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Trailblazers: Mountain bike group creates, maintains park trails
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Temperatures hovered in the 20s and light snow flurries fell, but members of the Gateway Off-Road Cyclists said Saturday was a perfect day for trail-building in Castlewood State Park.

The 1.2-mile, multipurpose Grotpeter Trail extension has "mostly hills but isn't too steep," said member Mari Smorodinova, 26, of University City, an outreach specialist for St. Louis REI.

Gateway Off-Road Cyclists (GORC) is a nonprofit group dedicated to advocacy, design, construction and maintenance of multi-use trails. 
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The club has about 150 members who pay $10 in annual dues. It was formed to give cyclists a voice in trail-user policy and land use in the St. Louis area.

The members are dedicated to the interests of eastern Missouri/western Illinois mountain bikers, and are part of the St. Louis area's only official International Mountain Bicycle Association (IMBA) affiliate club. The group, in addition to workdays to build and maintain trails, also has social activities. such as group rides, trips, and other events.

"I found out about GORC about two or three years ago by getting on their Web site. I went to a workday, and I've been a member ever since," said Ed Hussman, 39, of Ballwin.

"I'm an avid mountain biker," he said. "I wanted to get involved in the local mountain biking scene and to increase the amount and quality of trails in the area, as well as to give something back to the community."

He lives just up the hill from the park, and Castlewood is the park he uses most often, he said.

"I enjoy this weather -- today is what I consider a really nice day," Hussman said.

The club was founded in 1998 by mountain bikers to help facilitate design and construction of a bicycle/hiking trail in a new county park. It has since grown to include members from the entire St. Louis area, including western Illinois.

This Castlewood workday was promoted by the REI company in Brentwood, which recruited volunteers by advertising the workday in the store, online, in the firm's newsletter and by giving away some prizes during the lunch held that day, Smorodinova said.

Smorodinova said she has done trail work with GORC for a couple of years. She said she "caught the big-time, mountain-biking bug," and her boyfriend, Tom Erb, of University City, is a GORC board member.

"GORC is a good venue to meet those who enjoy the outdoors and mountain biking, but who have varied interests and backgrounds and different ages and jobs," she said.

Dave Ewen, 48, of Manchester, is a two-year GORC member. He discovered the group though its Web site and said he loves mountain biking.

"It's a lot safer to ride off-road," he said. "There's no traffic or SUVs about to run you off the road. I enjoy the camaraderie of the group and creating better places to ride."

Ewen said Castlewood is one of the premier parks for off-road bicycling.

"It's got a lot of variety of trails, with steep, rocky sections and flat bottomland ones," he said.

He said the new trail created Saturday won't be too easy for some riders.

"Young guys can go straight up it, though some of the rest of us aren't that skilled," he said.

Dennis Maddock, 32, of Manchester, brought along his daughters, Kaia, 5, and Mia, 7.

"I've been picking up little logs. When we walked up here, we saw a deer," Kaia said.

Mia said it was fun making a trail.

"I just got my first mountain bike, and I'll be learning to ride it," she said.

Their dad said the family does a lot of walking and riding at Castlewood.

"It's close to home but gives us the feeling we're out in nature without having to drive too far away, with various levels of trails," he said.

"It's important to have an area for off-road riding," he added. "I prefer that kind of riding, and I'll do anything I can to help make trails happen. And this lets me spend time with my kids and get them used to coming here."

GORC is responsible for more than 15 miles of new trail construction in six different parks, and maintenance workdays have touched more than 60 miles of trail in the St. Louis area.

In all cases, the trails were designed by GORC members, approved by the parks and built with all-volunteer labor.

And that's only a portion of volunteer hours, since many workdays are maintenance only. GORC has a minimum of eight to 10 workdays per year.

"This not only allows us to directly improve a trail or repair a damaged one, but it shows the park departments that mountain bikers care about the trails they use and back it up with voluntary manual labor," said GORC president Scott Whitaker, 39, of Godfrey, Ill.

He praised Richard Love, superintendent of 1,780-acre Castlewood State Park, for his cooperation with the group.

Love, in turn, said the group has been a big help to park staff.

"The summer before last, we had a huge amount of tree damage from August thunderstorms, and their volunteers spent a lot of time to clear and restore trails," Love said.

"They also helped us build other connectors on the Grotpeter and other trails, as well as do repairs to the Cedar Bluff Loop Trail," he said.

Prior to Saturday's workday, some GORC members chain-sawed dead, fallen trees after various storms, to help clear trails in the park.

"The Grotpeter is the only trail in this section of the park, though it's the heaviest used by mountain bikers," Whitaker said.

"Now, with this new extension, this area will more available for any hiker or biker or equestrian to check out," he said.

The group plans to start a weekly ride at 8 a.m. Sundays. The ride is to be called the Castlewood Single Speed Dirt Church.

Sam Mitchell, 64, of Oakland, an original GORC member, designed this latest trail, along with John Farinella of Crestwood. The two visited Castlewood six to eight times to determine where the trail should go.

"After today, the trail will be rideable, though a little rough," Mitchell said. "In a month or so, a few of us will do a little more, final work.

The reason a trail like this is attractive is its "middle-of-no-place" feeling," Mitchell said.

"You think you're not surrounded by subdivisions here," he said.

The group has more work days coming up.

"Pretty much every weekend, there's something going on," Smorodinova said.

You can contact Mary Shapiro at mshapiro@yourjournal.com.

GORC

A full schedule of Gateway Off-Road Cyclists events is posted on the group's Web site, www.gorctrails.com.

A couple of dates include Saturday, March 10, at the Chubb Trail in West Tyson County Park, Lewis Road off Interstate 44; and Saturday, March 31, at Greensfelder County Park, off Allenton Road in Wildwood.

The group meets at 7 p.m. the first Wednesday of each month at the St. Louis Brewery/Tap Room, 2100 Locust St.
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