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Mountain
Riders

Once a sport for thrill-seeking adventurers, 
mountain biking now draws young people 

and families of all skill levels.
WRITTEN BY LAURA JACKSON ROBERTS

WV Division of Natural Resources
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W est Virginia’s mountain 
bike trails are myriad. With 
plenty of topography and a 
vast system of state parks 
and recreational areas, the 
opportunities for outdoor 

adventure continue to grow. Mountain biking’s 
popularity has exploded in recent years, as people of all 
ages and skill levels find their way to the trails. Many 
have done so through groups like the West Virginia 
Interscholastic Cycling League.

Under the umbrella of the National Interscholastic 
Cycling League, the WVICL is one of 31 such leagues 
around the country. The organization’s goal is to 
promote strength of body, mind, and character in 
young West Virginians through the sport of cycling. 
League Director Cassie Smith has been a mountain 
biker for many years.

“I started when I was 24,” she says. “And now I’m 
51. So half of my life, and it was just such a positive 
thing for me. And when I heard about NICA, I said, 
‘We need this in West Virginia.’” 2018 was the league’s 
first race season, beginning with 130 kids; almost 400 
finished the 2021 season. 

Coach and athlete registration begin in March and 
April, respectively. Practice starts in July, and teams can 
hold up to six preseason events. Races commence at the 
end of August for a total of five during the season.

Racing isn’t required, though. Smith says the league 
offers something for all types of cyclists.

“You can race, but you don’t have to race. We focus on 
just trying to get kids on bikes. Racing is a bonus. If you 
are that type of person, and you want to compete, then 
you’re able to. About 65% of our league races, and a lot 
of them are just there for the adventure.”

While young people may be the ones initially drawn 
to mountain biking, it can become a family pastime. 
Many parents actively participate by becoming a Level 
One coach and riding with the team. Smith says even 
inexperienced parents can get certified, and coaches go 
through bike skills clinics and learn how to teach the kids.

“When I first started this, I thought we would get 
a lot of the people who already had mountain bike 
experience,” she says. “And we did get those—but I was 
surprised that we got a lot of beginner riders who could 
barely even ride a bike, much less ride in the woods.” 
The league has been thrilled to introduce the sport to a 
new generation of enthusiastic riders.

 PREVIOUS AND 
THIS PAGE  Teams 
from all over the 
state gather on race 
weekends. Around 
30 volunteers show 
up at each event to 
support the teams 
and the event C
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The pandemic hobbled many team sports, 
but cyclists continued to hit the trails. 2020 was 
a big year for the sport in general: Bike sales 
rose over 150%, and trails saw five times the 
traffic they had seen the previous year. Demand 
was overwhelming, and shops had bikes on 
back-order. While the league couldn’t hold events 
in 2020, teams traveled together to designated 
courses, timed themselves, and posted their times 
on the website. The continuing opportunity to 
get outside offered much-needed relief from 
virtual learning and the isolation of social 
distancing. Many families found that biking 
helped to contribute to a sense of normalcy 
when it was most needed.

A Family Affair
Wheeling residents Jodie and Chris Gardill 
started biking together as WVU law school 
students. Years later, they introduced their three 
children to the pastime. When a friend started a 
northern panhandle team with the WVICL, they 
got involved as a family. Their son, Kaleb, started 
racing, while Chris became a coach. The Gardills 
liked the way mountain biking fit the skill level 
and ambition of each individual family member.

“Mountain biking is as competitive as you 
want it to be,” Jodie Gardill says. “Finishing 
a race is a large accomplishment, and each 
week and each season you can see how you 
have improved based upon your prior goals and 
finish times. That really appealed to us, as we've 
always tried to teach our kids a growth mindset 
and that the only failure is giving up.”

The Gardill family was hooked on mountain 
biking after their first race. What’s more, 
they found the league promoted a culture of 
inclusion often missing from youth sports—the 
crowd cheers as fervently for the last racer as 
they do for the first. Most importantly, young 
competitors support each other with enthusiasm, 
something middle and high schoolers often 
struggle with during the challenging teen years.

Gardill says the team and its coaches have 
gelled into a family of sorts. She, too, signed on 
as a coach when her older daughter became a 
competitor in the second season; her youngest 
daughter joined this past year.

One of the league’s appealing components 
is NICA’s Girls Riding Together program. 
GRiT seeks to increase the female presence 
in mountain biking by offering empowering 
opportunities for girls and women to participate C
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Young riders learn sportsmanship, independence,  
and self-confidence.
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in the physical and social aspects of the sport. The 
program offers girls-only events including clinics, 
camps, and rides. Gardill’s daughter Brenna has 
become a GRiT ambassador.

Like many league families, the Gardills are 
grateful for the way mountain biking has brought 
them together. Jodie says that joining the team has 
introduced both great and not-so-great moments in 
the woods together. But tough races reinforce life 
lessons, and each ride has been a learning experience.

“We have always had more of a free-range style 
of parenting, and this sport really emphasizes that,” 
she says. “The purpose of the league is to teach them 
independence, including bike maintenance and trail 
stewardship. As parents, we want our kids to grow 
to be independent adults who care about the world 
around them.”

Growth, Safety, and Support
While the young riders want to have fun, safety is of 
utmost importance in the league.

“Our number one priority is mitigating risk for 
these kids, because mountain biking can be risky,” 
League Director Smith says. “We want to make sure 
that we never put anyone out of their comfort zone. 
With our courses, we like to think about the middle 
school sixth grader who’s just getting into it.” A 
young racer shouldn’t have to get off his or her bike 
very often; positive experiences instill confidence, 
and confident kids will continue biking. Coaches can 
perform first aid and are assigned a small number of 
bikers so they can properly supervise the group on 
rides. In addition, the league adjusts race courses as 
necessary to avoid slick spots or hazards. Race officials 
may delay or restart a race due to weather conditions.    

League volunteers offer endless assistance, too: A 
dedicated army of around 30 people shows up each 
weekend to support the races and racers. Volunteers 
set up the course on Saturday, while arriving teams 
organize their own pit areas. There’s a pre-ride on 
Saturday afternoon, and races commence on Sunday. 
It’s hard but rewarding work.    

Support also comes from the West Virginia 
Division of Natural Resources, which has helped 
expand the trail offerings in the state.

“We’ve had huge support from the West Virginia 
DNR, and they have actually funded beginner 
courses for us in five different state parks,” Smith 
says. “So that really opens it up for a beginner, 
parents, or anyone who wants to try mountain 
biking.” While many of West Virginia’s trails are 
rugged and raw, the state parks’ gentler trails are 
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Races gets kids out in nature, enjoying West Virginia’s 
great outdoors.
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wide and smooth by comparison. Known as “f low trails,” 
they allow inexperienced riders to ease into a comfort zone 
and find confidence as they build skills. Cacapon, Canaan 
Valley, Twin Falls, Watters Smith Memorial, and North 
Bend state parks all offer DNR-supported trail systems.

The Big Leagues
Just as young riders and families have discovered the trails, 
the international mountain biking world has found its way 
to West Virginia, too. Snowshoe Mountain in Pocahontas 
County hosted the UCI Mountain Bike World Cup final 
race in 2019. The event was canceled in 2020 but returned 
in 2021 with both downhill and cross-country races. While 
Snowshoe is widely known as a winter sports destination, 
the competition has put the resort and West Virginia on the 
mountain biking map. The event will return in July of 2022 
as the only U.S. stop on the tour; other races will take place 
in Europe, Great Britain, and Canada.

Some league youth attend the event, not as participants, 
but as spectators.

“A lot of our athletes like to go and just see all of the 
people they admire,” Smith says. “For it to be here in 
Snowshoe is amazing, because it could be anywhere in the 
U.S. It could be anywhere in the world. For them to pick 
Snowshoe, West Virginia—it’s pretty amazing.”

When the crowds disperse, the Snowshoe bike park 
remains one of the best in the nation, with 1,500 vertical 
feet of descent and 40 trails. But wherever their tires hit 
the dirt, West Virginia mountain bikers all agree on one 
thing: Mountain biking makes them feel good. And if the 
numbers are any indication, the ride has only just begun. w
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 TOP  Coaches spend a weekend training at a retreat in Canaan Valley. 
Parents can easily become Level 1 coaches and ride with their team.

 BOTTOM  Sarah Ellem and Ellie Hoblitzell enjoy a ride at GRiT Camp. 
NICA’s Girls Riding Together program encourages girls and women to 
participate in mountain biking.
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