and 
then pre-order breakfast so it’s ready when 
you arrive. 

•	 Save time on the trail by having a standard 
coffee break and lunch order so the first 
person into a restaurant can order for your 
entire group.

•	 When stopping for gas, have the guys fuel 
up all sleds while the women visit the wash-
room or warm up.

Meanwhile, if you’re looking for easy ways 
to get started riding as a couple before go-
ing on your self-guided tour, I suggest con-
necting with other couples’ through the 
local snowmobile club and participating in 
club and charity rides. You could also choose 
to ride a few of the shorter OFSC-Promoted 
Snow Tours to gain some experience. A good 
option for your first snowmobile tour as a 
couple is to call a company like Ontario Snow 
Cruises to arrange a fully guided and pre-
packaged getaway.   GSOM 

2017 Snowmobile Trail Permits are not available at retail outlets, so buy yours online at www.ofsc.on.ca.




