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It's nice to see hard work, innovation and good planning pay off.

That's what happened in Berlin last weekend when Jericho Mountain State Park held its first ATV festival in what organizers hope will be a sustained effort to help off-road riding grow into a major economic engine.

If last weekend's turnout is any indicator, the hundreds of volunteers who helped create the trail system and the state and local civic leaders and officials who lent their support are off to a good start. Hundreds of riders and untold numbers of families, friends, helpers and just plain hangers-on from all over New Hampshire and New England showed up to enjoy food, music, vendors, the park's scenic setting and miles and miles of trails.

More than 50 miles, in fact -- and state workers and local volunteers will carve out more trails this fall, with a goal of 130 miles in mind. That's a pretty ambitious plan for the 7,200-acre park, and will offer more public riding opportunities than any other state in the Northeast.

You've got to hand it to Berlin, which bills itself as the City that Trees Built but I've always thought should be called The City of Diverse Background and Great Spunk. Talk about a get-it-done bunch.

The city takes an apparent knockout blow by losing its main economic life-support -- making paper -- and instead of wasting time moping around gets right into the prison business, big time, and then sets about finding more ways to bring in outside money by using its other big resource, the region's relative wildness, open space and scenery.

Oh, and let's not forget gung-ho personality and typical North Country warm-welcome attitude.

I've said and written all along, as the ATV story has unfolded over the past four decades, that the state never should have begun taking registration money unless it was prepared to offer something in return. Over the years I've had many letters from ATVers complaining about the short end of the stick, and they were right. Many people who buy ATVs are not aware that they cannot be on private property without explicit permission or ride on in-use roads, a rude shock.

The Jericho Park system is a major step forward in making up for this inequity.

The North Country can be proud of its two major off-road clubs, the Stratford-based North Country ATV Club and the Androscoggin Valley ATV Club, for doing everything they can to forge strong, mutually respectful relationships with landowners, police the trails, encourage safe and polite riding, and in general do everything they can to improve ATVing's image.

We have an ATV on the farm that can go where tractors can't and is much more miserly on fuel. I'd had it in the back of my mind to load it onto a trailer and join the Jericho Park's birthday bash.

Next year, for sure.
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