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There are few places as well suited 
for bicycle touring as eastern Oregon. 
The wide open spaces, traffic-free roads, 
endearing small towns, friendly people, 
and dramatic rock structures make it a 
bicycle traveler’s playground. With the 
TransAmerica Trail cutting through its 
varied landscape, eastern Oregon is no 
stranger to cyclotourists; but the Trans-
Am is merely the tip of the iceberg. It’s no 
exaggeration to say that eastern Oregon is 
alluring — and we recently had the oppor-
tunity to explore the area more deeply by 
riding the Old West Scenic Bikeway.

This bikeway is a newly signed 174-mile 
loop through some of eastern Oregon’s 
most iconic landscapes. It is part of Ore-
gon’s new Scenic Bikeway Program (ride 
oregonride.com/inspiration/scenic-bike 
ways), whose goal is to highlight the 
state’s best cycling. Each designated route 
(currently there are nine) has undergone a 
rigorous screening process to ensure that it 
meets quality standards for scenic beauty, 
cycling amenities, and great riding.

We knew we were headed into a remote 
part of Oregon as soon as we started fig-
uring out how to get to John Day, the sug-
gested start of the Old West Scenic Bikeway. 
From Portland there are no train or bus 
options so we carpooled, and Laura’s broth-
er, Matt, drove out from Bend to join us for 
his first-ever bike tour. We all rendezvoused 
at the Kam Wah Chung State Park in John 
Day and kicked off our trip after a tour of 
the historic site. Although there is hardly 
any evidence of it anymore, John Day was 
once home to the third largest Chinatown 
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in the U.S. The only remaining evidence 
of the once robust Chinese population is 
Kam Wah Chung, a former apothecary, 
general store, and social space for Chi-
nese immigrants. Sealed and forgotten 
until 1967, it is now maintained and pre-
served by Oregon State Park and is an 
amazing time capsule of this practically 
unknown history of the region.

A few miles out of John Day, the 
scenery opens up to great views of the 
Strawberry and Blue Mountains. We 
rolled into the small neighboring town 
of Prairie City, replete with the requisite 
Old West main street. We stopped for 
coffee at Roan, a small boutique/café 
that also carries some bicycle supplies, 
and chowed down on a homemade 
lunch at the historic Oxbow Saloon. For 
visiting tourists, the Historic Prairie 
City Hotel is very accommodating to 
cyclists and participates in the local 

bicycle-friendly business program called 
Two Wheels Spoken Here.

Upon leaving Prairie City, the Old 
West Scenic Bikeway heads into the 

mountains, with a stop at Austin Junction 
before departing from the TransAm Trail. 
The Austin Junction Café is the only 
reminder that there were once bustling 
little mining communities in the moun-
tains and is now a great cyclists’ oasis. 

Owners Jeff and Christy Keffer have been 
happily serving hungry touring cyclists 
since 2000. They have a few craft beers, 
gluten-free bread for their burgers, a 

small market, and a deliciously warm 
heater that we enjoyed thoroughly (a 
late-spring storm had brought surpris-
ingly cold weather). If you want to stay 
close to their creature comforts, they let 
cyclists pitch camp behind the restau-
rant. We decided to enjoy dinner by their 
beautiful hand-carved historic wooden 
bar before pedaling an additional mile 
down the road to the newly opened Bates 
State Park. The hiker/biker site is on top 
of a small hill beneath some trees, and 
features a few outlets to charge phones 
and other devices. We bought a generous 
bundle of firewood from the camp host 
and settled down to warm our hands and 
swap stories about the day’s ride.

If that first day was about experienc-

ing life in Oregon’s small towns, the next 
day was about its remote wilderness. 
We filled up our water bottles for the 
next stretch of road, which promised 
no traffic for miles and no services until 
we reached the next tiny town of Long 
Creek. The route follows the Middle 
Fork of the John Day River, winding 
through ponderosa pine forests. We saw 

snow-capped mountains, salmon habitat 
restoration projects, swooping hawks, 
and lots of deer. What we didn’t see were 
cars, even though it was Memorial Day 
weekend, and we reveled in the quiet.

The only problem with riding through 
a river valley is when the wind blows the 
opposite direction, as it decided to do for 
us. As the afternoon wore on, we put our 

game faces on and broke into the emer-
gency snacks. We turned onto Highway 
395 and tackled a three-mile climb up to 
a sweeping plateau followed by rolling 
hills into Long Creek. We checked into 
the Long Creek Lodge (the only lodging 
in town), took some quick showers, and 
hustled across the street to The Stam-
pede (the only open restaurant). We 
devoured burgers and ice cream while 
joking with the owners, and then learned 
that The Stampede is also the town feed 
store and market. Tammy Manning and 
her husband Mark run all three business-
es simultaneously. They’re also excited 
that the Old West Scenic Bikeway passes 
through Long Creek, even though they 
aren’t cyclists themselves, and asked our 
opinion about what supplies they should 
carry for cyclists.

In the morning, we stopped by The 
Stampede again for breakfast, and then 
continued down the road. Surrounded 
by grassland, we passed dozens of ranch-
es spread out across the plateau. After 
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There’s no shortage of good grub on the Old West Scenic Bikeway so you’ll want to make sure to 
stop often — and don’t forget to wash that chow down with one of Oregon’s great microbrews.
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As in most western states, Oregon’s weather 
can play a key role in any bike tour, so hope for 
the best but be prepared for the worst.
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   the old west scenic bikeway is a great 
short tour that captures our favorite 
aspects of bicycle travel. 
read more online at adventurecycling.org/rocaowsb



the hills and valleys of the day before, 
the wide open vista was surprising and 
spectacular. We basked in the sunshine 
and quiet as we inched our way closer to 
the highly anticipated 10-mile descent. 
The grassy plains began to thin out, 
and the landscape became more rocky 
and dry with the colors changing from 
yellow-green to rust red. From a riding 
perspective, this is one of the most fas-
cinating aspects of the Old West Scenic 
Bikeway. Although the route is relatively 
short, the terrain changes so drastically 
that you feel like you’ve traveled farther 
than you have. We’ve toured across some 
parts of the country where you see the 
same scenery for days on end. On the 
Old West Scenic Bikeway, the geography 

is constantly changing. Our daily end 
point never looked anything like where 
we started.

The descent into Monument is one 
that we’ll remember for a long time. The 
plateau we’d been riding on came to an 
end, and we soared downhill through 
a sweeping expanse of red rock cliffs. 
Although it was tempting to let it all go 
and fly down the hill, the scenery was 
too good for us to just pass it by, and we 
found ourselves stopping often to take 
photos and wonder at the majesty of it 
all.

At the bottom of the descent, we met 
up again with the John Day River and 
coasted into Monument. As we entered 
the small town, we saw an old bicycle 

holding up a sign for almonds and 
honey, which is how we met Philip. He 
had enjoyed his fair share of traveling 
when he was younger so he was excited 
to have the bikeway bring cycle tourists 
through town. He had installed a spigot 
for cyclists to fill up their water bottles, 
and he gave us a tour of his property and 
small farm. On the way out of town, we 
stumbled onto the town market, which 
was surprisingly well stocked with fresh 
fruits and vegetables, meat, canned 
goods, and even craft beer! We picked 
up snacks and a few bottles of IPA and 
headed for the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment campground down the road. Again, 
the landscape changed around us, and 
we pitched camp beside the John Day 

ROCCA BIKEWAY - 3

nuts & bolts  Old West Scenic Bikeway

glad we brought: 
MSR Dromedary Bag and 
Platypus GravityWorks filter 
(cascadedesigns.com).
Because a good portion 
of the Old West Scenic 
Bikeway is remote, without 
many opportunities to fill 
up on potable water, we 
were glad we brought our 

MSR Dromedary Bags. The 
beauty of the bag is that 
it collapses when not in 
use but can carry up to six 
liters of water when full — 
enough for a single night of 
dry camping. When full it 
has cordage that surrounds 
the bag so it can be easily 
lashed to your bike. In the 

heat of summer, many 
creeks run dry and it can be 
hard to fish out water, but 
we would still recommend 
carrying some sort of purifi-
cation method.

wish we would have 
brought: A 5-weight fly 
rod, which, with a small 
box of dry and wet flies, 
would have come in handy. 
Much of the route follows 
one of the many forks of 
the John Day River, which 
holds trout, bass, and even 
salmon. It’s a good idea, if 
you do bring fishing gear, 
to pick up a fishing license 
at the hardware store in 
John Day and to familiarize 
yourself with what you can 
and can’t keep.

Quiet country roads and quaint small-town 
shops await cyclists all along Oregon’s Scenic 
Bikeway system.
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River with stunning cliffs across the wa-
ter. Finally, the weather had cleared up 
for us, and we enjoyed our happy-hour 
beer in the hot afternoon sun while mar-
veling at everything we had so far seen 
and experienced.

At this point on the Old West Scenic 
Bikeway, we thought we had seen it all. 
The scenery had changed so much, the 
roads had been gloriously quiet, and 
the people were so friendly, we thought 
there couldn’t possibly be more. After 
breaking camp the next morning, we 
passed through the tiny community 
of Kimberly (the market had recently 
closed, but a large orchard at the edge of 
town offered pick-your-own fruit), and 
then we headed into the John Day Fossil 
Beds National Monument. For the next 
20 miles, the road curved and arched 
beside the John Day River with stunning 
geologic formations in every direction. 
At the Thomas Condon Paleontology 
Center, we refilled our water bottles 
and explored the modern structure that 
houses over 40,000 fossil samples. If you 
come in during the week, you can watch 
through a large window as scientists 
study the samples collected locally.

The paleontology center marked a 
return to civilization. For the first time in 
days, we saw a full parking lot. We rode 
through Picture Gorge, turned out of the 
middle of nowhere onto the main high-
way, and rejoined the TransAm Trail. We 
also met a dozen other touring cyclists.

The home stretch of the Old West 
Scenic Bikeway took us through the 
communities of Dayville and Mt. Vernon 
before returning us to John Day. Al-
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While it may not be a good idea to ride four 
abreast in many places in the U.S., it’s often 
okay where traffic is very sparse.
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though bike touring is fairly new to the 
communities along the northern part of 
the bikeway, the communities along the 
southern stretch have been welcoming 
TransAm riders for years. In Dayville 
the Presbyterian Church has been host-
ing cyclists in their community room 
since 1976. Donations from cyclists have 
helped pay for laundry facilities, kitchen 
appliances, and Wi-Fi. In Mt. Vernon, 
Christy Rheu opened the Bike Inn at 
her home after she met several tired 
cyclists on the side of the road.

The Old West Scenic Bikeway is a 
great short tour that captures our favor-
ite aspects of bicycle travel. It delivers 
on great roads, invigorating scenery, 
and the chance to explore and interact 
with the people in Oregon’s rural towns. 
Although the route is relatively short, 
the constantly changing terrain made it 
feel like we traveled a lot farther. Cyclists 

meander through many distinct biomes 
so they never suffer the boredom of 
staring at the same scenery for days on 
end. With a variety of ways to break up 
the route, the Old West Scenic Bike-
way can be ridden in two long, spirited 
days or several shorter days. We ended 
up riding the route over the course of 
five days, stopping in each of the small 
communities and talking to lots of local 
residents. For Matt it was quite possibly 
the best first bike tour ever (although 
we joke that we might have set the bar 

too high). He described the route as 
“big-sigh riding; every time you round a 
corner, you take a big sigh and recognize 
how lucky you are.”

Of course, the ruggedness of the 
terrain shoudn’t be underestimated. 
Eastern Oregon is a high desert climate. 
Temperatures can swing quickly and 
dramatically. We rode the route in late 
spring, which was ideal because it never 
got too hot (although a late-season 
storm forced us to push the trip back a 
day because of snow). Water can be hard 

to find, especially during the summer, 
so the route requires more water-car-
rying capacity. Everyone we met was 
friendly and helpful, but towns are 
spread out and cyclists should be pre-
pared to be fully self supported. One of 
the biggest challenges is simply getting 
to the start of the route. John Day is 
remote and not easily accessible by 
public transportation, so it might be a 
good idea to carpool with some friends 
and ride it together.

In the last few years, we’ve trav-
eled over 18,000 miles by bicycle, and 
we’ve seen some truly amazing places, 
but eastern Oregon and the Old West 
Scenic Bikeway easily stands out as one 
of our favorite places to tour. Not only 
did the scenery amaze us at every turn, 
we had a rare opportunity to meet and 
connect with folks from this rural part 
of the state. They welcomed us and 
eagerly asked what we thought of the 
riding. The Old West Scenic Bikeway 
may be tucked away in a hard-to-reach 
corner of Oregon, but that makes the 
experience all the more rewarding.  

In 2009, Russ Roca and Laura 
Crawford sold everything they owned and 
started an open-ended bicycle tour. Three 
years later, they traveled over 15,000 
miles in the U.S. and abroad, documenting 
bicycle culture and travel through 
words, photos, and video. Currently, 
they live in Portland, Oregon, and are 
advocates for bicycle tourism. See more at 
pathlesspedaled.com.
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The concept of cyclist-only accommodations 
and facilities is growing, and it’s one all bicycle 
travelers hope will spread rapidly.


