
HITTING THE SAN JUAN HUTS

I’ve been involved in a number of bike
tours for Adventure Cycling, as a leader or
a support staff member, but every personal

bike tour I’ve done has been independent
— until this past September. I received a

call from the San Juan Hut Systems
(SJHS), a group that maintains two mostly
off-road routes in southwest Colorado and

southeast Utah. They wanted to know if 
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I’d be interested in covering their new
route, from Durango, Colorado, to Moab,
Utah, for Adventure Cyclist. I’d been
interested in the SJHS for about ten years,
since they started running bike tours on
their original route, Telluride, Colorado, to
Moab, but hadn’t pulled the trigger on
doing it yet. Here was my chance.

I called Chuck Haney to see if I could
convince him to accompany me. Not only
did I know I’d enjoy his company, but I
also wanted a photographer along who
knows how to capture touring cyclists on
film. We’d been talking about touring
together for some time so this seemed like
a perfect opportunity. After a bit of discus-
sion, Chuck was in and, to avoid the desert
heat, we picked early fall, actually, the last
week available for the trip. We would
begin on September 26 and finish on
October 1.

I met Chuck in Anaconda, Montana,
where his son’s Kalispell football team was
playing as the visitors. We headed south
and drove through the night, arriving by
9:00 am on Saturday morning in Moab,
where we had breakfast at the Moab Diner. 

I had been in touch about our trip

with Dan D’Ambrosio, my old pal and,
from 1985 until 2003, the editor of
Adventure Cyclist. He was living in
Durango and was going to meet us in
Moab then give us a lift back to his new
hometown. I bribed Dan with dinner at his
favorite spot if he did us this favor (which
he would have done for nothing). He

agreed. This way, we’d start in Durango,
hit the six huts along the route and finish
in Moab, where my truck would be waiting
for us. All seemed well.

As we left Moab, it began to rain. We
didn’t think much of it. What’s a bit of
rain? I’ve toured across Scotland in near
constant rain; in Iceland, which is not
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known for its delightful weather; and all
over the Pacific Northwest, which is typi-
cally rather wet. 

When we arrived in Durango, it was
still raining, and there was a major traffic
jam. Someone had flipped their pickup over
on the main road through town. It took us
an hour to get to our hotel and as we
arrived the rain began coming down hard-
er while thunder rattled the town. Dan said
he’d never seen such nasty weather in
Durango this early in the year. “Must be a
freak storm,” he said. 

We started off for Dan’s favorite
restaurant but when we got downtown all
of the businesses on one side of the street
had lost power, including the eatery where
we were going to have dinner so we
crossed the street to the Mahogany Grille.
As the rain continued to cascade down in
sheets, we ate a delicious meal.

I stood on the balcony outside our
hotel room the next morning looking up
toward the San Juan Mountains.

According to the maps we would begin at
the Durango Mountain Resort and pedal
to the first hut at Bolam Pass, upwards of
11,400 feet. Having lived in western
Montana for twenty-one years, I knew that
wasn’t going to happen. The San Juans
were blanketed in snow. So much for
avoiding the desert heat.

Chuck and I discussed our options.
We didn’t want to bag the trip entirely so
we asked Dan if he would give us another
lift, this time to the Hamilton hut, the
third in the system. At 7,340 feet, and in
normally dry country, we thought we’d
have a better chance of escaping the weath-
er system if we headed west from Durango. 

Dan drove us to within three miles of
the hut and, after we insisted, he left offer-
ing a skeptical “good luck.” We’d need it.
We didn’t make it 200 yards before our
bikes began collecting gumbo — a cement-
like mud — at an alarming rate. By the
time I reached the hut, having pushed
most of the way, my bike was unrecogniz-
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Win a handmade Independence touring bike from Independent Fabrication valued at
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Basic but luxurious. Mike enjoys a bowl of corn flake stew. 
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Rolling flax fields. Medieval people relied on flax as a protection against witchcraft.  
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able. I stripped it down of all gear and gave
it a bath in a nearby creek.

That night was cold and windy with
only sporadic rain but we were safely
tucked away in the Hamilton hut drinking
hot tea and eating to our hearts content.
The next morning we emerged to encour-
aging weather so we hurriedly packed and
took off toward our next destination, the
Wedding Bell hut. On the way down, I
bit it in a giant puddle but didn’t really
mind. I could see we were heading toward
more black skies.  

The next ten miles were the coldest
I’ve ever experienced while touring. We
arrived very wet and very cold at a junc-
tion store and ducked in to warm up. The
proprietors looked us up-and-down before
asking where we were headed. We told
them and they shook their heads. “No
way,” said the large man. “That road is
right out the door there and you won’t get
ten feet. How about I give you a lift to
Naturita and you can try from there.” We
gladly took him up on his offer.

“Thank you kindly,” Chuck said as
he closed the passenger side door to the
pickup. It was still raining. We looked
around, each of us separately planning our
next move. We saw some other cyclists
who were also on the SJHS route. Their
group started with eight but was now
three. 

“We’re going to call our buddies in
Moab and have them pick us up in
Bedrock,” said one of the group. Chuck
and I were determined to continue so we
didn’t inquire if we might catch a ride too.
We hopped on our bikes and rode off
toward Bedrock and the Paradox hut.
When we arrived, we had the hut to our-
selves and, despite the fact that it contin-
ued to rain, the desert colors were spec-
tacular. 

The next leg was supposed to take us
9,864 feet up into the La Sal Mountains
and the Geyser Pass hut. No way. It had
been snowing for days so we decided to
hightail it back to Moab along State
Highway 46. Along the way, we climbed
two passes and became separated. The
temperature was 37°F and the precipita-
tion was a mix of rain and snow. I could-
n’t feel my feet anymore so I decided to

walk for a while. Ahead, Chuck had stopped
at a café and was offered a ride into Moab.
He accepted, on the condition that they
backtrack to pick me up. They agreed. Just
as they approached I had decided I’d try to
hitch a ride into Moab but, as it turned our,
there was no need.

If there’s a moral to the story, it’s that
sometimes things just don’t work out,
despite good intentions and good planning.
We happened to run into the remnants of

Tropical Storm Javier. I guess I’ll pay more
attention to the Pacific Ocean hurricane sea-
son from now on. 

I didn’t see as much of this incredible
route as I would have liked but my whistle is
very much whetted to try it again — this
time in the desert heat of summer. 

Using the San Juan Hut System
For people interested in bike touring

that provides a backcountry experience but

don’t want to do it completely independ-
ently, the SJHS is for you. These are not
self-supported tours nor are they fully-
supported tours, rather, they’re self-led, a
type of bike tour that is being offered
much more frequently in recent years.
Companies offering self-led tours typically
provide maps of the route, baggage trans-
port, and reserved accommodations but
little on-route support. This way, you feel
like your traveling independently but

Rolling recumbents. Once rare, recumbents used for touring are now common. 

Rolling recumbents. Once rare, recumbents used for touring are now common. 
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TAILWINDS
Bicycle Tours

P.O. Box 17137
Holladay, UT 84117

WARNING: Cycling through scenery this breathtaking can be exhilarating. 
Bringing extra film or memory cards is highly recommended. 

For more information on our Monument Valley Tour, one of our 
other tours or to schedule a custom tour please visit our website at 
www.tailwinds-tours.com or give us a call at (801) 556-3290. 
Tell us you saw this ad in Adventure Cyclist for a 5% discount. 

you’ve also got a safety net in case you
need it. Depending on which company you
choose, services will vary with some com-
panies providing more support and ameni-
ties than others. 

SJHS trips are more toward the inde-
pendent end of the self-led spectrum. Once
a reservation is made, they send a very
comprehensive information packet with
maps, route descriptions, and a key to the
huts. The packet contains information
about gear you may need, advice for
cycling at high altitudes, water require-
ments, and much more. (I recommend
thoroughly reviewing the packet and ask-
ing the SJHS staff any questions you might
have before leaving for your trip).  

Durango to Moab takes six nights and
seven days and costs $553 per person. The
huts are open between June 15 and
October 1. The route is 215 miles long
and consists mostly of dirt and gravel roads
on United States Forest Service and
Bureau of Land Management land (in
other words, public land — yours and

mine). Essentially, your on your own while
riding and even carry your own gear. SJHS
staff members are on the route to keep the
huts stocked with food and water, howev-
er, if your need their assistance, you may
need to wait some time. On the other
hand, they’ve been known to show up
quite unexpectedly toting cold beer, an
often-welcomed development.

Along the route are six huts which, on
average, are thirty-five miles apart,
although some are closer and some are fur-

ther apart. These huts are made of wood
and aluminum and, most importantly for
cyclists, are stocked to near overflowing
with food of all kinds. Trust me, you will
not go hungry. The huts contain eight
bunks with sleeping bags and pillows,
propane cooking stoves and utensils,
propane lanterns, and some even have a
wood stove. There is no running water but
there are composting toilets which are sep-
arated by an adequate distance from the
main facilities. 

The Ultimate Cycling Vacation  
Affordable 15 day Fully Supported Tours for Bikes & Tandems

Spring, Summer, Fall 2005
Spots still available!

PROVENCE DORDOGNE AUSTRIA SWISS ALPS SWISS LAKES VALLEYS VISTAS 
FRENCH ALPS or LES PYRENEES Tour  de France GENEVA TO NICE DOLOMITES CORSICA

MARITIME ALPS TUSCANY LE CINQUE TERRE and BEYOND
Call, email, or check our website for details:  

206.524.7731 888.972.0140 toll free  www.ecycletours.com info@ecycletours.com

The SJHS website recommends that
riders be in good physical condition. I
would say that if you are going to tackle the
Durango-to-Moab route, be in very good
physical condition — there is a lot of
climbing at altitudes above 8,000 feet.
Also, do not carry any unnecessary gear. If
you do, you’ll regret it.

San Juan Hut Systems does not allow
vehicle support while using the huts. For
more in-depth information, visit www.san-
juanhuts.com or call (970) 626-3033.

l Shuttle services: Outermost Adventures:
(970)-626-5491, Alpine Luxury Limo:
(970)-728-8750, Bighorn Shuttle (daily
service Green River/Moab): (888) 655-
7443.
l Resources: Hlwaty, Stephen. Mountain
Biking Hut to Hut: Telluride to Moab.
Falcon Publishing, 2004. www.globe
pequot.com, (888) 249-7586.
l Moab: www.discovermoab.com, www.
moab-utah.com.
l Durango: www.durango.com, www.
durango.org/activities.  

The easiest decision Mike Deme ever made was opt-
ing to become editor of Adventure Cyclist rather than
accepting an offer to play shortstop for the Boston Red
Sox. Today, his favorite activities are bicycle touring
and golf, which explains why he's thinking of chang-
ing his name to Tiger Armstrong.

Chuck Haney is an outdoor photographer and avid
cyclist. He has been published many times in
Adventure Cyclist, most recently in the July, 2004
issue. He lives with his family in Whitefish, Montana.
For more information, visit www.chuchhaney.com.

Xxxxx xxxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxxx xxx on flax as a protection against witchcraft.  
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