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Wilcraft Puts Floating ATVs on Ice

By Angela Frucci (www.wired.com) 

Listen up, ice anglers and hunters (and people who rescue them): The amphibious vehicle of your dreams has arrived.

It’s called the Wilcraft, and it’s a mashup of an ATV and the Mars Rover that floats, keeps you toasty warm and tops out at 20 mph. Remember those 134 or so ice fishermen who had to be rescued on Lake Erie when an ice floe broke loose in February? If they’d been fishing from a Wilcraft, they would have floated away. Heck — they could have kept fishing.

According to the guys who invented it, if you fall through the ice, just paddle back to a solid sheet, roll onto the ice and drive away. The Wilcraft lets you move easily from land to ice to water.

“The way I do it, I have a pole with a spike on it and pull myself back,” said Dave Plan, who with Tom Roering started developing the Wilcraft in Mahtomedi, Minnesota, about a decade ago.

We’ve taken a ride in one of these beasts and can tell you it’s a blast.

The Wilcraft has a top speed of 20 mph and it weighs 500 pounds. Power comes from either a 302-cc or 305-cc engine offering 8 or 10 horsepower. It’s got a two-speed transaxle with a locking differential that works a lot like a positraction. With 11 inches of ground clearance you can motor through deep powder with ease. Driving a Wilcraft is similar to driving a boat. There’s a tiller handle with a twist throttle similar to a motorcycle on the steering handle. The tiller handle also operates the hydraulic hand brake.

Roering got the idea for the Wilcraft during some really bad Minnesota winters in the 1990s. He wanted a better way to get out on the ice than hauling an ice shack out on frozen lakes.

“We wanted something that floated,” said Plan, “and something self-propelled because we didn’t like working that hard. We wanted to be able to drive out on a lake, use it and drive back to shore, to take it with you and not have to worry about your gear.”
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They also wanted to rest the vehicle directly on the ice so they could drop their lines through three holes in the floorboard without getting blasts of cold air. They came up with a pretty ingenious solution. Once you cut your holes in the ice, you drive the Wilcraft over them and lower it. Pull out the boat plugs — they look like big pails, and you can see them in the pic above — in the floor and drop your lines. Secure the tentlike enclosure and fire up the heater and you’re set. We’ve fished in a Wilcraft when it was 30 below and the Wilcraft was piping hot inside.

You don’t ice-fish? No problem. Plan says people are using them as hunting blinds and duck boats, and one farmer hauls hay with one. The Stillwater Fire Department is using a prototype rescue vehicle (that’s it in the main pic) based on the Wilcraft, minus the fishing holes. Firefighters like it because they didn’t have to get in the water to rescue people.

But what’s got Plan and Roering really excited is that they’re delivering Wilcrafts to Wyoming, Nevada and other places you wouldn’t expect to find ice, let alone ice fishermen. “People are figuring out that this is the way that they can get on that marginal ice,” Plan said.

The guys have sent a few to Canada, but it takes about six months to get one exported. The Wilcraft might be small and relatively slow, but someone, somewhere, thinks it could be used for military applications, and that’s put the screws to the export paperwork. Plan says he’s talked to some National Guard guys about it and they say, “Oh man, we could do this, this and this with it.”

So far about 160 Wilcrafts have been sold at a base price of $10,500 including the enclosure.
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The Wilcraft is easier to haul than an ice shack, and warmer too!




You don’t’ have to fish to use one. Hunters and farmers are buying them too.

