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I was a bit skeptical 
about scheduling a 
bicycle tour across 
central Montana in 

mid-July. After all, I 
had recently read that 
folks were actually fry-
ing eggs on the pave-
ment in Death Valley 
National Park, and the 
furnace-like conditions 
were heading right in 
our direction. But work 
duties also dictate rid-
ing schedules so our 
impending bicycle tour 
of the central Montana 
plains would be ridden 
during the hottest few 
weeks of the year. 

In this area of Montana, small, 
isolated island ranges with names like 
Highwood, Bears Paw, and Little Belt 
mountains pop up like castles from a 
sea of prairie grass and agricultural 
fields. Along our route, shade from the 
intense summer sun would be a scarce 
commodity.

I would once again be riding with 
Adventure Cyclist Editor-in-Chief Mike 
Deme. If you have read past articles 
from our trips together, you may 
remember that we have a distinct 
attraction for calamities. Turns missed, 
equipment tumbled off the back of a 
car, my Subaru almost flipped over on 
a river embankment, massive rain- and 
snowstorms while riding the southern 
route of the San Juan Hut System — 

THE UNCROWDED 
MONTANA
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and that’s just the short list! Despite 
our occasional misadventures, we keep 
planning more trips so we must be 
having some fun as well. For this ad-
venture, we decided to explore more of 
our beloved home state of Montana. We 
could only squeeze in a few days of rid-
ing so putting together a cohesive loop 
route that avoided miles and miles of 
washboarded and dusty gravel roads or 
busy highways was a real challenge. Our 
solution would be to ride point to point 
and shuttle a car ahead. We decided 
to start in the exact center of our state 
in the small town of Lewistown and 
then pedal north and west, eventually 
winding up along the Wild and Scenic 
Missouri River in the shell of Virgelle, 
a town-turned-resort, a distance of 
roughly 140 miles.

After dropping off my car in Virgelle 
and then driving back to Lewistown, 
Mike and I got a really late start for 
our first day of riding. In fact it was 
roughly 5:45 PM when we left the 
grocery parking lot and rolled north. 
It was going be a challenge to make 
it to our destination in the tiny town 

of Denton by sundown as the scenic 
route featured many climbs. It was the 
first time in years that I had donned 
my 25-year-old Bruce Gordon touring 
bike with panniers and the weight 
of camping gear. Mike was riding his 
equally long-in-the-tooth Cannondale 
T-1000. We quickly got used to the 
added weight as we lumbered past 
the stock trucks and carnival rides at 
the Fergus County Fair that was just 
getting cranked up for a busy weekend 
ahead. It became clearly apparent in 
just a few miles up the road that Mike 
and I were pedaling in a different 
gear. I was getting quite concerned 
that we would not make the remain-
ing 32 miles to Denton by dark. Mike 
explained that he had a set of lights on 
his bike and not to worry. Because I 
had no lights, I opted to ride faster so 
I could make it to Denton in the waning 
daylight. 

In the evening light, the tempera-
tures had dropped into the 80s, making 
for a pleasant ride along Highway 81. 
The aroma of freshly cut hay per-
meated the creek and river bottoms 

where round bales of forage stretched 
to the horizon. There were plenty of 
white-tailed deer and pheasants along 
the nearly empty roadway to keep me 
company as I churned along, deter-
mined to reach town before sunset. The 
rolling terrain alongside the Moccasin 
Mountains was still extremely green 
for the time of year because the area 
had been blessed with ample rainfall 
during the spring. As I ascended the 
long climb out of the Judith River 
Valley back to the flatter prairie, I 
noticed a building cloudbank over the 
Highwood Mountains to the west. The 
clouds were welcome and brought relief 
from the sun’s rays. A nice tailwind 
picked up and I was soon barreling 
into the outskirts of Denton at 20 miles 
per hour, arriving just before 9:00 PM 
I quickly set up camp at the local city 
park and watched as lightning began to 
strike more frequently. What few eating 
establishments there were in town 
were shut down for the night, leaving 
energy bars packed in the panniers as 
my only dining option. Staring at the 
impending thunderstorm, I anxiously 
looked down the quiet Main Street for 
Mike’s headlight in the distance. At 9:30 
PM, Mike arrived — and not a minute 
too soon — and by 10:00 PM the severe 
thunderstorm that had been looming 
rocked the tiny town, and we sought 
refuge in our tents as the rain began to 
pour down. For half an hour, lightning 
illuminated the sky with brilliant flash-

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Montana Travel:  

visitmt.com
Lewistown:  

lewistownchamber.com
Fort Benton:  

fortbenton.com
Virgelle:  

virgellemontana.com
For canoe trips:  

paddlemontana.com
Grand Union Hotel  

in Fort Benton:  
grandunionhotel.com

BIG MILE OPTION
If you are in good shape and 
don’t want to ride a loaded 
touring bike, another option 
would be to ride 100 miles 
in one day from Lewistown 

to Fort Benton. Enjoy a great 
meal and spend the night at 
the Grand Union Hotel there. 

WHEN TO GO
Any time from May through 
autumn would a great time to 
do this route. 

PRECAUTIONS
The automobile traffic is 

generally very light along 
most of the route and there 
is some shoulder along 
the road. The weather can 
change in a hurry in Montana, 
as was evidenced during our 
trip. Be prepared because it 
can be many miles between 
towns out here. Pack plenty 
of water and extra food for 
the same reasons.

NUTS & BOLTS  Central Montana

The Virgelle 
Mercantile 
in Virgelle, 
Montana.
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es while thunder cracked overhead, 
shaking the ground below our tents. 
As suddenly as it had begun, the storm 
passed on, and the rest of the night was 
full of stars and the sounds of yipping 
coyotes. I reflected on the day’s events 
as I faded off to sleep. Welcome back to 
bicycle touring, Chuck!  

Clear skies greeted us the next morn-
ing as Mike and I hung tents, sleeping 
bags, and anything else that had gotten 
wet or damp during the storm over pic-
nic tables and on the basketball court 
in the city park. We sauntered over to 
the Denton Café for breakfast. Farmers 
dressed in bib overhauls and seed-corn 
hats were sitting around the table next 
to us discussing the day’s events and 
impending harvest plans. We were both 
pretty hungry after missing out on din-
ner the previous evening and from the 
calorie-burning 1,800 feet climbed just 
to reach the sleepy little town. 

The morning cycling on Highway 
81 was pleasant as prairie sunflowers 
stood tall, wavering along the roadway, 
and we started catching better views of 
the iconic Square Butte to the west of 
us. There are actually several “square 
buttes” across Montana, but the one we 
were spying is the most famous. Square 
Butte is prominent as the backdrop 
in many of Charlie Russell’s paintings 
during the late 1800s and early 1900s. 
Russell was a legendary cowboy artist 
and one of Montana’s most famous cit-
izens. Soaring 2,400 feet above the sur-

rounding prairie, the butte’s spires and 
pinnacles can be seen from many miles 
away. The butte is actually a laccolith, a 
mass of igneous rock formed from vol-
canic magma that did not surface but 
spread out, forcing the overlying strata 
to bulge upwards. Though we couldn’t 
spot them, a herd of over 80 mountain 
goats is known to reside on top of the 

butte. Mike and I both noted that it 
seems strange that mountain goats 
ended up way out in the prairie, and we 
surmised they must have been placed 
there by some government agency at 
one point. 

some was a mostly idyllic pedal as a 
breeze kept the temperatures comfort-
able and there was little traffic on the 

Herding dog Shep still loyally awaits the return of his master along the Missouri River in Fort Benton.

Mike cruises along the cycling and walking path on the Missouri River just past the spot where Bob Scriver’s sculpture of Shep stands at the ready.
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road. We made a quick stop to check 
out the Square Butte Country Club, a 
funky little bar and restaurant in the 
town of Square Butte. There can’t be 
more than 10 or 15 residents in the 
town, but obviously they possess a good 
sense of humor from the funny bylaws 
posted on the outside of the building. 
Alas, the business was not open yet so 

we didn’t get to see the interior. I have 
a feeling there would have been some 
true grit Montana characters inside. 

After enduring much climbing on 
the first evening, there seemed to be 
much more downhill on the second day 
as we headed into another small town 
called Geraldine for lunch. In contrast 
to the growing cities in the state, many 
of the small towns east of the Rocky 

Mountains in Montana continue to ex-
perience declining populations. Stores 
and businesses close, schools con-
solidate, and the younger generation 
mostly leaves. For those who choose to 
stay and stick it out, there is a certain 
resolve and pride. That dignity is rather 
evident when you strike up a conver-
sation with the locals. When visiting 

isolated Montana towns like Geraldine, 
it’s like stepping back a few decades to 
a simpler time. There are still gener-
al stores where friendly folks gather. 
Everyone seemed to be interested and 
asked us about our trip.

Happily, there was a lot of downhill 
from Geraldine to our next destina-
tion of Fort Benton, a quiet little town 
of approximately 1,400 with a great 

waterfront street along the Missouri 
River. After logging 62 miles, I arrived 
at our campsite at the local fairgrounds. 
A huge cottonwood tree seemed the 
perfect place to pitch the tent, take in 
the shade, and then get washed up from 
the day’s effort. From the comfort of the 
shade tree, I watched several parties 
getting ready to launch their canoes 
into the Missouri, a popular activity in 
these parts.

Fort Benton is the birthplace of mod-
ern-day Montana and has a fascinating 
history attached to it. The Lewis and 
Clark expedition paddled by here on 
July 13, 1805. In 1846, the town was 
established as the last fur-trading post 
on the Upper Missouri River. For nearly 
30 years, from 1859 to 1888, the port 
attracted many steamboats carrying 
goods, merchants, gold miners, and set-
tlers from across the country, as it was 
the easiest route to the new Montana 
territory. The trip from St. Louis to Fort 
Benton took about 60 days and cost 
approximately $150.

During the evening, the winds really 

THE GIANT COTTONWOOD TREE SEEMED  
TO CATCH EVERY GUST, AND THE VIOLENT 
NOISE AWOKE ME WELL BEFORE DAWN.

Mike rides on MT Highway 87 in Central Montana, where it sometimes seems like combines outnumber cars.
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picked up. The giant cottonwood tree 
that we had camped beneath seemed to 
catch every gust, and the violent noise 
awoke me well before dawn and left me 
pondering what kind of day was in front 
of us. I had thoughts of vicious head-
winds swirling around in my mind as I 
stretched out in my sleeping bag.

The next morning, the gusty winds 
from the previous night started to calm 
down as Mike and I pedaled to down-
town along stately cottonwood trees on 
the historic Front Street, once known 
as the “bloodiest block in the West.” 
We were certainly glad the town and 
the winds had settled down, and we 
were soon immersed in the numerous 
historical monuments placed along the 
bicycle path. 

One of the more interesting statues 
was of Shep, the loyal sheep dog of 
local lore. The monument wall told the 
story that during the summer of 1936 a 
sheepherder became ill and soon after-
ward died in the Fort Benton hospital. 
The herder’s family requested that his 
body be sent back east for burial. As 
the casket was loaded onto the train, 

a big gaunt shepard dog came out of 
nowhere and watched the entire pro-
ceedings. Attendants later recalled that 
the dog began to whine as the train left 

the station. Every day for five-and-a-
half years, Shep met the four trains that 
routinely came into town, somehow 
hoping that his sheepherder master 

The famous Grand Union Hotel in Fort Benton still accommodates road-weary visitors.
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would step off the train. People came 
from far and wide to see Shep at his 
vigil. Railroad employees kept him fed. 
Alas, Shep met his demise as he slipped 
along the tracks into an oncoming train 
one winter morning. 

Front Street, from the restored and 
beautiful Grand Union Hotel to the 
Museum of the Upper Missouri, is a 
tour through time. Mike and I had a lot 
of history to digest as we sat down at a 
local coffee shop for a delicious break-
fast. I commented that I didn’t think I 
had been to a town in Montana with so 
much fascinating and well-preserved 
history. There is a statue of Lewis and 
Clark with Sacagawea and old replica 
keelboats and steamboats. Monuments 
also honor the pioneering Mullan 
Road and Montana’s first territorial 
governor and Civil War hero Thomas 
Meagher who mysteriously fell from 
his steamboat near here and drowned, 
his body never found. 

We began our last day on the road 
with a steep climb out of town. It was 
a tough pull especially right after a 
rather large breakfast! A lull in the 

climb enabled us to catch our breath 
as we passed by Shep’s gravesite near 
the old train depot. Soon we turned 
onto Highway 87, heading north with a 
brisk wind at our side and more traffic 
than we had become accustomed to. 

We crossed over the Marias River 
in Loma where the confluence with 
the Missouri River is dubbed Deci-
sion Point. When the Lewis and Clark 
expedition came to this spot, they had 
to decide which fork was the true Mis-
souri River. The party spent several 
days reconnoitering both forks until 
finally deciding that the south fork was 
the accurate path to the Rocky Moun-
tains. Of course, they were correct. 
The north fork was named for Meri-
wether Lewis’s cousin, Maria Wood. 
Mike and I stopped at the local general 
store for cold drinks before tackling 
the long but gentle climb out of the 
river valley. 

Custom combine crews with shiny 
new machines passed us on the high-
way. It was the beginning of harvest 
season in Montana. It appeared that 
the early rains had resulted in a 

bumper crop of wheat and barley that 
summer. Plumes of dust rose in the 
distance from the giant harvesters 
gulping the rich bounty of grains. 

An hour out of Loma, an abrupt 
right turn led to the most adventurous 
part of the ride, seven miles of gravel 
road that alternated between fairly 
smooth and bone-shaking washboard. 
The gravel excursion was worthwhile 
as it took us to one of my favorite 
stays in Montana, the resort ghost 
town of Virgelle. Back in the mid 
1970s, proprietor Don Sorenson began 
renovating the old buildings in this 
abandoned town. Nowadays, the prop-
erty hosts a splendid mercantile filled 
with antiques collected from across 
the country. The old building also 
serves as a bed and breakfast. There 
are also half a dozen old but really 
cozy refurbished homestead cabins 
brought from the surrounding area for 
rent. The Virgelle Ferry just down the 
road is one of three remaining ferries 
that still shuttle vehicles across the 
Missouri. Just ring the buzzer at the 
site and an operator will show up. The 
50-foot steel frame and deck are pulled 
across the current by a power cable. I 
have used Virgelle as the jumping-off 
point and return for many canoe trips 
down the famed White Cliffs section 
of the Missouri River. I would highly 
recommend this canoe trip; it is classic 
Montana. 

We celebrated our successful tour of 
uncrowded Montana by driving over 
to the neighboring town of Big Sandy 
and picking up cold beer, which we 
cracked open while sitting on the porch 
of our lantern-lit cabin overlooking 
the Missouri River. On this evening, 
life was good and we contemplated our 
past three days exploring a wonderful 
section of our beloved home state. Its 
simple beauty has inspired countless 
writers and artists, explorers, travelers 
— and even a sheepdog. The historical 
features that we had cycled by on the 
uncrowded roads had been captivating. 
And, best of all, no misadventures this 
time around!  

Chuck Haney is an avid cyclist and photographer 
who lives in Whitefish, Montana. You can learn more 
about him at chuckhaney.com.


