Summer 2011:
My Great TransAm
Divide Adventure
Part 2

Story by Michael McCoy

Photos by Chuck Haney

In the summers of 2011 and 2012,
Great Divide Mountain Bike Route
(GDMBR) architect Michael McCoy
revisited the trail by bicycle. In 2011,
he set out solo and self-supported
before meeting up with friends and
their SAG truck several days later,
an adventure he wrote about in the
December/January issue of
Adventure Cyclist. In 2012, Mac
and a group of 11 others rode the
Canada section of the Great Divide.

“F

olks, do not forget: Passports are now required to
get into and back out of
Canada!”
During the spring and early
summer of 2012, I used this stern
reminder at the end of at least three
email updates to the 10 individuals
who, along with my wife Nancy and
me, would soon be riding 270 miles
over six days along the Canada section of the Great Divide Mountain
Bike Route.

I initially envisioned the outing as
a simple research trip — just Nancy,
me, our bikes, and my truck. In my
role as Adventure Cycling’s writer-researcher, I was under contract
with The Mountaineers Books to
prepare a manuscript for a new
edition of the guidebook Cycling the
Great Divide. The original edition
lacked the Canada section, which
we added after the book’s publication in 2000. To write about this
section, I needed to go up and

ride the route, photograph it, and
gather the kinds of details relevant to
bikepackers.
But word spread and interest grew.
Soon we had riders signed on from
Missoula, Denver, Laramie, and Teton
Valley (Idaho). Throughout May
and June, Nancy and I worked on
logistics: I planned the itinerary, made
campground reservations, secured a
U-Haul trailer, and tracked down a
shuttle service out of Calgary. Nancy
devised a scrumptious lineup of menus
and a clever cooking rotation, got a
trailer hitch installed on our Subaru
Outback, and compiled a recommended
equipment list for the riders.
Sunday, July 22, 2012
I admit to feeling anxious as the
dozen of us approached Eureka,
Montana, in three cars. I hadn’t heard
from the shuttle company in a few days,
and I’d failed to get the driver’s cellphone number (this being Sunday,
the Calgary office was closed).
What if he didn’t make it by
the planned hour? And, if
he did, what if someone
forgot their passport?
The shuttle
contract clearly
spelled out
that if any
member of the
group got turned
away at the border,
everyone would be
taken back to Eureka and
dropped off.
No worries. The
driver, with his van and
trailer, appeared right
on time. He quickly
got us packed up and
to the border at Port
of Roosville, just eight
miles north of Eureka.
The Canadian official
at the crossing took a
quick glance at our 12 passports
and waved us on. “Have a good
ride, eh?” she said (or asked?).
The driver delivered us to the
Tunnel Mountain Campground
in Banff National Park in late
afternoon. While the other 10
rode or walked into Banff to find
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dinner, Nancy and I drove to the world’s
smallest and most crowded Safeway
store, where we power-shopped to the
tune of $C650. This procured us the
breakfast, lunch, and dinner makings
we would need for the first three days
out and nearly all of the staples we’d
require for six nights of camping.
Days One and Two
The morning broke cloudy and cool,
threatening rain. As Peggy Patrick and
Robin Hamilton, part of the Missoula
contingent, packed up the trailer (they
ended up being the drivers/support
team for the entire week, although this
wasn’t planned in advance), the rest of
us jumped on our bikes and pedaled
off, seeking the trailhead for the Spray
River Trail — the northern terminus of
the Great Divide Route.
In addition to our core supported
group, we were joined that morning
by Sarah Raz and Josh Tack from
Missoula, former Adventure Cycling
employees who were in the midst of an
Alaska-to-Mexico bicycle adventure.
(Since that trip, Josh and Sarah
have gotten married, and
Josh has rejoined the staff
of Adventure Cycling
as membership
coordinator.) We had
all learned a few
days earlier of our
probable coincidental
landing in Banff so they’d
decided to join us for much
of our ride, which was great.
Unlike the rest of our group,
whose average age was 59 —
the oldest almost 69 — Josh
and Sarah were 30, gung ho,
and super strong from having
already ridden hundreds of
miles from Alaska. Balancing
things out a bit, they were the
only ones weighed down with
gear.
We found the trail and hit
it, departing from the parking lot
behind the magnificent Banff Springs
Hotel. The day ahead would be long,
doling out a vast array of riding
conditions and surfaces.
Instantly we went from the bustle
of Banff to the empty Canadian
wilderness and the bear-aware

(Above left) Robin Hamilton fries up the bacon
as cowboy coffee simmers on the other burner.
(Above right) The “dining circle” of chairs
remains from the previous evening’s meal.
(Below right) Characteristic of Great Divide
Canada are narrow gravel roads like this, devoid
of car traffic and rich with jaw-dropping vistas.

mindset it naturally inspires. The rich
scent of duff and pine supplanted
the diesel-infused air of a small but
crowded downtown. With that, the
clouds, and the humidity, my senses
screamed “rainforest.”
It was easy cruising until a little more
than six miles out when we turned onto
the hilly and more technical Goat Creek
Trail, which emptied us onto the wide,
graveled, Smith-Dorrien Spray Road.
Next up — one of my favorite stretches
of the week, 20-plus miles comprising
the gated Spray Lakes West Road and
a serpentine network of trails and old
fire roads that exit the backcountry at
the Mount Shark trailhead. Not long
after that, we rejoined the main SmithDorrien Spray Road, now pedaling
through Alberta’s Kananaskis Country
— K-Country, in local parlance — an
immense, multi-use recreation region.

Not everyone completed the entire
60-plus miles to Peter Lougheed
Provincial Park, myself included, due
to my back stiffening up painfully
after a forced half-hour stop in a chilly
drizzle at a bridge crossing occupied
by a cow moose (call it a moose jam).
In hindsight, we should have made the
trip seven days long, breaking our first
day into two by camping the first night
at the attractive Spray Lakes Westside
Campground, making days of 20 and 40
miles, respectively. But you live and you
learn.
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When Robin picked three of us up
short of Peter Lougheed, he informed
me that the Subaru had suffered a flat
tire. Sure enough, he was limping along
on one of those tiny toy tires. (Why
on earth are Outbacks, promoted as
backroad vehicles, equipped with such
an inadequate “space-saver” tire?)
The next morning, most of the group
pedaled south from Peter Lougheed’s
Boulton Creek Campground to begin
the closed-to-cars climb up Elk Pass,
the only Continental Divide crossing
on the Canada section of the route. As

for me, I had ridden this route over
the divide into British Columbia on a
previous research trip in 2003 so I was
the obvious pick to drive my Subaru,
slowly and carefully, in search of tire
repair.
At a newish Canadian Tire dealership
in Canmore, they told me my flattened
tire was trashed. Luckily, they had one
in stock almost like the other three on
our less-than-year-old 2012 Subaru. If
they hadn’t, I would have been forced to
go searching for a tire in Calgary, which
would have taken who knows how long.
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The group had only around 43 miles to
ride. But for the car and trailer to get to
where they would be, it was a drive of
more than 200 miles — after, that is, I
returned the 30 miles to Boulton Creek
to retrieve the trailer, and Peggy and
Robin. By then, it was well after noon.
Miraculously, everything worked
out, and we pulled into camp at 6:00
pm sharp. It could have taken all day
or longer to get a tire, and the group
would have had no tents, little food, and
no sleeping bags. Whew! As it was, they
had a fire going and were in fine spirits,
raving about the day’s ride, during
which they’d dropped into Elk Lakes
Provincial Park while savoring views
of distant peaks and glaciers, many of

miles or so was like a string of pearls;
the roads and trails the string, the
dazzling mountain parks and peaks
the pearls: Banff National Park, Spray
Valley Provincial Park, and Peter
Lougheed Provincial Park in Alberta,
and now, across the divide in British
Columbia, Elk Lakes Provincial Park.
Our lovely dispersed campsite sat
alongside the Elk River. Considering
the pristine mountain country we’d
been pedaling through since leaving
Banff, the vision of Teck’s Fording River
open-pit coal-mining operations, high
on a mountainside to the east, came as
quite a shock. It was most impressive
— and weird — at night to see giant
trucks crawling over the mountain and

Our ride began with a big climb out
of Elkford on pavement. Subsequently,
elevation gained, we hit pay dirt on
the Fording River Road and enjoyed a
generally downhill cruise the rest of the
way to Sparwood, British Columbia’s
easternmost town. There, like metal
filings to a magnet, we were drawn to
the local A&W for root beer floats and
onion rings. On display sat a beat-up
old continuous miner, a bizarre-looking
piece of heavy machinery outfitted
with a large rotating steel drum and
tungsten-carbide teeth that scrape coal
from a seam.
Mountain Shadows, the sole private
campground we utilized on the trip,
dished up the yin and yang of camping.

Surface water is readily available along most of the route in Canada, with plenty of stream crossings encountered. (Right) Michael and his brother Roger.

them wearing the names of French
leaders of World War I: Foch, Petain,
Joffre, Castelnau, and others.
“Riding down the Elk River Road, it
looks like there are uphills ahead, but it
just flows along real easily,” said group
member Liz. “So much fun!”
Thinking back, our first hundred
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illuminating what otherwise would
have been dark, starry skies.
Day Three
That morning, I awoke to the aroma
of bacon frying in the intoxicating early
morning air of a northern coniferous
forest!

It was the only camp where we had
traffic roaring by on a nearby highway
all night, and it was also our only camp
with showers — deliciously hot and
powerfully streamed showers, perfect
for sandblasting off that trail grime.
During the cocktail hour, who
should pull up but my friend Chuck
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Haney, an outdoor photographer from
Whitefish, Montana, whose work you
see often in Adventure Cyclist and other
Adventure Cycling publications. I had
sent him our itinerary in advance on
the outside chance he’d be able to slip
away, track us down, and join us for a
day or two. (And, as it turned out, for
photo purposes, editor Mike Deme had
strongly encouraged Chuck to track us
down.)
“Couldn’t stay away, eh, Chuck?” I
asked.
“No way,” he said, grinning.
“Have a beer?”
“Don’t mind if I do.”
On this, grill night, Mick McGready
and my brother Roger cooked up a
fine feast of burgers, baked beans with
Idaho potatoes, corn on the cob, and
watermelon. Yummy.
“I’m glad I’m here,” said Chuck, mid-
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chomp. At least that’s what I think he
said.
Into the Flathead — Day Four
From Sparwood south to the
international border, the GDMBR
follows routing newly researched and
added in 2010. Blazed by Tour Divide
race organizer Matthew Lee, it includes
about 100 miles of wild-country riding

The moniker is no fluke. The
Flathead Valley of British Columbia
is home to the largest population of
inland grizzlies on the North American
continent. But bears were not what
worried me most. My main source
of concern was whether the Subaru
pulling the big U-Haul would be able to
get to one, or even two, of the campsites
I’d earmarked as overnight locales. I did
know it couldn’t possibly make it over
the route we’d be riding, but my BC
Backroad Mapbook depicted mediumquality gravel roads coming in from
Fernie to the west that I thought should
be negotiable. Fortunately, for me and
everyone else, they were.
The upper Flathead region is not
only remote and spectacular but
ecologically unique and vital — to
the degree that it has spawned the
formation of a conservation campaign
called Flathead Wild. This coalition
of environmental groups in southeast
British Columbia and northwest
Montana is led by Wildsight, a group
that works to maintain biodiversity
and healthy human communities
in Canada’s Columbia and Rocky
Mountains ecoregion. According to
Wildsight website (wildsight.ca), the

“LIKE METAL FILINGS TO A MAGNET, WE WERE
DRAWN TO THE LOCAL A&W FOR ROOT BEER
FLOATS AND ONION RINGS.”
through British Columbia’s Flathead
and Wigwam River valleys — and
involves a series of dirt and gravel
roads known locally as the Grizzly Bear
Highway.

Flathead Valley “is one of the most
biologically important places on Earth.
The valley is home to a free-flowing
river with exceptional water quality and
is unmatched in North America for the
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variety, completeness, and density of
carnivore species like grizzly bears that
live and breed there.”
After rolling to and through the
mining settlement of Corbin on a lowtraffic paved road, we veered right to
begin the climb toward Flathead Pass
on a spooky dirt road all brushed in
with thick willows. Its narrow surface
bore bear poop, and we saw wolf and
cougar tracks imprinted in roadside
mud. We heard things moving just
beyond the brush line — or at least we
thought we did — so we made a lot of
noise as we climbed.
On the other side of the pass,
we encountered extremely rocky
conditions with areas of severe erosion
where the road and stream bed had
merged. Our feet did not stay dry.
Chuck, who was following us in his own
Subaru, showed true grit as he nursed
the car down some flooded, boulderstrewn sections he definitely could not
have driven back up had he been forced
to turn around. He seriously hoped the
road ahead became better. Fortunately,
it did. Luck was again on our side.
Josh and Sarah, who rode separately
from us during the day but joined us
at camp, informed us that Josh had
been stopped for questioning by the
Royal Canadian Mounted Police. The
Mountie apparently suspected him of
being a ne’er-do-well intent on sneaking
across the international border at some
backroad location.
Lower Harvey Recreation Site was
a wonderful place to camp with its
picnic table, outhouse, broad meadow
for tenting, and whispering stream for
cleaning up and sleep inducement.

Though the architect of the GDMBR, Michael
McCoy enjoys riding the new Canadian section
for the first time.

22

ADVENTURE CYCLIST

m a r c h 2 014

Day Five — My Birthday
This day would take us up and over
Cabin Pass, a sometimes very steep
climb of approximately 12 miles. Early
on, Roger, Nancy, Ramsey, Teri, and
I fell behind the others, taking the
opportunity to shoot photos of semiwild horses wearing bear bells and two
big friendly fellows sitting in the front
yard of the Butts Patrol Cabin watching
the cyclists roll by. We later referred to
them fondly as the Butt Patrol.
Chuck turned around and left us at
about this time, needing to get back to
Whitefish. “I want to ride with you guys

next time, not just meet you and take
photos,” he said. “You’re all having too
much fun.”
We were having fun — until I got us
lost a couple of hours later. Once found,
we had to backtrack uphill for six miles
and then begin the grueling Cabin Pass
climb. It made a planned long day an
unplanned very long day. But the ascent
of Cabin Pass, once we got back on track,
was stupendous with surroundings
that grew ever more fantastic the
higher we went. We ran out of water en
route, saved by the magic combination
of a portable water filter and a cold
rushing stream. Even so, I found myself
dreaming of that heavenly A&W junkfood treat back in Sparwood.
By the time we arrived late at RamWigwam Recreation Site, we found the
others seriously worrying about us —
but there we were, so let the birthday
party begin! Martinis, s’mores, gummy
bears, and, best of all, a dinner of
barbecued chicken breasts, fingerling
potatoes, green salad, and lots of laughs.
A major component of each evening’s
frivolity was making fun of the day’s
cooking team as they toiled, and this
night, Julie Huck and Kathy KessierYork were the cooks and got roasted.
After dinner, we sat around a big
campfire and chatted.
“Liz and I never would have done
something like this before,” Michael
Whitfield said. “It’s been fantastic.”
“It sure has,” said Mick, a Denver
resident and friend of Roger’s still
recovering from throat cancer and
chemotherapy (and thus the winner of
the unofficial Inspiration Award). “In
fact, I think this trip is the most fun I’ve
ever had.”
Pause.
“You don’t want it to end, do you,
Mick?” I asked.
Another moment of silence.
“No,” he said, eyes gleaming.
Finishing Up
Our sixth and final day began with 12
miles of roller-coaster pedaling along
a closed-to-traffic road on the western
bench of the Wigwam River. Through
forested areas and occasional clear-cuts
we went, before veering right away
from the river at a rock cairn onto a
trail that’s fast becoming infamous

Roger McCoy wrestles with his uncooperative tent before finally subduing it for the night.

among Great Divide riders — the
roughly half-mile–long singletrack/
bushwhacking path that links the
Wigwam drainage and the upper end
of Phillips Road.
After traversing some very wet
wetlands, we climbed radically up
an indistinct trail for about a quarter
mile. The only things we supported
riders had to haul were our bikes and
day packs, but Josh and Sarah were
compelled to make multiple trips to get
their bikes, panniers, and BOB Trailer
up the veritable cliffside.
From the top of the precipice, we
still had a ways to go through thick
woods to claim the clear cut and log
landing described on our map as the
high end of Phillips Road. And even
from there, not all was downhill as we
commenced an unrelenting climb of
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five miles, finally topping out at 6,319foot Galton Pass.
Back on the trail climb, I’d overheard
Sarah mutter under her breath, “Right
now, Matthew Lee is not my favorite
person.” And her bad day was not over.
In fact I’ll bet this was her least favorite
day on the long road from Alaska and
Mexico. On the downhill off Galton
Pass, which was exceedingly steep,
rutted, and littered with scree, Sarah
crashed not once but twice. Bloodied
and bruised, she was understandably
shaken.
The temperature skyrocketed as
we yielded to gravity, losing 3,500 feet
of elevation in eight miles. On finally
meeting the highway in the sweltering
valley bottom, we had just two flat,
paved miles to go to the international
border. When we got there, the friendly

U.S. official on duty asked for our
passports and held out his hand. He
then spent a few moments going over
them — much more carefully than the
Canadian official a week earlier had.
“Hmmm,” he said, clearing his
throat. “Two of these are expired.
Which of you two are Michael and
Nancy McCoy?”
“We are,” I said, mentally scrambling
to make up something about having not
received new passports. But it hit me
at that moment, that we had received
them — a small matter I’d forgotten
about when grabbing the expired ones
out of the fire safe back home.
I told him my fabrication.
“Okay,” he finally said after pushing
a bunch of keys on his computer
keyboard (notifying the National
Security Agency, I supposed). “You can
go on. Just be sure to get those new
passports before traveling out of the
country again.”
“Yes, sir, thank you,” I said, chagrined
because I had ignored my own stern
warnings. To think I could have been
responsible for getting our entire group
turned away from the border before the
trip even began. Holy cow!
After a few more miles of pavement,
we returned to the fenced storage
facility in Eureka where we’d left the
other two cars. Safely back in the U.S.,
despite a couple of expired passports,
we were happy — very, very happy.
Michael “Mac” McCoy is Adventure Cycling’s Media
Specialist. He’s been with the association since its
inception. For more, visit adventurecycling.org/
resources/blog/the-genesis-of-the-great-divide.
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