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PROFILE

When it snows in real life, Dieter Sturm of Lake Geneva cannot claim responsibility. But when 
it snows in movies, there’s a good chance he’s the one making it happen. Perhaps you’re 
familiar with his work. 

The fake fl uff in “Fargo?” That was his. So was the white stuff in George Clooney’s “Up in 
the Air” and Johnny Depp’s “Public Enemies.” And let’s not forget his snowfl ick debut in 
the Steve Martin and John Candy classic “Planes, Trains and Automobiles.” When he’s not 
creating a winter wonderland on the silver screen — he has over 70 motion pictures to his 
credit — his fl akes are falling in commercials for major brands or at photo shoots for media 
moguls like Oprah Winfrey. Other climatic churns like rain, wind and fog are also up his 
alley, but snow is what got him a 1995 Academy Award. 

By Lisa Schmelz 
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TOP: Sturm makes snow for “Contagion,” starring Matt Damon, on location in Chicago. BOTTOM:
Sturm was hired to create a raging blizzard and ground cover for snow blowers and plows, all for 
an AT&T commercial fi lmed in Minneapolis. Although it was fi lmed in January 2012, there was no 
real snow on the ground.

Sturm’s path to Hollywood snowdom 
wasn’t a straight shot. Growing up, the gre-
garious gadget guy tinkered with anything 
he could disassemble. It was no surprise 
that he wound up at the Milwaukee School 
of Engineering after high school, but it was 
a surprise that he left after two months so 
he could take a full-time job at a Milwaukee 
radio station … as a custodian. 

It wasn’t long after he got his foot in the 
door at WZUU-FM that he put down 
his broom and found himself exploding 
mounds of dirt at events as the station’s 
promotions director. From radio, including 
some on-air work, he went into corporate 
public relations. 

In the 1970s, he oversaw the image needs 
of Lake Geneva’s Playboy Club. In the ‘80s, 
he found himself at another Lake Geneva 
business, TSR, Inc., the basement-born fi rm 
that empowered geeks everywhere with 
its fantasy game Dungeons & Dragons. At 
its peak, D&D sold over 100,000 copies a 
month worldwide and was the talk of main-
stream media. Critics claimed it was turning 
children into dark souls; the geeks said they 
just wanted to have fun.  

While still defending D&D from those 
who believed its CEO was Satan himself, 
Sturm waded deeper into the special effects 
waters with Chicago freelance gigs. Think-
ing inside the box was never something 
this affable, blue-eyed, Wisconsin-born 
guy’s guy did well, but exploding boxes 
— or anything for that matter — was. To 
the envy of nearly every man on the planet 
— and a fair number of the fairer sex, too 
— he made extra cash blowing things up. 
A quick learner, he soon fi lmed his fi rst 
commercial. 

After that, there was no going back. Special 
effects, he says, was in his blood. 

In 1985, he and his wife, Yvonne, a true 
partner who has snowed her fair share of 
movie sets with and without her man, 
started Sturm’s Special Effects International. 
Weather quickly became their specialty.

If you’ve driven past the Swiss chalet-style 
house on Highway 50 near Geneva National, 
you’ve been closer than you realized to the 
epicenter of special-effects magic. Here is 
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where the couple lives, and here is where 
fake snow and other amazing ideas are born. 

Between snow jobs, Father Nature, as he’s 
been called, sat down to talk about the art of 
snowmaking, special effects and why some 
of the best things in life aren’t planned. 

Your mother must have been thrilled 

when you dropped out of MSOE two 

months into your fi rst year.

(Laughs) I was on a scholarship to MSOE 
and deciding to quit school and work at a 
radio station, as a custodian, was kind of 
questioned, yes.

Is it fi tting that a Wisconsinite won an 

Academy Award for making snow? 

Yeah, but it was surprising to me. I was just 
doing the work I was doing, creating spe-
cial effects.

Your snow wowed the Academy 

because it was biodegradable. Tell 

us about that. 

Prior to my invention, we were using mostly 
plastic and Styrofoam fl akes for falling snow. 
Even though our efforts to clean everything 
up 100 percent were strong, there would 
still be residue left behind and this could be 
in the woods, fl oating down a river, in places 

that it’s very diffi cult for cleanup. So given 
that as a problem, what we do is what we call 
creative problem solving. We worked for two 
years on different formulations of falling snow 
material that would be truly biodegradable 
and safe. The formulation, in its fi nal product 
form, looked like snow, felt like snow, but the 
difference is it would actually degrade over a 
period of time in the environment.

What’s it made of? 

We use such things as base materials from 
corn and cheese, also fi tting for Wiscon-
sin. (Laughs.) Even down to the whitening 
materials, it is organically whitened.

TOP 10 REASONS DIETER STURM IS COOLER 
THAN MOST PEOPLE (And it’s not because he can make his own snow)

10.  He was on Letterman for four episodes, blowing things 
up. Yes, that was him detonating a bratwurst before a 
live studio audience.

9.  He dropped out of Milwaukee School of Engineering 
after just two months, where he was on scholarship, 
and took a job as a custodian at a radio station because 
he really wanted to work in radio.

8.  He rode shotgun from Green Bay to Dallas for the 
2012 Super Bowl in a 1978 Cadillac El Dorado con-
vertible. The car was driven by its owner, Marc Madson 
of Clinton. A leaf blower cleared snow inside the cus-
tom cruiser. Dryer hoses were rigged to the heater, and 
snaked into their coats, keeping the duo warm. You can 
see it all on YouTube. 

7.  He won an Oscar in 1995 for making fake movie snow that 
doesn’t hurt the environment.

6.  He wrote a full-length movie script with his good buddy Joe 
Martin, also a Lake Geneva resident and a nationally syndi-
cated cartoonist. If you have more money than you know 
what to do with, love animated comedies about prehistoric 
snow sharks, and have always wanted to executive produce 
your own fi lm, you can talk to Sturm and Martin most morn-
ings at the Lake Geneva Starbucks. If they aren’t there, leave 
a note with the barista.

5.  He could live anywhere in the world but continues to live in 
Lake Geneva because “the people here are the best.” 

4.  He respects women enormously, but saw that even Playboy 
Club bunnies in Lake Geneva needed someone to defend 
their tails and did that for a while in the ‘70s as their PR guy.

3.  He made it possible for future generations of misfi ts to 
expand their social circle by defending Dungeons & Dragons 
against angry moralists, who thought the fantasy game was 
the beginning of the end. During his PR stint with TSR, the 
game’s publisher, his media savvy brought D&Ders out of 
the basement and into the light. 

2.  He and a buddy, Jeff Seymour, started a company called Jet 
Machines Extreme and claim to have built the world’s small-
est jet turbine fl ying belt. Dubbed Jet Vest, it puts anything 
George Jetson had in his garage to shame. Even if it isn’t the 
world’s smallest, it’s still beyond cool. Everyone at the EAA 
Airshow in Oshkosh thought so. 

1.  And the No. 1 reason Dieter Sturm is cooler than most peo-
ple: He’s doing the same thing he did as a boy — albeit on 
a larger scale and with permits — and making a living doing 
it. And he hasn’t poked his eye out. Not once.

Sturm poses with Alice Cooper at WZUU in Milwaukee.
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Shop for handcrafted gifts and sample wines 
Saturday, November 17,  3-7 p.m.
Bella Vista Suites in Lake Geneva
FREE ADMISSION  
262-245-1000

HOLIDAY ARTISAN MARKETPLACE

sample flight $6

Get it done right the first time! 

847-395-1001 • www.epoxywizard.com

 Our 22 fOOt enclOsed trailer is delivered  
tO yOur dOOr priOr tO applicatiOn.

Removal and replacement of garage contents  • On-site storage 
with our trailer or Pods unit  • Garage slat wall and storage items  

 All trades related to make your garage dream come true 
Remove unwanted refuse off-site  •  Repair cracked and sprawling concrete 

Now offering garage cabinets, accessories and more! 

Our product is ideal for 
garage floors, basements, 

automotive sales and 
service areas, warehouses, 

medical treatment, 
retail, public facilities, 
laboratories, airport 

hangars, greenhouses and 
industrial facilities, just to 

name a few.

 Before: Lake forest, iL

sPriNG GroVe, ParaDe of HoMes, 2009 soUtH sHore CLUB, Lake GeNeVa 

 after: Lake forest, iL 

How much easier is it to shovel your 

snow compared to the real stuff? 

It’s comparable, weight-wise, to plastic or 
Styrofoam, but certainly not as heavy as 
real snow.

Do you think you’d have won an Acad-

emy Award if you stayed at MSOE? 

Probably not. It all worked out, I guess.

When you’re watching a movie, is 

there any less magic since you know 

what goes on just outside the frame? 

Sometimes it is diffi cult to watch movies, 
because from a production standpoint, 
you’re looking at elements that would be 
created by the technical effects depart-
ment and it sidetracks you a little bit from 
the story.

You’re known as the Snowmaker of 

Hollywood, but there’s more to your 

company, Sturm’s Special Effects 

International, than snow. What else 

do you do?

We’re also a full-service special effects com-
pany. We create live action effects, which 
are physically designed and built and exe-
cuted in front of the actual cameras that are 
fi lming . . . We deal with mechanicals and 
everything from rain, wind, fog. We create 
pyrotechnic effects, fi res, sparks, bullets. 

What’s next on your special effects 

dream list? Anything else you really 

want to create or do? 

I think right now it’s just having the time 
and the money to design and build a num-
ber of special effect machines that could 
be used somewhere down the road in 
the future, as a standard piece of equip-
ment. I’m consumed on the business end 
of bidding jobs, negotiating jobs, ordering 
materials, scheduling materials, shipping 
materials and equipment. The actual time 
I spend doing special effects – and creating 
special effects – is much smaller now.

If you had the time and money, you 

could invent a robotic snow-blowing 

machine for regular homeowners? 

Sure, complete with fl ame throwers.

Why fl ame throwers? Because they 

melt snow? 

No, because they look cool.  


