Story and photos by Chuck Haney

The Maah Daah Hey Is All Grown Up
As I clipped into my pedals and began to glide
across the slim dirt trail etched across the vast
plains of the North Dakota badlands, I flashed
back to a decade earlier. At that time, riding
this stretch of trail consisted of nothing more
than weaving and dodging around prickly pear
cactus hiding among the prairie grasses while
pointing the front wheel somewhere in the
direction of the next trail post. Now, 10 years
later, the void in between trail posts has been
transformed into a styling singletrack worn
smooth by thousands of trail users, mostly
mountain bikers. I realized the Maah Daah
Hey Trail has grown up.
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I was one of the early pioneers to lay
tracks in the virgin trail system and it was
gratifying to see how the trail had evolved
since those early days bumping along with
short-travel suspension bikes. For this
trip, I wanted to witness firsthand what a
decade worth of trail users had done to the
Maah Daah Hey, so I decided to ride a big
chunk of the trail from north to south with
my good friend, Joe Grabowski.
The trail was conceived in the 1980s
and construction began in 1995. An ambitious project, to be sure, the trail was built
to connect the two units of Theodore
Roosevelt National Park. Now, along with
all of its spur routes, the trail system consists of nearly 120 miles, making it one
of the longest continuous mountain-bike
trails in existence.
When the trail was first put in place,
there were no campgrounds nor potable
water along the route so riding its entirety
was a real challenge. I had come back and
ridden the trail many times, doing out-andback day rides while trying to sample as
many different sections as possible. This
time around, with six campgrounds in
place, it would be possible to traverse the
entire route if we chose — with the added
luxury of having our gear arrive ahead,
awaiting us in a trailer near the next campground each day.
We arrived in the bustle of late summer

in the quaint town of Medora, which borders Theodore Roosevelt National Park.
It was the waning days of August during
a very hot summer across the northern
plains. We felt lucky that the temperature
had dropped into the 70s as we spent the
first evening stretching our legs out on the
loop trails that come right out of town.
We had arranged with Jennifer and Loren
Morlock of Dakota Cyclery to shuttle our
gear each of the five days we had planned
to ride. If there was one thing I knew for
certain from my past experiences on the
Maah Daah Hey — you don’t want to be
a hero and try to lug gear up the numerous climbs that the await along the trail.
It would be enough effort just carrying
a Camelbak filled with water, food, and
tools.
Along with our gear, Joe and I were
transported to our first campsite at Bennett
Creek, which is near the North Unit
of Theodore Roosevelt National Park.
Because of an odd policy rule of the U.S.
Forest Service, our trailer was left just
outside the entrance of the campground.
Commercial outfitters are not allowed to
leave trailers inside the campground, so we
bivouacked just outside of the site proper.
We could have lugged all of our gear
across the slatted cattleguard that marked
the campground entrance, but we chose
to be close to our camping gear and food,

Unloaded. Riding light is Chuck’s preferred way of enjoying North Dakota’s badlands.
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so we set up our tent in a nice flat spot
just below a rounded Badlands formation
consisting of bentonite clay.
Our first foray would actually be a loop
ride as opposed to the point-to-point rides
that would follow the rest of the week. We
began with a rollicking jaunt past bushes
full of ripe red chokecherries while following Bennett Creek to where it intersected
with the Maah Daah Hey Trail three miles
from camp. Another change that’s occured
in the last several years along the Maah
Daah Hey has been the addition of several
side loop trails, including Bennett Creek
and the Cottonwood Trail, which would
later deliver us back to our campsite at
the end of a long day. We began the first
of many climbs to one of the signature
formations along the route, the Chinese
Wall, a sheer and jagged cliff of eroded clay
rising out of the surrounding Badlands.
The singletrack under our knobby tires
constantly changed in consistency from
smooth hardpack to a rough, cattle-hoof
imprinted surface to loose sand as we made
our way toward the North Unit with the
only pit stop to allow a colorfully striped
bull snake to clear the trail before we

Trailposts are your friends. Wander too far off course here and you might become a permanent resident.

proceeded. Rule number one for riding in
these badlands: snakes have the right-ofway! A six-foot high fence that keeps the
park’s buffalo herd from straying onto the
outlying private and national grasslands
greeted our arrival at the park boundary.
We chose not to tempt fate and poach the
trail inside of the park. We quickly established rule number two: no riding into a
herd of buffalo. Turning around, we made
the long climb out of Collar Draw while
admiring massive fossilized stumps of petrified sequoia trees beside the trail. As we

retraced our route back to the intersection
with the Bennett Trail, we proceeded
south, climbing out of sheltered draws
onto the grassy tables where we connected
with the Cottonwood Trail. Soon we were
climbing steeply switchbacked ribbons of
trail that revealed great views of the route
we had just completed below us. As we
headed back to our campsite, there was
the pleasant surprise of riding in the shade
of many stands of quaking aspen trees.
Being from northern Montana, these trees
are familiar to us but we were surprised

to see them here on the plains in such
abundance. The Cottonwood spur was
much rougher riding because it had not
been worn in with as much trail activity
as the main Maah Daah Hey. In fact, it
seemed much more like the Maah Daah
Hey of 10 years ago as we descended the
last several miles into camp. Another thing
that I remembered from past trips became
evident at the end of the day. On this trail,
you earn your miles, and the ride is either
up or down, combined with maximum
mental attention to detail. A full day con-
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Nuts & Bolts: Maah Daah Hey Trail
The Route The trail itself runs
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sisted of nearly 30 miles in the saddle and
numerous climbs, and afterward we gulped
cold drinks from our cooler and consumed
a hearty meal from our cookstove.
Pitter patter, pitter patter. The sound
was constant during the evening against
the taut nylon of the tent rain fly. Sprinkles
turned into a steady rain by daybreak,
meaning one thing. There would be no
riding on this day. Add water to dirt, and
more specifically bentonite clay, and it’s
the perfect recipe for the kind of mud affectionately referred to as “gumbo” out on

the prairie. Maah Daah Hey is translated
from Mandan for “be here long.” Gumbo
translates into “be here longer.” We were
not going anywhere by bicycle until it dried
out again. Joe and I passed the time in the
lonely Bennett Creek Valley by drinking
lots of coffee under the shelter of our
supply trailer, which we noticed had been
indented by a few passing hailstorms in its
past. By 9 a.m., the rain had subsided, and
we gingerly hiked the nearby road up to
the grassy plains above us where we were
able to make a cellphone call to Jennifer to

let her know that we would be fine hanging out until the terrain dried out. We
spent the day photographing and hiking,
anything to make a rainy day pass.
By 9 a.m. the next morning, exactly
24 hours after the rain had subsided, we
decided to give it a try. The trail along
Bennett Creek, which had been dry, buff,
and smooth on our first foray, was rideable, but it was now speckled with slick
spots that made us ride cautiously through
the curvaceous downhill sections. The
trail was tacky enough to convert our

(800) 596-2953.
Theodore Roosevelt National
Park is a great place to spend
a few extra days. There’s hiking, fantastic landscapes, and
wildlife viewing that is only
second to Yellowstone, in my
opinion. Go to www.nps.gov/
thro, or call (701) 623-4466.
Little Missouri National
Grasslands office in nearby
Dickinson has maps for sale.
See www.fs.fed.us/r1/dako
taprairie/tour, or call (701)
225-5151.

m looped circuit around Lac Saint-Jean
A 256 k
A unique cycling adventure in
North America!

Other North Dakota Tourism,
www.ndtourism.com, (800)
435-5663. The town of
Medora, www.medorand.com,
(701) 623-4828.
Location Medora has only
about 100 year-round residents, but the town booms
during summer tourist season.
It’s located just off Interstate
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sleek 2.1-inch tires into oversized 3-inch
mudslingers, and we required frequent
dismounts to clean both tires and drivetrains. For those of you unacquainted with
gumbo, let me describe it briefly. When
wet, it can be the slickest substance known
to man. It sticks like glue to everything it
contacts, and when it dries, it becomes
harder than cement. Carrying all that
clinging mud aboard a mountain bike can
make it feel like you’re pedaling a cement
truck, especially while climbing uphill.
It took us over two hours to cover the
first eight miles as we slogged out of the
Cottonwood Creek Valley. Fortunately,
the sun was shining, and as we ascended
higher, the trail became drier. In fact, by
lunch the trail was in excellent condition
again, and we enjoyed a terrific ride to just
outside of the nicest campground along the
trail at Magpie Creek.
Day four began with the best section
of trail that the Maah Daah Hey delivers.
Our 12-mile jaunt from Magpie Creek
to our ford of the Little Missouri River
was a joyous morning of banked curves
and diving descents, followed by smooth

Camping outside camp. Commercial

outfitters are not allowed to use the official campsites.

ascents in a remote and beautiful landscape
interspersed with juniper forests and open
prairie vistas. We were in the heart of the
badlands with drunken-looking hoodoos
and mushroomlike caprock formations
that accented the fantastic scenery. This
section was nirvana for mountain bikers!

We finally crossed paths with several other
mountain bikers at Devil’s Pass. Two riders from Winnipeg were videotaping each
other riding across the narrow and scenic
strip. We found out that many riders come
down to North Dakota from Winnipeg; at
seven hours away, it is the largest city close

“There is no finer
way to see
Nova Scotia...”
- Christy Conlin

Adventures
Grin delivery. Cycling the Maah Daah Hey has a way of bestowing smiles on its riders.
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to the trail.
The elation of the morning ride soon
turned into fortitude as the temperature
climbing as steeply as our ascension out of
the Little Missouri River. Ovenlike ascents
along chalky white badlands were taking a
toll on our water supplies and bodies alike.
The trail had also become rougher, pocked
with cattle hoofprints in places, as we
trudged our way past the former Elkhorn
ranch site. Here, Theodore Roosevelt took
up cowboying in the 1880s to help him
overcome personal tragedies back east and
renew his spirit. Our renewal came as we
hugged the shade of a juniper and green-ash
forest at the Elkhorn campground. Tripledigit temperatures soared in a cloudless
sky all around us. The only time we would
venture back out into the sun was to take
an extremely cold pump-handled shower
of well water at the far end of the campground. We were thankful that each day
Jennifer could replenish our cooler with
fresh ice, and it would be awaiting us in
our hailstone-dimpled trailer.
We spent another quiet night sleeping

under a sky full of stars while the heat dissipated with no clouds to hold it in. If you
are fond of quiet landscapes, then the Little
Missouri Grasslands is the place to be.
Other than the chirp of crickets and the
occasional coyote chorus, there was sheer
quiet to compliment the sheer solitude.
Because we had lost a riding day to rain
earlier in the week, our ride to Wannagan
campground would be our last. The shuttle
trailer had been promised to other Maah
Daah Hey adventurers, and we needed to
head back to Montana. I prodded Joe, a
notoriously slow riser, out of his sleeping
bag well before dawn as the forecast was
for another day of triple-digit heat. Joe is
quite the contradiction — slow as molasses getting out of camp, but once he’s on
the trail, he rides like the wind. But I’m
lucky to be traveling with Joe. He is one
hell of a cook, and I reap the benefits by
eating fine meals each evening.
The route from Elkhorn was a bit
coarse and as we trekked further south,
signs of civilization in the form of sputtering oil wells and grazing cattle became

more prevalent. We got sidetracked several times as bandit singletrack spurs emitted in all directions from the main trail.
Apparently badland cows prefer skinny
trails as much as mountain bikers. Back
on track, Joe and I both commented on
how well the trail markers work out on the
Maah Daah Hey. If you ride for more than
a minute without seeing the next trail post,
you know you are going the wrong way. It
wasn’t long before we righted our course
and headed south again along a more open
terrain consisting of draws, coulees, and
many grassy tables.
We studied our map and kept score,
there were 11 climbs in the 23 miles of
the day’s ride. Incredibly we heard from
Jennifer that several riders have done the
entire trail in a little over 15 hours! In
the 100-degree heat, I would be satisfied
just making it to Wannagan. We arrived
there gratified to not be camping on this
particular day because there was absolutely zero shade and the surrounding
hills trapped the intense sun and heat like
aluminum foil. We took pleasure in the

experienced the rough and rugged country
that Teddy Roosevelt so admired. The trail
surface continues to evolve and improve.
Already it’s one of the longest mountainbiking trails in the world. Now there
are plans to expand the Maah Daah Hey
further south past Medora for another 45
miles. Also, there is presently no option
around the North Unit of Theodore
Roosevelt National Park where mountain
bikes are not allowed. Soon a bypass will
be installed like the one around the South
Unit with the Buffalo Gap Trail.
Just like my children, the Maah Daah
Hey has grown up right before my eyes.

Prairie blur. Joe may be slow out of camp, but he’s like greased lightning on the trail.

nice air-conditioned ride back to Medora in
the Dakota Cyclery van as we related our
week’s adventures to Jennifer.

The Maah Daah Hey has come a long
way in its first decade. Adventurous mountain bikers from across the country have

Chuck Haney is a freelance photographer/writer
based in Whitefish, Montana. His landscapes, agriculture, and outdoor sports photos and articles have
been published in numerous national and regional
publications, calendars, and books. He has been
writing for Adventure Cyclist and supplying outstanding cycling photos for other Adventure Cycling
Association publications for many years. For more
about Chuck, visit to www.chuckhaney.com.

We offer the ultimate luxury
cycling tour of Mount Desert Island
and Acadia National Park.
Maine Coast Bicycle Tours, Bar Harbor, Maine
mainecoastbicycletours.com
888 - 412 - BIKE
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