MVSTA: Celebrating 30 Fun-Filled Years

By Georgina Tobiska 

The Methow Valley Sport Trails Association gets to the heart of the Methow. MVSTA has helped bring our valley economic prosperity and people with passion for the land we are part of. This year marks the 30th anniversary for the non-profit.  

The inception and growth of MVSTA can be credited to countless volunteers and effective organizers. However, few have given so much to Nordic skiing in the Methow as has Don Portman. Currently the MVSTA president, Portman said the basic character of our little mountain community has changed little since MVSTA’s beginning in 1977. But certainly, our trails and their technologies have grown immensely.  

In the early ‘70s, Don and Sally Portman were living in Seattle, dreaming, as many did, of making a life in the mountains of the Methow. A REI-sponsored program, led by Dave Chantler (of the current MVSTA board) brought the first group of backcountry Nordic skiers to Sun Mountain in 1974. After a precarious road trip that ended around 1 a.m. with skiers piling out of the back of a bus teetering on a cliff’s edge and tromping up to Sun Mountain Lodge, the REI group woke up to a day of glorious Methow Valley skiing. The skiers were hooked and have returned annually ever since, says Portman.

Jack Barron, then owner of Sun Mountain Lodge, was inspired to make Nordic skiing a Methow commodity. In 1976, he hired Portman to head the Methow’s first professional ski program, which continues today.  

Nordic skiing got organized in the valley with Portman’s arrival. He soon met Dick Roberts, who began trail grooming, and Larry Tobiska, who had the idea for a "Methow Family Sports Club." This group created many of today’s most successful MVSTA events, such as the Sunflower Relay, the Rendezvous Mountain Tour and others. It also created a vision for today’s MVSTA, focusing on environmentally sound ski and recreational trails that were accessible to locals and travelers without overcrowding.

Tobiska, who wrote the original bylaws of the organization, says that the charter members worked "out of passion for Nordic skiing, want to enhance the local economy, and out of the desire for harmony with landowners, snowmobiling groups and the greater community." Portman echoes these sentiments, saying that MVSTA has always sought to "maintain a peaceful, private ski touring experience that is never too crowded." And, he added, he "just wanted to get up each morning and ski on great trails!"

And indeed, that has been the great gift of MVSTA to the Northwest – the best Nordic ski trails in the country. In addition to Portman, Tobiska and Roberts, we can also thank locals Bill Moody and Scot Domergue for their work as original charter members of the Methow Family Sports Club. 

In the early 1980s, Nordic skiing in the Methow got a serious boost with several new developments for MVSTA. The organization hired an executive director, changed its name to Methow Valley Ski Touring Association and started charging for winter use of the groomed cross-country trails. Most significantly, the MVSTA began a trail design to connect the three existing trail concentrations: Sun Mountain, Mazama and the Rendezvous. MVSTA management consulted with the Jackson Ski Touring Foundation in New Hampshire and decided to charge enough in trail pass fees to ensure that trails were top quality and environmentally sound. With all these changes, the concept of the community trail was born.

"The entire community came together" to make the community trail happen, says Portman. However, it was planner John Hayes who has been indispensable in creating the Community Trail. Hayes’ skill and contacts made trail connections and environmental responsibility a reality. He worked as a liaison between landowners, the MVSTA and county officials.

The relationships developed by Hayes gave not only easements of land for the Community Trail, but also a deeded right-of-way to MVSTA. This, in turn, gave property owners density bonuses. It also ensured grant-matching funds that led to the $250,000 Foster-Tawlks suspension bridge near Mazama and other trail improvement projects. Just as instrumental in the Community Trail effort, John Sunderland donated the legal work required to secure necessary deeds. As Portman points out, it’s all about the power of our community coming together. With the Community Trail success, the MVSTA boomed.

How much of a boom? The association currently operates more than 200 kilometers of groomed winter ski trails and about 150K is open year round for bicycling, hiking and horseback riding. An economic impact study published in 2005 indicated that the trail network generates about $4.5 million directly and $4.1 million indirectly to the local economy. Other industries in the Methow Valley also benefit, with another $2.7 million generated annually, according to the report. The MVSTA website www.mvsta.com states, "Some 49 full-time jobs and 159 seasonal full-time and/or part-time jobs can be directly accredited to the network of trails and related land."  

The MVSTA trail network can accept the honors of being the second largest trail system nationwide in terms of kilometers. However, since the success of the Community Trail, our Methow trails cover more actual area than any Nordic ski touring system in the country. Only trail systems in Jackson, N.H., and Royal Gorge, Calif., rival the Methow’s.

According to Portman, MVSTA ski touring is closest in character to European style skiing. And no other Nordic ski area in the country beats the beauty and serenity of the Methow Valley experience. 

So, what does MVSTA have in store for us on its 30th anniversary year? The organization hosts a diverse variety of events, from the competitive Methow Valley Pursuit to family events for all ages like the Ski Rodeo. The new Winthrop town trailhead facility is a marriage of skiers and ice skaters destined for growth. Portman foresees a possible day-lodge in the trailhead’s future.

And with the coming 2010 Olympics in Vancouver, B.C., we can expect to see some of the world’s elite skiers soon training on our local world-class trails.

Ice Rink is Culmination of Decades Long Dream 
By Ann McCreary

It's late afternoon in mid-November, darkness is setting in and temperatures are dropping. In the chilly dusk, Marc Robertson is working alone at the ice rink construction site. He’s moving fast, climbing on a stack of lumber and whipping his measuring tape along the boards. He’s trying to finish for the day and get home.

Winter is in the air, and the first snows are on the way. For Robertson, the pressure is on to finish outside work at the rink site. He’s been volunteering his time for years – about a decade, in fact – to make this vision of a community ice rink and recreation hub a reality. It’s almost there.

"I knew this was going to be a big project," said Robertson, president of Winthrop Ice and Sports Rink (WISR), a grassroots organization that initiated planning for the new rink. Robertson has overseen the rink construction project, accomplished in large part through volunteer labor.

"I’ve been putting in 80-hour weeks, and trying to run my own business…I finally see the light at the end of the tunnel," said an exhausted Robertson. "I guess this is the price of having a vision."

On the 3.8-acre site located behind the Winthrop Physical Therapy building, the rink is enclosed by boards and almost ready for ice. Now it’s up to Mother Nature to provide freezing temperatures.

Next to the rink is a large, shed-roof building that provides a warming area, rink and trailhead ticket sales, skate and ski rentals and equipment storage. The exterior work on the wood-sided building is nearly completed as cold weather sets in, and painters are working on the inside. A second-story room with large picture windows overlooks the rink, with views toward Mount Gardner in the distance. This multi-purpose room is one of Robertson’s favorite features of the ice rink and trailhead facility.

"It will be used for viewing the rink, meetings, ping pong, lectures, yoga classes…even summer camps. We’ve already been approached by a west-side group interested in running a soccer camp here," Robertson said. The rink area will be seeded with grass and will convert to a playing field for a variety of activities in non-winter months, he noted.

The building has a large center space to store the Zamboni ice groomer, and another area for storing snow removal equipment and additional gear. A downstairs warming area will provide a place to relax and put on and take off skates, and an adjacent room will serve as the office and skate and ski rental facility. Robertson said Don Portman, director of Methow Valley Ski School, is making plans to offer ski rentals on weekends and holidays this winter. 

A covered stairway connects the ice rink facility to the Town Trailhead parking area and the ski trail on the bench above the rink. Ski trail users this winter will be able to use restrooms in the new building, a big improvement over the chilly Porta-potty previously available.

On the hillside near the rink, the earth has been scooped out to form an amphitheater, which in warmer months can be used for picnicking, performances and outdoor gatherings.

Robertson points out stakes with flagging across the field near the Methow River. That’s where a suspension bridge, expected to be built next summer, will cross the river and connect to the Susie Stevens Trail. The trail will wind through the recreation complex, linking it by the bridge to downtown Winthrop.

Winthrop Mayor Dave Acheson expects the recreation complex to benefit the town and the valley as a whole by attracting more tourists and locals. "Recreation as an economic generator for the town and the valley is important," he said. 

Acheson said he has watched the plans for recreation complex evolve into drawings and blueprints, and seeing it take shape is very exciting. "Some people can look at drawings and visualize the finished project, but I guess I’m not one of those people. As I see it now, it’s even more than I expected."

Perhaps the most impressive aspect of the project is that it has been accomplished in large part through volunteer labor and services, with Robertson acting as general contractor. From the initial groundbreaking through the finishing work this winter, volunteers from the community have provided equipment, expertise and sweat to make the recreation facility a reality.

Jan Gregg, secretary/treasurer of WISR, has kept a tally of the hours recorded by volunteers working on the rink facility. Since May, when site preparation began, until the end of October, an estimated 2,100 hours have been contributed to the project, Gregg said. (About 650 of those hours are Robertson’s.) In addition, many subcontractors hired for the work have donated a substantial amount of labor – about 800-1,000 hours, she said. 

"This is just for the construction part of the project. It doesn’t have to do with planning and fundraising," Gregg noted.

Community volunteers launched a fundraising campaign last year to raise money toward costs of purchasing the land for the facility and to provide additional funding for construction, raising more than $200,000 in private contributions.

The local money supplements approximately $600,000 in project funding obtained from a state grant, Okanogan County, the town of Winthrop and Methow Valley Sport Trails Association. Under an agreement between the town, MVSTA and WISR, the rink and trailhead facility is owned by Winthrop and will be operated by MVSTA. 

The evolution of the new ice rink facility can be traced back almost 20 years, when a loose-knit group of hockey players would flood the yard at Ann Joslin’s house up Cub Creek Road to create a rink. Later, skating moved to the pond at Sunny Meadows resort on the West Chewuch Road, and then-owner Bob Odenthal even accumulated skates for people to use. 

But the pond was hard to clear, and Robertson said he was always nervous about the possibility of someone breaking through the ice on the pond. "I had ropes tied to bushes around the ice just in case. I don’t think anyone even knew it," Robertson said.

In the mid-‘90s, a group of hockey players approached the town and got permission to set up a seasonal rink beside the Barn. For the next 10 years, volunteers set up and took down the rink each season. The rink was lighted (by volunteer electricians) for night use, and with its central location and visibility, "the use increased exponentially," Robertson said. 

Rink supporters wanted a permanent home for the rink, and formed WISR, a non-profit organization, to seek funding. After three attempts, WISR obtained a $375,000 matching grant in 2003 from the state, and planning began for the new rink. Over the next four years, the project underwent a number of proposed locations and designs. 

What emerged was the concept of a combined trailhead and ice rink complex. The acquisition last year of the property at the south end of town provided an excellent location for the rink, and included a long-term winter easement across adjacent private property for the ski trail that originates MVSTA’s Town Trailhead – the busiest trailhead in the ski trail system.

The new facility realizes the vision of "one-stop shopping for winter sports," as Robertson describes it. "This will totally transform the south end of town."
