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THE OLYMPIC RACECOURSE THAT
WOULDN’T DIE–AND THE MAN WHO
REFUSED TO LET IT.
BY BRETT SMITH | PHOTOGRAPHY BY SANDY CARSON

BEN BISHOP HAD EVERY RIGHT TO BE PISSED OFF. THE TWO MILES
of beginner-friendly singletrack he and a team of volunteers spent 150
hours cutting were now covered in felled trees, shrub brush and ruts from
heavy equipment. But instead of waging war on mountain-bike message
boards to denounce the property owners (as some of his colleagues did),
Bishop patiently waited for the knuckleboom loaders and forestry swing
machines to leave the logging site at summer’s end in 2012. Then, without
a word, he showed up with chainsaws, fire rakes, Pulaskis and Macleods
and spent another 100 hours reopening the trails.
For two decades, Bishop has seen his favorite riding area come under
attack from developers, erosion, poachers, errant trailbuilders and even the
well-meaning Southern Off-Road Bicycle Association; a logging operation
was only a hiccup in his quest to make sure this unsung trail system in
mid-Georgia stays open.
“This trail has been a part of my life for 20 years,” he says. “It’s hard to
walk away. I can’t walk away.”

LET THE GAMES BEGIN

FROM TOP LEFT: FEELING THE FLOW
ON THE REVIVED CONYERS TRAIL;
BEN BISHOP, PETE SALVEY, NICHOLAS SCHAPER AND DAVID FORD HELP
THE FORMER OLYMPIC RACECOURSE
TO SEE ANOTHER DAY.

LONG DISTANCE | 106/107

In September 1993, the International Olympic Committee announced that
a new event, vélo tout terrain (mountain bike racing), would be added to
the Olympics, starting with Atlanta 1996. The venue was expected to be
the UCI World Cup course in Helen, Georgia–a small Bavarian-themed
town at the southern end of the Appalachian Mountains. But officials
settled on the rolling hills of the 1,400-acre Georgia International Horse
Park (GIHP) in the horse country town of Conyers, Georgia, which was
also home to the Olympic equestrian events. It was a surprising choice,
considering the pastoral setting and lack of elevation. Brian Stickel, then
the competition director for NORBA, oversaw the Olympic course construction and event. He wasn’t concerned about the absence of an actual
mountain in Olympic mountain biking.
“We were tasked with coming into the Olympics and spending as little
or nothing as possible,” Stickel says. “We thought we could make a great
course anywhere if you gave us the resources and land.” The trail wove
around the irrigated and lush equestrian endurance course before shooting through a tunnel underneath Centennial Olympic Parkway, where the

challenges the world’s best riders.
“On the outside it doesn’t seem like much, it doesn’t show its teeth,”
says Chris Eatough, six-time 24-hour Solo World Champion. “You
have this flat parking lot with a flat start, but on the inside you feel it,
especially on the second half of the loop when you hit all the steep hills
in succession. And it’s so rough. When you’re riding that for 24 hours, it
really wears you down.”
Racers still come here to train and it’s an oft-used venue for
mountain-bike endurance events, Spartan Races and other obstacle
course-themed competitions. The 24 Hours of Adrenalin Series held
a race at the GIHP from 1999 to 2006, and its final event in Conyers
was heavily featured in the documentary “24Solo,” which chronicled
Eatough’s quest for a seventh championship. Australian Craig Gordon
beat Eatough but spent two days afterward in the hospital with rhabdomyolysis, a condition caused by muscle damage that can result in
kidney failure.
One of the most distinct trail features remaining from 1996 is
Olympic Hill. Cut into the side of a bowl, it’s a one-fifth-mile grind with
a 100-foot vertical gain. From the bottom it looks simple, but as the
grade increases to 27 percent, riders who don’t build enough momentum stall out. Then there’s the chess-match-challenging decision of
what line to choose: go over the rocks or around them. Without speed
and strength, an attempt to clean the rocks is futile. Going around
them requires more agility and balance than average humans are able
to give with hearts beating at 180 thumps a minute. To the right is
hillside; the left drops into the bowl. The roots in the turns couldn’t be
more ill-placed. Near the top of the climb, a patch of well-anchored
but sand-covered baby heads act as traction-robbing land mines.
Finally, the highest point of the course is reached by climbing over a
wrecking ball-sized boulder. Riders either love this trail or hate it; the
short, chain-breaking grinds are as steep as 37 percent and the granite descents can ruin a good pair of kidneys (just ask Gordon). There
is very little room for recovery.
Located 31 miles east of Atlanta, the trail system–known by locals
as ‘The Horse Park,’ ‘Conyers’ or ‘The Olympic Trail’–runs between the
Yellow River and a golf course, and is 100 miles south of the North
Georgia Mountains. Despite its polarizing status, the system remains

REMNANTS OF THE 1996 LIVE TELEVISION BROADCAST REMAIN SCATTERED
ALONGSIDE THE COURSE; CONYERS’ MOON-LIKE LANDSCAPE ENDEARED THE
VENUE TO THE ATLANTA OLYMPIC COMMITTEE.

landscape consisted mostly of exposed granite. Gray with black
flecks, it looks like the surface of the moon and offers sandpaperlike traction, but feels like riding on a washboard. When Stickel
and designer John Bailey first saw the rock, they knew they had
to incorporate it into the course. Equine officials were concerned
about mountain bikers tearing up their facility. Lisa Freedman,
an assistant venue manager for the Atlanta Olympic Committee,
remembers the running joke was that the GIHP was filled with
kings, queens and nose rings. The parties ultimately settled on
the route: a 6.6-mile course with 1,067 feet of climbing–impressive considering the highest elevation on the course was 810
feet above sea level and the lowest was 658 feet. The trail was
designed for spectating, and television crews integrated cablecamera runs, revolutionary technology in 1996. On the day of
the race–July 30, 1996–male competitors completed four-andLONG DISTANCE | 108/109

a-half laps and females, three laps. According to the official
Olympic report, 27,789 spectators watched The Netherlands’
Bart Brentjens and Italy’s Paola Pezzo take commanding victories
on the 91-degree day. Susan DeMattei was the highest-finishing
American female (bronze) and David ‘Tinker’ Juarez was the
highest finishing American male (19th).

ALL THAT REMAINS
Today, a long, dusty gravel parking lot runs parallel to Centennial
Olympic Parkway, separated by a white fence from the 15-acre
equestrian steeplechase course used in 1996. Three water oak
trees provide the only shelter from the sun, but there’s no escaping the humidity. A simple green sign with white lettering greets
riders at the trailhead: “Welcome to the 1996 Olympic Mountain
Bike Course.” A white arrow points vaguely west into the massive

grass steeplechase field. The skinny dirt path that
disappears into the forest is easy to miss.
Although evidence of the Olympic race remains
around the course today–TV platforms were left
behind, including a three-story metal scaffold that
housed multiple cameras, green border fencing
that is tangled into the new growth and nearly two
dozen irrigation-control boxes, all wired by fiberoptic cable–there’s no fanfare as you hit the trail.
No Olympic rings to ride through, no colorful kiosk
displaying photographs from 1996, no loudspeakers blaring “Bugler’s Dream” or “Chariots of Fire.”
Following the underwhelming entryway is 10 miles
of suffering (mileage has been added since 1996)
and the same 1,000-plus feet of climbing that still

noteworthy because it has endured 20 years after the Olympics
left Atlanta. Sydney’s course is gone and the Athens course is
overgrown. The 2012 London trails at Hadleigh Farm remain
active, making it and Atlanta the only functioning former Olympic mountain bike venues in existence. The reason the Atlanta
Olympic course survived after two decades, though, isn’t due to
world-class flow trails coupled with breathtaking mountain views.
It’s because of a small group of volunteers who showed up after
the circus left town.

TRAIL REVIVAL
Bishop, 49, is a mustachioed, goateed and brush-cut southern
gentleman. He has deep, defined lines in his forehead and an
off-center vertical crease between his eyes. His southern accent
is so thick words like ‘soil’ and ‘tire’ sound more like ‘sole’ and
‘tar,’ and he doesn’t exude the vibe of a rider; one might first
think duck hunter. Bishop is also a hiker and, since 1995, he
has been chipping away at summiting the highest peak in each
of the 50 states. He’s spent 24 years working at a power distribution company in Rockdale County, Georgia, of which Conyers is
the county seat. During the Olympics, his job was to protect the
power supply from sabotage. It was at the power company where
he met Jan Riter, a mountain biker who, in 1995, invited him to
join her and her husband, Mike, on a ride. At the time, Bishop
was recovering from a motocross injury, so he bought a Trek 930
hardtail to help him get back in shape. He never gave up motorcycles, but soon they didn’t command the attention mountain
bikes–and the trails–did. At the same time Bishop learned to ride
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singletrack, he also learned to cut it.
“You didn’t ride with Mike and Jan Riter without doing trail
work,” Bishop says. After the Olympics, Mike Riter met with the
Conyers city council to propose that the mountain bike course–
laid out on city-owned property–remain open to the public,
particularly to mountain bikers. He was granted permission to
maintain the trails but was told that the city would not spend any
money or dedicate any resources to the effort. Riter estimates
that he, Jan and Bishop put in some 10 to 20 hours a week for a
year restoring the shambled Olympic course to its race-day glory,
only to be hit with a disheartening realization.
“Our work, the trails, fell apart again because they weren’t
sustainable,” Riter says. The soil was soft and the course, made
for Olympians, featured steep drops and ascents–Faceplant Hill!
Broken Chain Climb!–that were no match for beginners or the
erosion caused by summer thunderstorms.
Riter wanted to make it work. “How many people can say they
went out and rode the same trail that was a part of the Olympics?” he says. Proper trailbuilding and maintenance techniques
were still in development at that time and, coincidentally, Riter
and Jan became the first Trail Care Crew hired by the International Mountain Bicycling Association. In 1997, they quit their
jobs, picked up a Subaru station wagon at IMBA headquarters in
Boulder, Colorado, and spent 30 of the next 36 months traveling
the United States to preach and practice trail maintenance. After
three years on the IMBA crew, Riter became a full-time trailbuilder and his company, Trail Design Specialists, has now cut
more than 1,000 miles of singletrack. With skills learned on the

road, the Riters rejoined Bishop in Conyers, focused on integrating sustainability into the trails and leaving a legacy. Half the
original course had to be rerouted, but they paid close attention
to the integrity and challenge of the Olympic layout. Features like
Faceplant Hill had to be removed, not only because they were
unsustainable, but also due to the number of riders airlifted out of
the Horse Park in the late 1990s.
“It earned its name with almost every rider that was not of a
high quality,” says Lonnie Abercrombie, the park’s longtime land
manager.
Riter moved to Northern Georgia 10 years ago, but Bishop
has continued working on Conyers. Despite rumors of portions
of the land being sold over the past 15 years, almost 3 miles
have actually been added to the original course; a changing area
was built by two Eagle Scouts; a donation box was installed for
the trail-maintenance fund; and restrooms opened this year in
conjunction with the North Georgia Live Steamers, a railroad club

that uses a portion of the
GIHP property near the
trailhead.
CONSTANT WORK IN PROGRESS;
But it hasn’t been
WHEN THE CURRENT CROP OF
without some complicated
VOLUNTEERS RETIRES, CONYERS
politics.
The trail had been affiliWILL NEED NEW CARETAKERS TO
ated with SORBA’s Atlanta
ENSURE ITS SURVIVAL.
chapter since the mid ’90s,
but the club only hosted
occasional work parties. In 2012, SORBA negotiated with the city
of Conyers to develop a long-term plan for the park. At the same
time, an eager trailbuilder rerouted a quarter-mile section of the
course. Bishop, whose politeness causes him to address anyone
of any age with ‘yes, ma’am’ and ‘no, sir,’ was enraged.
“[SORBA] wouldn’t tell him to stop,” he says. “They just let
him go. So I said, ‘You know, we really don’t need you at all.
We’ve already got a core group of people out here and we can
survive without you.’ So I went to the city.” Bishop already had
a good relationship with the city, having been recognized by the
Mayor’s Office in 2011 with a Spirit Award.
SORBA lamented that Bishop wanted to keep the trail system
a museum piece and not progress the trails. Bishop felt SORBA
wanted to make changes that the trail wasn’t designed to support, such as alternating directions. In 2013, then-SORBA Atlanta
president Annabeth Purcell asked GIHP’s director, Jennifer Bexley,
TRAIL MAINTENANCE IS A
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which party she wanted in charge of the mountain bike trails:
SORBA or Bishop. Bexley chose Bishop.
SORBA Atlanta walked away, and today the course remains
unaffiliated with a formal trail group–something that Bishop
acknowledges could change when he is ready to pass on the
responsibility of Conyers to the next generation. Bishop isn’t a
trail tyrant, but he is possessive of what has come to be his life’s
work. He wants help but he also doesn’t want the hassle of leading more than a handful of people at a time through a trail day.
Ultimately, he’d like to see more riders take initiativae.
“We try to tell people, ‘Hey, don’t wait on us. If you see something that needs to be weed whacked, cut back or lopped, knock
yourself out.’ The only thing I ask people to do is not touch the
dirt. I want to be the one that controls that part of it,” he says.
Most of the riding at the Horse Park is still old-school mountain biking, and Bishop has spent 20 years making sure it stays
that way. Maybe his stubbornness will keep it from becoming a
more inviting riding destination but he isn’t going to make any
apologies for that. He enjoys talking to new riders at the trailhead
and especially likes to hear how the course has improved someone’s skills. Jane Hayward, co-owner of nearby C-Town Bikes,
has two distinct memories from her years riding the Olympic
course: the first time, when she walked most of the hills, and the
day when she was finally able to ride the entire course without a
get-off. “If you can ride this trail, it gives you the skills to attempt
anything anywhere,” she says.

