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BARBARA V. SPRAKER IQURISM
PARTNER A\lVARD-Town of Caroga's
Wheelcrrrille Mountain Biking Trails
lMrcn thc Fulton Montgomery Regional Chambcr of Com-
mcrcc namcd Ttc Whccle rville Mountain Biking Trails as the
rccipicnt ofits Barbara v. Spraket Tourisn PartnerAward, it
recognized rnorc t)ran a fast-growing rccrettion trsset. lt hon-
ored s bold vision that lras hclpcd rcposition the Town of
Caroga as an emergiug fourscason dcstination in the south-
crn Adirondack Park.

At thc ccntcr ofthat kansformation is Jcrcmy Mannin6-
Elcctcd to thc Caroga Town Iloard in 2o16, Man-
nirrg saw opportunity in a largely underutilized
parccl oItown-owncd laud. Purchased in r96z
with Ncw Yol* Statc funds and subjcct to recrea-
tional restrictions, thc propcrp had historically
bccn use<l for hrrnting and littlc clsc. But Mauuin6
had watched other small lowns across thc country
lcveragc outdoor recreation t(, drivc cconomic
gror th. Why not Caroga?

A 2or7 Smart Groit'th Grant lunded a feasibility
stutly ofthc parcel. TWo years later, another
Sman Growth award supportcd the first phase of
construction. The New York Statc Dcpartnrent of
Environmcntal Conservation becamc a kcy srrp-
portcr. In 2020, the project broke ground.
Mauning and his tcam hircd cxpcricnced trail
buildcls wit)r uational crcdcntials-craftsureu
who had shapcd marqucc systcms in placcs like
Bentonville, Arkansas and OId Forgc. lcad build-
er Eli Glessman bror.rght dcsign rnspiration {ront
Arkansas' progressive trail nctworks, translating
that flow-focused sl.vle to Caroga's stecpcr tcrrain.
"We knew we had to build something uniquc
and rcmarkablc," Manning says, "that trails rid- Je

Wrat bcgan as a grassroots gathering is now a signaturc re-
gionsl cvcnt.- 

Collaboration cxtcnds bcyond county lines. Wheelendlle
participates in the Bike Bordcrlands Initiativc, organized
throrrgh the Northern lorcst Ccntcr, linking r8 trail netwot'ks
across New York, vermont. Ncw Hanrpslrirc, Mainc and Que-
bcc.'Ihe shared marketing effort-powcrcd largcly by social
mcdia and YouT\:be content reaching morc than 15o,ooo
followcrs-cncourates riders to circulate among dcstinations,
boosting small-tornri cconomies throughout the Noltheast.

Ridcr fcedback hns contiuually shapcd the Wheelerville
Trails' cv<rlution. Iliemrial survcls ask not only about trail
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prcfi:r<:nccs brrt also about rcstaurants, lodging nnd
overall community expericucc. lAhilc thc iuitial brrild
cmphasizcd a<lvanccd downhill fcaturcs, futurc pbas-
es will broaden thr: appcal.

A federallv firndcd connector trail will soou link
Wreelervilldto Caroga I.ake's commcrcial centcr,
creating a new trailhEad ncar local brrsines$es. Anoth-
cr 1oo aces south ofthe Nick Stoncr Municipal Golf
Coursc arc slated for developmcnt, with gentler ter-
rain dcsigned for beginncrs and intermediates.

aptivc mountrin biking is also a priority. Plans
cludc widcnrng sclcct trcils nnd creating ride-

ds tbr tcchnical fcatures, maldng the system
re accessiblc to ridcrs usrng hand-powered adap-
bikes or recovcring fi'om injurics- E-mounttin
ng-once approachcd c:rutiously-has bccome an

crs would want to experience again and again."
With limitcd acrcagc, the strategy was intentional. 'lhe first

six trails lcancd into ddvanced and expenlevel do\^nhill rid-
ing-terrain that would capturc attcntion on social media and
within the tight-knit urouutniu biking conrmunity. Tte gam-
blc paid off almost imnrediately. Wrilc organizcrs initially
hoped to draw rid('rs from AIbany and Saratoga, opcning
weekend brought visitors from Rochcstcr, Syr^c sc, Vcr-
mont-rnd beyond.

Today, the Wheelerville Mountain Ilikin6 Trails enor:nt1>ass
morc than ninc miles oftrril, with five additional trails added
in its sccond phasc. Ridcrs routinely drive t''o to thrcc horrrs
to cxpcricncc thc systcm. on one May opcning wcckend, a

latc-iright Instagranr post was followed by a group of rz ridcrs
arriviug f::om Mainc by morning. Visitor.s frour'l'oronto, Quc-
bec, Colorado and Virginia have followed GPS pins to Caroga,
oflen discnveling thc community for thc first time nfter a
three- or four'-hour ridc.
That discoverv is parl ofthc point.

"The trails engage directly with thc Southcrn Adirondack
landscapc," Manning explains. "That's why peoplc conc.'
Oncc in-Caroga, riders explore the lakes, golfcoursc, kayaktng
routes and local busincsscs- Partner$hips with the Chambcr,
Fulton County Tourism and local business owners have am-
plificd that cffcct. Restaumnts and shops such as Lakeview
ancl Vrooman's scc steady post-ridc traffic. Cross-promotion
has become standar<l practice.

'Ihe annnal l4heelewille Mountain Bikc Fcstival in Au-
gust-)auuchcd with strong bncking from county tourisrn
leaders-has grown cach year- 11is surnrncr's cvcnt, tskin!;
place August 2r through a3, will fcatrrrc high-profile contpeti-
tions, iucludingjump cxhibitions supportcd by Red Bull,
<lownhill rrcing, and youth programming back*l by L.L.Bctn.

ant component, en8bliDg morc visitors to
thc hills and extend their stays

intcr is no off-season. volunteers nDd partncrs
om thc trails for cross-country skiing, snounhoc-
and fat biking, reinforcing the Wheelerville

' identitv as a truc four-season asset. Commu-
ity vohurtccr days routinely draw clozens ofpRrlic-

ipants for spriug clcanup and maintenance.
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l,ocal rcaction has evolvcd nlougsidc thc trails. Darly skep-
ticism r:enterccl on crrst and itnpact. ManDint notcs that
grants anrl privatc fundraisilrg-iucludiug $3o,ooo raiscd by
a group in memory of a frir:nd-havc minitnizcd taxpaycr
burden. As visitation numbers climb and ou$idc rcco!(nition
followed, support has grown. Awards likc the Chambet's
Tourism Partner Honor help validate the projcct's value.

Lookiug ahcad, Manning is working to establish a
Whcclcrvi)lc Trails So1(c)(3) nonprofit to ensure long-tcrm
sustainsbility bcyoud any onc indMdual's lesdership. Dxpan-
sion plans inclucle glcatc:: milcagc, stronEcr connections to
neitrby trail svsterns sr,rch as Pcck Hill, and dceper integration
iDto the fabric of Caroga-bikc racks at bars, coordinated
cvcnts, and c0ntinued collaboration with conplcmcntary
attractions like the rrrcleo, the lakcs and conccrts and cvents
bv thc Caroea Arts Collective.
I'br Mannin-g, the Tourism Partner Award ttprcscnts a mtlc-
stonc for thi cntire town- "In jusl. a lew short ycars, thc
Wheclcrvillc 'llails havc he)ped Car<lga has become a rccrca-
tiond lcader,'hc says. "This is a Caroga victory."
In a rcgion whcrc mauy communities arc scarching for sus-
tainabic ccononric drivtrs, the Wheclcrvillc Mountlin gike
Trails dcmonstratc: what strttcgic vision, strong partncrships
and world-class dcsign can aclicve. By t0pping into the pulse
of modeln eco-tourism whilc staying rootcd in local idcntitv,
Caroga Lake has bnilt morc than trails-it hds built momen-
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