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GRAEAGLE, CALIFORNIA

Downieville's Sunny Shadow

The tiny Sierra foothill town of
Downieville has carved out a
mountain bike paradse reputaton
much karger than most 300-popu-
lation towns could ever expect.
Riders shuttie up 1o Packer Saddie,
where the spine of the Sierras
verTars Tonth; and Ihen descend
westward down a now-legendary
network of trails and drainages.
Few riders ever cast their eyes easl
before dropping in.

That's too bad, Because for
every mile of well-known, weli-
traveled trail that drops toward
Downieville, there is a correspond-
ing distance and vertical drop
toward the town of Graeagle, a
guiet community of 825 people on
the fioor of the Sierras Valley 1o the

BRAEAGLE |

Elwell (7818 feet) and Eureka Peak

(7447 fect). Graeagle, on the valley
fioor, is 4,300 feet above sea level,
Tracing lines between the peaks,
through the basin and down into
Graeagle, is a network of 40-plus

miles of singletrack. From the top of

Ehwell, 9 miles of steep, narmow trail

drops 3,500 feet between the peak
and town. A couple of miles further

north along the Deer Lake OHY
trail, the Jamison Creek trail sheds

N 2,200 feet in & riotous 4 8-mile de-

east of the range (about 18 miles
as the crow Mlies from Downieville,
but a good 45 minutes of twisty
road mayhem in a car).
Whereas the wesl-side
trails are fast and dusty,
those dropping east serve
up a much more technical
diet of rocks and rough-
age. Instead of railing
down river drainages, the
trails clamber over granite
slabs and thread down
boulder-strewn chutes
into the Lakes Basin. The
riding is slower, more
technically demanding
singletrack-finessing, with
some high-consequence
opporunities for speed
thrown into the mog

The Lakes Basin con-
sists of some'thiee-dozen
alpine fakes, presided
owver south to north by
the siopes of the Sierra
Buttes [B.591 feet). Mount

stent from the spine of the Siemas
to Plomas Eureka State Park

One of. Downiewille’s key moun-
tain bike agitators has been shift-
ing his focus toward Graeagle and
the Lakes Basin for.several years
now. Greg Wiliams, founder of
both the Downieville Classic and
the Sierra Butles Trail Stewardship
{SETS), lives just south of Graea-,
ghe and has been chipping away
al trail projects in the basin for the
past few seasons. To
date, 15 miles of trail
have been restored,
capped by the com
pletion of the Smith
Lake trail in 2008.

Graeagle itself
has the all-the trap-
pings of a small
mountain vacation town: goli
courses, 8 market and gas sta-
tion and an assortment of touristy
bead- and Innket-1ype stores.
For breakfast, head to the Café
Mohawk (530-836-0901) and for
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3PM. ~ SpM.
MARGARITAS THAT WILL KNOCK
YOUR HUARACHES OFF
CHIPS & SALS

downright lethal post-ride marga-
ritas and decent dinners shoat for
the Coyote Grill (530-836-2002),
The Lakes Bagin is festooned with
easily accessible campgrounds
and lodges (River Pines Resort,
riverpines com, 530-836-2552;
Gray Eagle Lodge, grayeagielodge.
com, B00-635-8778], and in sum-
mer it offers the perfect post-ride

+ Blir—choose-your-temperature

Take bathing.
= The only things not
on the menu here,
& and the key reasons
for the area’s under-
thﬁl‘rqdﬂr status, are
B o hikeyshop and a

B iedicaied shuttle
service ta Packer
Saddle, Yol have
10 figure your own wal up to the
high country from town. and be
prepared to ride self-sufficiently,
Mut up for that, ugd the rewards
are guaranteed B be plentiful

—MIKE FERRENTINO
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