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new riders ¢

THERE'S A GROUP OF RIDERS, LED BY MOUNTAIN BIKE PIONEER
RUSS MAHON, WHO NEVER LEARNED TO RACE, NEVER BOUGHT
INTO LYCRA AND NEVER PAID ATTENTION TO THE BIKE INDUSTRY.
HIDDEN IN THE HILLS OF NORTHERNMOST NORTHERN CALI-
FORNIA, THEY'VE BEEN BUILDING THEIR OWN BIKES, BOMBING
THEIR OWN TRAILS AND REVIVING OUR SPORT'S ORIGINAL DO-IT-

YOURSELF HIPPY-PUNK ROCK ROOTS. ¥ BY LOU MAZZANTE

narrow logging road winding up Mount
Bolivar, Leaves have long abandoned
the firs and cedars lining the path and
low-hanging branches creak loudly
under the weight of the early season
storm. Into this scene slides a rusty
Ford Ranger, spinning its wheels as it
groans uphill, throwing great plumes of
snow into the sky.

Bikes stacked high in the back rub and
grate and bounce on one another. Most
are pre-WWII cruisers salvaged from
dumpsters-Schwinns and Clevelands
and other nameless beasts whose head-
badges and decals have long since sur-

rendered to the elements. A few unfor-
tunate riders sit in the truck bed, bracing themselves against the bouncing bikes and the biting, icy air.

At a small trailhead 7,000 feet up Mount Bolivar, the riders spill from their vehicles and quickly
don wool hats and heavy jackets, their breath visible and heavy in the cold air.

They unload bikes, crack beers and tell jokes. The leader of this 1‘agfag bunch stands off to the
side, drinking an Olympia and surveying the scene. Russ Mahon is sixty years old now, he is tall
and red faced and built like a bear. The others, about a dozen men in their twenties and thirties
with their klunkers and Carhartts and homemade helmets, are locals from the town of Callahan
below. Nearly all of them refer to Mahon as the Sultan, an affectation that refers not only to his
stature among this group, but also to his legendary contribution to the mountain bike.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY STEPHEN WILDE
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Keeping it real: The first known
man to mount a derailleur to a
fat-tire bike, Mahon still prefers
to keep it “steep and cheap.”




Mahon's fromt yard is a hygeding ground
for old klunkers and feral coat racks.
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today,” Mahon say::], wistfully hoping for one of
the venerable coaster brake hubs that inspired his
first forays into mountain biking with the Morrow
Dirt Club. Mahon is astride his son Leon's bike, a
modified Phat Kaddy cruiser with modern
Marzocchi fork and dise brakes, and his ride is
doing little for his confidence. It's icy and frigid
and the riding will be tricky. He takes one uneasy
look at the trail and asks, "Why would anyone
want to ride anything but a Morrow today,"

Nonetheless, a promise was made. Last year, . . put a stop to this nonsense; to shake the nostalgic
Leon lost control of the car he was driving and and pedal placement,” he says. A stonemason by  stubbornness from them; to rip your own bike out
was tossed from the vehicle. He suffered brain trade, the 37 year old coaches the Scott Valley of the trunk of the car and scream, “Look. This is
damage severe enough to impair his motor skills  high school baseball team in his spare time. He a disc brake. This is a suspension fork, This is a
and prevent him from riding, Yesterday, he is short and stocky and speaks rapidly as he PER-FOR-MANCE saddle. This is what a mountain
asked the Sultan to take one last spin on the continues his lesson. bike is supposed to look like."” But you don't.

Phat before the season ended and a winter's "You just want to make sure you're in the right Instead, you swing a leg over a Cleveland and fol-
worth of dust began accumulating. That was spot. Keep your pedal a little higher than normal low the laughter into the snowy woods.
before it started snowing. s0 you can rack back to engage the brake. It's a ]

Before the descent, Mahon's son-in-law, different feel, but I like it so much better.” A /Zr /,‘-y;w,/ o .‘:/r'/.f}.’f-')"J. . -:'f‘};ﬂfr‘ g2 cenet the
Keven Krueger, offers a few final instructions on As the riders mount these heavy, rusty mon- Morrow Dirt Club stretches back 30 years. Back
riding a coaster brake. "It's all about leverage strosities of bikes, it would be natural to want to then, Mahon and his brother Bernie and a few
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through barns for frames, making weekend
trips to the Bay area, site of Faber Schwinn,
one of the largest collectors of vintage,
klunker-era bikes and parts.

The bounty of those trips fills Keven's garage.
Frames, some rusty, some restored, hang above
piles of tanned deerskin. Cabinets are filled with
Morrow hubs {“Three years ago we started get-
ting crazy. We'd buy a few and would say that's
enough to last the rest of my life. Then we'd buy
two or three more," Keven says).

They developed their own riding style—fast
and relaxed, legs dragging around corners, seek-
ing out berms on the loamy fire roads. They
ride high in the corners and man, do they skid.
It's an art form.

Soon, they began recruiting riders...what
few kids lived in Callahan were piling into
trucks and bombing down Bolivar, riding
whatever bikes they could get their hands on.
One kid even created a klunker for his high-
school senior project. The scene was growing.
It didn't cost a penny. There were no special
clothes. There were no rules. Anyone was
welcome to join.

”/ﬁ‘mﬁ/ Hoe leari /7/ r(-: ;;/«”F;/;(m foews #5357
residents, but that's a generous assessment that
includes residences 10 miles from town. A few
years ago, one of the locals took a can of green
spray paint and covered up the 4 on the welcome
sign outside of town. Now, it reads “Callahan, pop-
ulation, 57." Everyone seems to agree that that's a
more accurate representation. To the riders who
bomb Mount Bolivar, this is SkidTown.

Once a stop on the Oregon Trail, the town is a
blip on State Highway 3. Only three buildings are
visible from the road: the post office, housed in
a long, two-story structure that at one time also
housed Farrington’'s General Store {“Scott
Valley's oldest General Store. Since 1860" is still
written on the yellowing glass window); the
Callahan Ranch Hotel, which closed three
decades ago; and the Emporium, the combina-
tion bar/general store attached to the now-
closed National Bank of Benteen.

Most of those who rermnain in town are
descendents of miners and loggers—rugged,
thick-skinned individualists who take pride in
finding utility in their surroundings.

Just up the hill from the Emporium, riders

gather in Keven's garage after another icy
descent down Bolivar. A small wood-burning
stove kicks off enough heat to stave off the win-
ter chill. Inside the house, Keven's wife and
mother-in-law prepare dinner for the riders and
the rest of the family.

Scanning the garage full of salvaged bikes and
decades-old parts, Mahon says, “You can see
why these bikes are popular here. There's not a
lot of money. But you gotta do something. You
gotta ride. So you take what you have. That's the
Morrow Dirt Club concept.”

Keven pulls a bike from the ceiling. A low-
slung, matte-green frame based off an old
Cleveland design with swooping steel tubes and
modern parts: Marzocchi All-Mountain fork,
Kenda tires, Sun rims, Avid mechanical discs
and newly welded longhorn handlebars. Shining
in front is the bike's headbadge that depicts a
trail snaking through the mountains. The brand
is engraved: "SkidTown Bikes."” Fresh from the
factory, the bike is missing only cranks and has
yet to be ridden.

Eventually, Keven plans on removing the
Marzocchi and adding a custom springer fork,
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MAHON'S REVOLUTIONARY '74 WARDS HAWTHORNE

Mahon stores his Hawthorne, the first known moun-
tain bike to be fitted with a rear derailleur, in the back
of a rusty 1950 Chevy Suburban 3100. He's changed
very little on it since 1974. And, on occasion, he still
takes it for a spin. This is the bike, in his own words:

“Well, okay, | modified this bike a lot for the race.
I took off the rear caliper and the springer fork and
put on a rigid. | knew there was going to be uphill. |
didn"t need to go slow. | needed go. But this is the bike in that photo, the one from the race, so | wanted to
keep the same parts. | can’t put the springer back on....

“Oh, the shifters? I had thumb shifters. Then the right one here broke, | wanted to keep it true to the pic-
ture, but | needed to ride, so | added the bar-end shifter.... This bike, see, doesn’t have a Morrow. It has an
Atom coaster brake. A really good brake.... What's that front hub? Okay, let’s check that out. There's something
on there. Can you see it? No, | can’t make it out either. I'm pretty sure it came off a German ice-cream cart.

“I don't consider myself the i of the mountain bike. Even my dad must have hombed downhill in the
twenties with a paperboy cruiser and a Morrow. The only reason | got any recognition at all was the transmis-
sion...I'd have to say unequivocally joe Breeze invented the mountain bike with his purpose-built design....
Maybe we influenced Marin, but it seems like Fisher took two or three years before he took his transmission
bike out on Repack. I'm not sure what took him so long....

“We all had the idea to put a derailleur on our bikes, every one in the Morrow Dirt Club thought it was a
good idea. | was just the first one to scrape together enough money to get one.... In the seventies people were
throwing away Schwinns and Hawthornes. Dumpsters were filling up with them as people followed the
lightweight road craze....

*“You guys are the ones that probably know all the brands better than |. What kind of brake levers are
these? Oh, | don't know, what's that say on the l0go...? Berto's manifesto, The Birth of Dirt, claims | couldn't
have invented the mountain bike because | used plastic levers, If | had known, | would have used Maguroos,
or whatever those guys had...they just hadn’t shown up in the dumpster yet.”
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