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 If you’ve got a child between 
the ages of one and fi ve at home, 
odds are you’ve heard the song 
The Wheels on The Bus ad in-
fi nitum, or at least ad nauseam. 
Here’s a new line for you: the 
people on the bus go up the side 
of a mountain, at a 60 per cent 
gradient, using monster truck 
tires. Oh, the people on the bus 
go up the side of the mountain, 
all day long.

I apologize if that tune is now 
going to bounce around in your 
skull all day. 

Try humming Mahna Mahna 
and see what happens.

Welcome to the Brewster Ice 
Explorer, a 15-metre-long multi-
passenger behemoth that looks 
like Grave Digger had an illicit 
a� air with a tour bus. It’s a beast, 
standing just under four metres 
high, and fi tted with six gargan-
tuan Goodyear Terra tires, each 
one over one and a half metres in 
diameter.

Taking a ride will cost you a bit 
more than the pocket change of 
your downtown commuter tran-
sit, but then, this bus goes places 
your average 48-window coupe 
can’t. Shale, sand, mud bogs, ice, 
and snow are no problem for the 
Ice Explorer, which is capable of 
ferrying 56 passengers through 
the stunning scenery of the 
Rocky Mountains. 

The iPhones on the bus go 
click-click-click.

There are just 23 of these ma-
chines in the world, including 
a customized one permanently 

located at McMurdo base in the 
Antarctic. That particular beastie 
is modifi ed to carry more cargo 
than passengers, and is an inte-
gral part of the working research 
station. The other 22 buses are 
in Ban� , where they are in near-
constant use ferrying tourists 
deep into the wild, right out onto 
the Athabasca Glacier. 

While the historic Red Jam-
mers of Glacier National Park 
in Montana tour only when the 
weather allows, the Brewster 
buses are built to handle almost 
any kind of conditions.

Of course they are — they’re 
made just down the road in Cal-
gary, by a company that can boast 
a half-century of excellence in 
conquering Canada’s toughest 
terrain.

The snow bus isn’t a new 
invention. In the 1930s when 
the snows would come to the 
prairies, even the horse-drawn 
cutters — sledges made with 
on-board wood stoves — could 
sometimes be stranded by 
marching drifts. As a result, those 
small farming communities not 
directly connected by the railway 
simply burrowed in for the win-
ter and stayed put.

But what about emergencies? 
As the motorized vehicle became 
more common, Model Ts were 
pressed into service with skis for 
steering and chained twin wheels 
out back, but from Quebec came 
an even better solution. After 
experimenting with stu�  like an 
insanely hazardous-looking pro-
peller-driven toboggan, Joseph-
Armand Bombardier came up 
with the design for the half-track 
B-7 of 1939.

The B-7 and the B-12 that fol-
lowed it were utilitarian people 
carriers, and they encompassed 
a number of innovations, from 
solid wheels (less likely to get 
packed with snow) to a revo-

lutionary sprocket and wheel 
track system. However, it’s not 
the snows of Quebec, but the 
swampy muskeg of northern 
Alberta that gave rise to the com-
pany that makes today’s modern 
snow bus.

The Leduc No. 1 strike in Feb-
ruary of 1947 heralded an age 
of oil and gas exploration, but 
the terrain in which many of the 
deposits were located wasn’t 
at all suitable for conventional 
transportation. 

Boggy, glutinous, marshy 
ground known as muskeg cov-
ered much of the North, and big 
trucks simply got swallowed up.

Enter one Bruce Nodwell, 
prairie boy and inventive genius. 
Born in 1914 on a homestead in 
Saskatchewan to a father who 
fi rst ran grain elevators, a hard-
ware store, and then a Dodge 
dealership in North Battleford, 
Nodwell grew up around machin-
ery in a time when you had to 
make do with what was 
on hand. 

At the height of the Great 
Depression, he became a regis-
tered electrician, and took odd 
jobs all through the prairies, fi -
nally settling in Calgary. 

To give some idea of the per-
severance required to succeed, 
the service station he built with 
his brother had to be made using 
reclaimed nails from the previ-
ous structure, each straightened 
painstakingly by hand.

Nodwell had a knack for the 
practical improvement of exist-
ing processes, and soon had pat-
ents for a number of oil-and-gas 
innovations, including a machine 
for wrapping pipes with tar pa-
per. His reputation for problem-
solving spurred Imperial Oil to 
contract him to build two vehi-
cles for crossing the muskeg. 

The early models weren’t very 
successful, but Nodwell soon 

came up with his own design.
This tracked vehicle, called the 

Nodwell 110, is as much a part 
of Canadian history as the Bom-
bardier, though it is not as well 
known. Fitted with extra-wide 
tracks, it could haul up to 5,000 
kilograms and essentially con-
quered the world’s toughest and 
most hostile terrain, from frozen 
Alaska to the Russian steppes to 
Iran and South America.

For his various e� orts in un-
locking the Canadian North, 
Nodwell received the Order of 
Canada in 1970, and has a moun-
tain in the Antarctic named for 
him. The 110 was immortalized in 
1996 on a commemorative stamp, 
and there’s also a Nodwell Lake 
in the Northwest Territories, 
named after one fell through the 
ice and sank. 

Because Nodwell anticipated 
this sort of incident, he’d built in 
a rooftop escape hatch, and the 
entire crew survived.

The Nodwell 110 is still in 
use today, constructed by the 
Foremost company in Calgary. 
Foremost was founded in 1965 
by Nodwell Sr. and his son Jack, 
and now incorporates several 
other companies dealing in heavy 
industry. They are the manufac-
turers of the Terra Bus, the ve-
hicle used by Brewster as its Ice 
Explorer.

Each Ice Explorer takes 90 days 
to assemble, and is custom-built 
to order. 

Some are wheelchair acces-
sible, despite their great height, 
and while most were originally 
fi tted with an 8.5-litre four-cylin-
der Detroit Diesel Series 50 en-
gine making 250 horsepower (and 
colossal torque), buses in the 
fl eet are now being converted to 
contain a Mercedes heavy diesel, 
making 330 h.p. at 2,200 r.p.m. and 
1,000 pound-feet of torque from 
1,300 to 1,600 rpm.

Transferred through a 6x6 all-
wheel drive, the Ice Explorer’s 
top speed is only 40 km/h, but it 
can ford streams up to 118 cen-
timetres in depth. It can handle 
a 30 per cent side gradient, or 
crawl straight up a 60 per cent 
grade. 

Average fuel consumption 
seems reasonable, despite its 
25,000kg curb weight, at 9.67 
litres per hour of operation.

Even though it looks like the 
sort of machine that’d be happi-
est crushing subcompacts under-
foot — while an over-the-top an-
nouncer growls something like, 
“You’ll pay for the whole seat, but 
you’ll only use the edge!” — the 
Ice Explorer actually treads 
quite lightly. 

It looks like Grave Digger, but 
those enormous Terra tires are 
soft and balloonlike, a� ecting the 
fragile terrain hardly at all.

Tours run every 15 to 30 min-
utes from the Columbia Icefi eld 
Glacier Discovery Centre, at 
a cost of just under $50 for an 
80-minute tour. 

It takes a team of fi ve dedicated 
mechanics to keep all 22 buses on 
the road — or rather, o�  the road 
— and the rugged terrain occa-
sionally results in some welding 
repairs being required. Other 
than that, the Ice Explorers may 
be driven by anyone with a Class 
2 license, just like any other bus.

It’s a quintessentially Canadian 
vehicle, massive in size, capable 
of handling everything you can 
throw at it, tested by hostile ter-
rain, yet careful toward its envi-
ronment and eager to showcase 
the best parts of this country to 
the world. 

And, should Earth ever be hit 
by a zombie apocalypse, you 
know what the No. 1 tourist des-
tination will be: The zombies 
under the bus go squish-squish-
squish, all day long.

Monster buses rule the Rockies
Calgary-made

tourism vehicles
tackle the terrain 

Supplied/Brewster
The Brewster Ice Explorer, produced in Calgary by the Foremost company, has a long western Canadian history and can overcome the harshest terrain and weather. 
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The 2014 Hyundai Accent is one 
of the few cars I’ve reviewed in a 
long time that doesn’t do anything 
to anger me. This is a great com-
pliment, trust me. 

In every car I review, I usually 
fi nd at least one thing that annoys 
me so much  I end up not liking the 
car — sometimes it’s something 
like no volume knob, a wonky 
transmission or an overinfl ated 
price. I found no real faults with 
the Accent — the car is perfectly 
fi ne for what it is, and that’s a big 
deal. For me, the Accent scores 
high in all areas: driving dynamics, 
interior quality, ergonomics, pow-
ertrain, refi nement, user friendli-
ness, comfort and value.

As Hyundai’s entry-level com-
pact car, it feels much richer than 
its  price would suggest.  Economy 
cars often o� er constant remind-
ers of their price, usually in the 
form of shoddy-feeling interior 
materials, a Spartan layout or just 
a general feeling of cheapness 
and corner-cutting that can’t be 
ignored. The Accent is not like this 
 — the hatch feels solid all around 
and has a build quality many other 
cars in its segment lack.

Where many other budget cars 
in this class feel twitchy at high-
way speeds, the Accent is stable 

and not a rattle can be heard. Yes, 
on the highway, you have to shift 
the six-speed manual into third or 
fourth to get any sort of passing 
power, but this is normal for its 
segment.  It’s easy enough to oper-
ate that it would make an ideal car 
for someone to learn manual on .

Acceleration is acceptable for 
what the car is, meaning you’re not 
going to win any drag races, but 
it will meet most people’s needs. 
Braking, handling, steering and 

feedback are on par with, if not 
better than, other competitors in 
the market, including the Honda 
Fit and Nissan Micra. The Accent’s 
1.6-litre four-cylinder engine has 
138 horsepower and 123 pound-feet 
of torque — so it has more power 
and feels more high-end than both 
of those subcompacts. I also pre-
fer the Accent’s heavier steering 
to the Micra’s or Fit’s somewhat 
fl imsy-feeling setup .

Inside, the Accent again punches 

above its weight. The materials 
 don’t look cheap, and everything 
has a substantial feel . Where there 
is a typically constant drone of 
engine noise in budget cars, the 
Accent’s interior is as quiet as a 
Lexus cabin. 

 My as-tested top-line Accent 
GLS with a six-speed manual costs 
just $4,000 more than the base L 
model, but it adds a huge amount 
of equipment for that price. For 
comparison’s sake, if you want an 
automatic transmission in the Nis-

san Micra, it adds nearly $3,000 
to the base price of $9,995 and the 
upgraded transmission is all you 
get . I recently reviewed a Micra 
whose as-tested price rang in at 
more than $16,000. For that price, 
you will get more value with an 
Accent because it is more car, has 
more features, and  doesn’t feel 
 cheap . 

The Accent is one of the best 
subcompacts on the market right 
now because it  provides outstand-
ing value. 

Hyundai puts the Accent on value, drivability, comfort 
Type of vehicle:  ■ Front-

wheel-drive four-door com-
pact hatchback

Engine:  ■ 1.6L DOHC four-
cylinder

Power: ■  138 h.p. at 6,300 
r.p.m.; 123 lb-ft of torque at 
4,850 r.p.m.

Transmission: ■  Six-speed 
manual

Brakes: ■  Four-wheel disc 
with ABS

Tires: ■  P175/70R14
Price: ■  $13,899 

base/$17,899 as tested
Destination charge:  ■ $1,595
Natural Resources Canada  ■

fuel economy (L/100 km): 7.5 
city, 5.3 highway

Standard features ■ : Six 

airbags, tilt steering column, 
60/40-split/folding rear seat, 
USB port, iPod connectivity, 
auxiliary input jack, power 
locks and windows, four-
speaker AM/FM/CD/MP3 
audio system, and more

Options:  ■ Six-speaker 172-
watt audio system, telescopic 
steering, Bluetooth, steering-
wheel mounted audio controls, 
heated front seats, air condi-
tioning, remote keyless entry, 
cruise control, heated mirrors, 
16-inch aluminum wheels, 
sunroof, heated power mir-
rors, leather-wrapped steer-
ing wheel and shift knob, fog 
lamps, automatic transmission 
and more

The Specs

Jodi Lai/Driving
The 2014 Hyundai Accent offers buyers a lot of car for the price.


