The Blue Wallowa Tour
7 stages • 484-538 miles • 26,000'

The Blue Wallowa Tour takes its name from the Blue Mountains and the Wallowa Mountains of northeastern Oregon. The tour visits
both those ranges and also the Elkhorns, a subsidiary range of the Blues. But the tour is more than just an exploration of the high
country in the mountains. It spends many of its miles down in the river valleys between the higher hills, often meandering along next
to one or another of several beautiful streams or rivers...three forks of the John Day, the Powder River, the Imnaha, the Wallowa, the
Lostine, the Minam, the Grande Ronde... It also flirts with the mighty Snake River, along the Idaho border, near its most famous and
spectacular gorge, Hells Canyon. While we can’t see the river itself, its influence on the landscape is considerable and dramatic.
When people think of eastern Oregon, their usual first impression is of an austere, barren landscape: tumbleweeds and chaparral and
the vast emptiness of the west’s wide open spaces. This tour does occasionally show us that face, but it is by no means the dominant
look of the region. The Wallowas are often referred to as “Oregon’s Alps.” That might be a bit of promotional hype on the part of local
tourism boosters, but they do have a certain alpine feel to them, as evidenced by gorgeous Wallowa Lake (above). A more accurate
comparison might be made with another set of Alps: the Trinity Alps of northern California. They’re a bit higher than the Trinities—
up to almost 10,000'—and they cover a similar-sized chunk of real estate. Their geology is akin to that of the Trinities and the Sierra:
early volcanic basalt formations mixed with later intrusions of rugged granite, all of it scoured and sculpted by glaciers.
While they might not quite match the massive grandeur of the real Alps, the Wallowas—and the Blues and Elkhorns—have their
own charms. Not only are they impressively scenic, they also offer something cycle-tourists greatly appreciate: quiet roads with next
to no traffic. Although the route passes through more than a dozen towns, the overall feel of the tour is of tranquility; of being far
away from the hustle and hassle of modern life. Well over half the route follows roads that carry some official state designation as
scenic byways: The Journey Through Time Scenic Byway, the Blue Mountain Scenic Byway, The Hells Canyon Scenic Byway, and
assorted scenic river corridors. This again may have as much to do with promoting tourism as it does with the actual merits of the
roads, but you can’t really designate a road as scenic without some basis in fact. And the fact is, this is a very scenic region.
This is a long tour in a couple of respects. Many of the stages are quite long, especially if one elects to tackle the longer options each
day. (Doing the long options, the first five stages will all be over 80 miles.) It is also a long way from home. Only our tour in Southern
Utah in 2004 involved more driving time. We plan to drive to Bend and spend a night there, then drive on to the region of the tour
on the morning of the first stage, making for a very long first day (and a long last day on the way back, where the process repeats
in reverse). Because of the long stages and the extensive travel time, we don’t expect this tour to appeal to everyone. But if you are
comfortable with the miles and the logistics, we’re fairly confident you will have an excellent tour, discovering a picturesque and
relatively unspoiled region which most of us would otherwise be unlikely to ever visit.
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Although many of the stages are rather long, and although there
are climbs every day—sometimes quite substantial climbs—this is
not considered an especially challenging tour. It’s doubtful whether
any climb, anywhere on any stage, exceeds 10%, and it would be
a rare section that even approaches that gradient.

The travel plan for this tour is to car pool to Bend and spend a
night at McMenamins Old St Francis Hotel in the nicely restored
downtown district. We stayed at another McMenamins hotel on
the Northern Oregon Tour, and while the St Francis is not quite
as outrageously goofy as the Edgefield, it is in the same vein, as
can be seen from the photos at the bottom of the page.

The most significant climbs—on paper anyway—will be two climbs
through the Wallowas on Stage 3 and one big climb into the Elkhorns on Stage 5. Stage 3 will offer up 2700' of gain over 18 miles
(an average of less than 3%) and 2000' in 11 miles (slightly over
3%). The challenge on Stage 5 will be the big climb to Anthony
Lake: 3800' up in 10.6 miles (between 6% and 7%). This latter climb
will certainly appear intimidating, perhaps on a par with a Tioga
Pass. But as we learned on our Three Parks Tour, big climbs can
be managed if one tackles them intelligently. And the summit on
this climb—7200'—is considerably lower than that of Tioga.

The St Francis began life as a Catholic elementary school. (Old
schools are a common choice for the restoration efforts of the
McMenamin brothers.) Their team of artisans and craftsmen has
done its usual amazing job of transforming the old sructures into
a fantasyland of quirky rooms, pleasant restaurants, numerous
brew pubs, and even a rather spectacular spa. If you’ve been to a
McMenamins facility before, you know what to expect. If you have
not, prepare to be surprised!
Included in the St Francis inventory of accommodations are many
more-or-less standard hotel rooms, plus a number of outlying
cottages with multiple bedrooms that can be rented for a small
group. Renting the cottages and splitting the cost among all the
“roommates” probably represents the best bargain. The individual
rooms are fairly pricey, and as we will be here again on our return
leg of the trip, it will add up. Cost of the hotel and of any meals
during the hotel stay will not be included in the tour package.
You will be on your own for all of that.

Being a loop route, there are of course as many feet of descending as there are of climbing. No single descent stands out in the
way the Generals Highway or the descents into Kings Canyon or
Yesemite Valley did on the Three Parks Tour. This tour simply isn’t
that spectacular and out-of-scale. (Nothing else really is.) But we
doubt anyone will go home feeling they were shortchanged on
their downhill fun. In general, the pavement is good—with a few
minor exceptions—so that will enhance the enjoyment of the
gravity candy, whenever we happen upon it.

We will explain all this in more detail to those who sign up for the
tour. It is possible that one could find lodgings nearby for a lower
price, but it would have to be somewhere easily within reach of the
St Francis to keep our driving around town to a minimum.

Aside from those two most mountainous stages, the balance of the
tour is relatively easy, even in spite of several days logging over 80
miles. Most of the many miles along the many wild rivers are close
to flat or else “false flats” in either the uphill or downhill directions. “Moderate” or “mellow” might be good words to describe
these river runs. There are at least a couple of climbs on every day
though, so don’t say you weren’t warned! Uphill or down, flat or
rolling, almost all of the miles are beautiful.

The drive from Santa Rosa to Bend takes about ten hours, depending on how hard one pushes the pace and how long one takes
over lunch. It is essentially I-5 to Weed, then Hwy 97 from Weed
to Bend. It’s an easy drive, with occasional sections of excellent
scenery and long stretches that are rather boring.

2

everyone rubbernecking out the car windows.
It’s a pity we can’t ride all of these miles!
The last 30 miles along Hwy 26 are a pleasant
run along the river valley (bottom photo),
through the town of Dayville and into the
town of Mt Vernon. With the exception of the
tight passage through the gorge and a few
other twisty spots, this is an easy drive and can
be rolled out at the speed limit or somewhat
above it, if you’re so inclined.
In Mt Vernon, our “commute” turns north
on Hwy 395. (Yes, the same 395 that runs
down the east flank of the Sierra.) Up here,
the road is smaller, hillier, windier, and much
less traveled. But it’s well engineered and can
still be driven at a good clip. (I don‘t want to
encourage you to speed recklessly, but we do
have a long day here, sooo...) Hwy 395 crosses
two more stout summits in its 31-mile run to the little town of
Long Creek, where we’ll begin the stage.

Stage 1: Long Creek to Sumpter
81 miles, 3700' up, 3000' down
68 miles, 2900' up, 2200' down
Stage 1 is actually two stages in one day. First we have
the drive from Bend to the tour’s start in the town of
Long Creek, and then we have the stage itself. There
are two reasons why I want to think of this as two
stages. First of all, we have to seriously grapple with
the logistics of the day: the drive is 173 miles, almost
all on two-lane, country roads. That’s going to take
awhile, and with an 81 or even a 68-mile bike ride
to follow, it’s going to add up to a long day. So we
need to get up that morning in Bend with our game
faces on, ready to move it on out. No dilly-dallying;
no herding cats.
Second, it’s almost all a gorgeous drive...a scenic
feast. As such, it is worthy of our attention as more
than just a commute to the ride start. I hope the
participants will enjoy the drive almost as much as
the ride that follows.
The first few miles, heading up Hwy 97 from Bend to
Redmond, wouldn’t impress anyone. But once we leave
the main suburban corridor behind, heading east on
Hwy 26, things improve. In particular, on the far side
of the town of Prineville, it all looks terrific.
East of Prineville, we’ll be driving through the Ochoco
National Forest. If you expected it to be “high desert,”
guess again. This is green, lush forest (top photo). On
the far side of the forest, 65 or so miles into the drive, it
does finally begin to look like one would expect eastern
Oregon to look: mesas and buttes and scattered pines
and lots of rugged, rocky geology on display.
For 30 miles or more, we’ll be driving through or near
the John Day Fossil Beds National Monument (middle
photo), often with the South Fork of the John Day
River near the road.
The road climbs over two substantial summits and
wiggles its way through a dramatic gorge that will have
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Finally, after three or four hours of driving, we arrive at the ride start, or one of the ride starts. We
are going to leave any excess cars from our fleet
here in Long Creek for the week. We have made
arrangements with the school district Superintendent to stash the cars in an out-of-the-way corner
of the high school lot. It isn’t absolutely secure, but
it’s a pretty good set-up. The school is a couple of
blocks up Main Street, to the right (east) of 395.
You can’t miss it.
This is where the 82-mile route will start, but not
the short route. The long-route riders will head 13
miles further north on 395 before turning east on
our next road. The short-route riders will simply
leave their bikes on the sags for those 13 miles,
driving to the next corner. The point of this short
option is to allow some riders, presumably those
who feel they’re slower, to trim the day down a bit. We think the
drive and the 82-mile stage is manageable for the day—barely—
because the drive is easy and so is the stage. Plus, in mid-July, we
have a generous allotment of daylight. But it only makes sense to
offer the short option for those who want it. Don’t think of it as
a sag ride; just think of it as a different start point. Obviously, we
can only accommodate as many people on this short option as we
have room for in the sag fleet. We’ll know more about that when
we know which vehicles will be in our fleet.

the knowldege that you will have to climb back up this pitch as
the last climb on the last day of the tour, heading south on 395 to
Long Creek. But enjoy the downhill dancing now. We’ll deal with
it as a climb in a week!
Right at the bottom of the descent, 395 crosses the Upper Middle
Fork of the John Day River, and on the far bank, we turn right and
head east on Middle Fork Road, alongside the river. This is where the
short-route riders will unload their bikes and head out, in theory,
a ways ahead of those who started riding in Long Creek.

For those starting from Long Creek, the stage begins with a climb
to 3993' Ritter Mountain summit. Long Creek is at 3743', so you
can figure it’s not a huge climb, although the road does descend
slightly from town before beginning the climb. It isn’t one single
climb either: it has at least four medium-sized bumps before the
official high point. (For various reasons, I didn’t get any photos on
this section of 395, which is too bad, because it’s all quite scenic.)
Once over the top, we get our first really wild descent of the tour:
almost 1100' down in almost 4 miles. It’s a screamer, and the only
thing that might compromise your enjoyment of this free fall is

Middle Fork Road (both photos) is a prime example of why we
came this far to do a bike tour. It is just about a perfect cycling
road. For 40 lovely miles, it traces the course of the pretty river
upstream, curling back and forth as it follows the stream through
a deep, winding canyon. Sometimes the canyon opens up into a
wider, pastoral valley; in other places, the rocky cliffs crowd in
and squeeze the road and the river in a tighter grip. Sometimes
the canyon walls are forested, sometimes grassy, and sometimes
rocky. For every one of those 40 miles, the road is tranquil and
empty and beautiful.
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existent noplaces. I show Galena on our map but skip
Bates, Austin, and Whitney. Essentially, there are no
towns, no services, and not much of anything else between the start and the finish. This is a remote, empty
world out here.
The photo at the top is one more shot of Middle Fork
Road, this time showing some the chunky basalt ledges
that pop up here and there along this stage and along
most of our other stages. Shortly beyond the spot where
this photo was taken, the road tees into Hwy 7 and we
turn left on the bigger, busier road. It’s still a very quiet
highway. There is hardly a road on this tour that could
be described as busy by California standards.
More than being busier, what is different about Hwy
7 is that it is hillier. We have two substantial summits
to cross between here—mile 53—and the finish. The
first one is 5124' Tipton summit, and to get there, we
have to climb about 1000' in about six miles. This is
never a steep climb, averaging around 3%. It only feels
steeper compared to the easy miles that we’ve become
used to. Over the top, we descend in rolling stairsteps
for several miles, then have to climb to 5082' Larch
summit (middle photo), which is a bit less of a project
than Tipton: a bit shorter and not quite as steep.
Over the top of Larch, Hwy 7 descends for four easy
miles to a left turn onto Sumpter Hwy, which will take
us to our stage finish in the town of Sumpter. The road
rises gently for three miles to the town, and once into
the village, we turn right on Austin Street, which is
gravel, and go about two blocks up a little hill until a
huge meadow opens up on the right side of the road.
In local parlance, this big meadow—a huge lawn
really—is known simply as The Grounds (below). Its
primary reason for being here is to host enormous flea
markets three times a year, on Memorial Day, Fourth
of July, and Labor Day weekends. The rest of the year, it’s available
for folks like us to use as a campground, and the best thing about
it, aside from the fact of its being right where we need it to be, is
that they have first-rate showers...new and clean. They also have an
excellent “kitchen” area, (under the roof on the left in the photo),
with lots of picnic tables and power. Cycle Oregon has stayed here
at least twice on their tours, and if all 2000+ of them can fit in the
site, I expect we can manage to squeeze in somewhere.

If you look at the elevation profile for the stage, you will see that
this entire section appears to be uphill. Yes, technically it is. We’re
heading upstream along the river. But the grade is so very mild
that you will pretty much feel as if you’re on a level road. The road
gains 1200' over those 41 miles, which works out to a grade of
around one-half of 1%. Sometimes it ramps up to a leg-breaking
2% and sometimes it flattens right out. It is never difficult.
There are four dots representing towns shown on some maps
between Long Creek and Sumpter. All of them are virtually non-
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Stage 2: Sumpter to Halfway

Baker City, go for it.) I chose a quick, simple route down a couple
of quiet residential streets. They’re pleasant, but not especially
noteworthy. We come back to Hwy 7 on the far side of town, but
only until we cross under Interstate-84. At that point, the road
loses its numerical highway designation and just becomes a local
road. We follow it and the next local road, Atwood, up to a junction
with Hwy 86, where we turn right and head east.

83 miles, 2400' up, 3900' down
If one were to rank the stages of this tour in order of scenic attractions, this one would probably rank last. That’s not to say it’s ugly
or even remotely unpleasant, It’s just that its scenery is sort of laid
back and low key and wouldn’t ever knock anyone’s socks
off. It’s a transitional stage, moving from the flanks of
the Blue Mountains over to the Wallowas by way of the
crossing of the wide, flat Powder River Valley. (I never
mentioned it before, but Stage 1 was skirting along the
southern edge of the Blue Mountains all day.)
It’s a tale of two highways: Hwy 7 from near Sumpter
to Baker City and Hwy 86 from Baker City to near
Halfway. Both are decent roads, but both are...highways. Not dinky, twisty back roads. For cycling, they’re
good roads, but not great roads. On the bright side, the
day does have quite a bit more downhill than uphill,
although there aren’t really too many killer descents.
Just a lot of lazy, easy grades. There is one stout climb
late in the stage, followed by a frisky descent. More
about all that later.
As you can see from the route slip, there’s not really
much going on over the early miles, at least not anything than can be called out on a route slip. Once the
route turns from the Sumpter Highway onto Hwy 7, it’s
pretty much straight on to Baker City at mile 27 or so.
The real world, passing in review, cannot be dismissed
quite that easily though. Along the south side of the
road for awhile, we have Phillips Reservoir to keep us
company...a moderately attractive body of water. Then
we pick up our first section of the Powder River, and this
is almost as nice as the run along the Middle Fork of the
John Day yesterday. Not quite, but it is pleasant.
The top photo shows a stretch of Hwy 7 early on, not
too far from Sumpter. The middle photo shows the first
run along the Powder, although in this shot, the river is
being coy and hiding behind some bushes. It is out on
display most of the time for quite a few miles, and the
road snuggles up to the river in a charming way.
Most of the early miles drift downhill on a very moderate
grade. Eventually, nearing Baker City, it all flattens out
entirely and stops meandering about. We lose the pretty
river for awhile, and the road makes a flat, straight bee
line for the city.
Baker City (left), with a population of around 10,000,
is the biggest town we’ll see on this tour. (LaGrande,
population 12,000+ is just a few miles north, but we
manage to dodge around it on Stage 4.) In a region that
seems otherwise so remote and undeveloped, it’s a bit of
a surprise to roll into Baker City and see big buildings
and an air of metropolitan bustle. I understand there
is an interesting old town somewhere in Baker City,
but my goal was to get through the town as quickly as
possible, sticking to quiet side roads, regardless of their
particular scenic charms. (This stage is long enough
without adding any detours to look at old buildings,
but if you want to try and find the quaint old heart of
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The town of Richland will be the first community we’ve seen since leaving Baker City, over
40 miles ago. With the exception of the Oregon
Trail Center—which you won’t see unless you go
looking for it—there is nothing out here.
Aside from being a spot to score some munchies, Richland means just one thing for us: it is
the gateway to the one big climb on the stage.
One mile beyond town is a junction where a
road spurs off to a reservoir near the Snake
River: Hewett Park Road. That’s the bottom of
the climb, at around 2200'. The top is 4.7 miles
away, at 3653'. That works out to about 6%. Not
brutal, but hard enough. The thing is though, it
looks even worse than that (middle photo). It’s
exposed and hot and bleak and nasty. It’s not even
close to being the biggest or baddest climb on
this tour, but it just looks like an ugly brute.

Hwy 86 is probably marginally more interesting and entertaining
as a bike road than Hwy 7 heading into Baker City. Still not great,
but pleasant enough. Heading out of town, we hit our first real
uphill of the day. Flagstaff Hill is just a little bump, climbing less
than 300' in less than three miles. There are nice views
from near the top, both looking back toward Baker
City and the Powder River Valley and looking ahead
toward the Wallowa Mountains, which can be glimpsed
at this point, off to the northeast (above).

The summit has two little bumps, and then we get a nice descent
toward the town of Halfway, five miles down, but not too steep.
We turn off 86 on the Halfway Highway Spur (bottom photo), also

Somewhere near the summit is the driveway that
leads to the National History Oregon Trail Interpretive
Center. This is a museum commemorating the wagon
train migration to Oregon in the 19th century. The
Oregon Trail passed through this region, and thanks
to the arid climate and lack of development, one can
still see the original trail...the wagon ruts in the hard
ground. We did not have time to stop and check it
out, but we hear it’s a nice museum and worth a stop
if you’re a history buff.
From Flagstaff Hill at mile 36 to the town of Richland
at mile 70, there’s a whole lot of not much. It’s mostly
downhill, although usually quite gently. There are a
couple of uphill bumps, but nothing too significant.
The Powder River will come back to us once we descend from the higher hills, first showing up out in
the green ranch lands to the north of the road. Then
the road crosses the river, and the two will continue,
side by side, for quite a few miles...maybe 15 or so...
for another of those nice sections where the road
matches the meandering bends of the stream through
a pretty valley.
It is definitely drier out here than up in the various
mountain ranges of this tour, but it is not an entirely
barren landscape. The water is there, in the rivers, and
the fields have all been treated to a generous dose of
irrigation, so even in mid-summer there is plenty of
green to be seen. Although many of the hills will be
rocky, with sparse grasses all burned golden, anywhere
the farmers or ranchers have been at work, the land
will be green. I didn’t expect this. It was a pleasant
surprise to see it so verdant.
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Stage 3: Halfway
to Wallowa Lake
78 miles, 6200' up, 4500' down
Optional 6-mile out-&-back
If yesterday’s staged ranked last in terms of scenic attractions, this stage probably ranks first. If this were
a stage race, the journalists would be referring to this
as the queen stage, for not only is it arguably the most
scenic, it is also the hilliest challenge, except for the
optional long route on Stage 5. This stage has two big
climbs and a number of smaller uphills that add to the
total. And it has quite a few wild downhills as well. It’s
a big, fun day. Epic!
We begin by riding back into Halfway and then rejoining Hwy 86 (middle photo) as it continues east toward
the Snake River. We’re not going quite that far though.
After ten miles of rollers along 86, we turn left and head north
on USFS Hwy 39, also known as North Pine Creek Road (bottom
photo). We’ll be on Hwy 39 for 54 miles, and it will go through
quite a few changes along the way, but all of it will be nice. No
traffic. Decent pavement. Twisty and narrow. Lot of ups and downs.
Excellent scenery. A very bike-friendly road.

signed as the Halfway Business Loop, and this runs us right up into
the nice little town of Halfway, our destination today. Halfway’s
economy is still centered on ranching and farming, as is the case
with most of the towns out here, but because of its proximity to
the beautiful Wallowa Mountains and the Eagle Cap Wilderness,
and also to Hells Canyon along the Snake River, it has prospered
as a hub for tourism as well. So the place is slightly more
sophisticated than one might expect such an out-ofthe-way place to be. And the locals are generally relaxed
and cheerful and welcoming. In fact, we found that to
be the case in all of the little towns we visit along this
route...friendly, hospitable people.
When we scouted the tour, we were aiming for an
overnight on the lawn at the local county fairgrounds.
We found the spot, but were rather disappointed with
it: kind of scruffy and not a lot of elbow room for tents.
And we couldn’t rouse out any manager to deal with
us. Just at that point, the batteries in my camera died,
so we drove on up into town to look for a store. We
missed the store, which faces onto a side street, and
drove right through the town and out the north side,
back into open country, and that’s where we found
Pine Eagle High School, with a huge, tree-shaded lawn
(above) that looked like it would work for our overnight.
As luck would have it, the facilities use manager was
on campus on this summer day, so we hooked up and
sealed the deal. Hosting cycle-tourists is old hat for
them. He said they had just had another club in there,
and since then, in September of 2008, they were the
site of an overnight for Cycle Oregon.
(If it seems as if we’re following in Cycle Oregon’s tracks,
we are, sort of. Their route planners love this region for
its great scenery, quiet roads, and friendly little towns.
They have staged at least three of their annual tours
around the Wallowas and Blues. Our route does not
precisely follow any one of their routes, but our paths
cross frequently. Almost every road we use has been
used by them at least once. Tomorrow’s stage, from
Halfway to Lake Wallowa, has been a fixture on every
tour they’ve done in the region, at least twice going our
direction and at least once going the other way.)
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Hells Canyon on the Snake is a huge, impressive gorge.
You cannot actually see the river from the overlook, just
the vast gorge. But as my Cycle Oregon friend pointed
out, you can’t see the Colorado from the rim of the Grand
Canyon either, and people still think that’s a pretty good
panorama. It boils down to this: if you’re comfortable
turning a hilly 79-mile stage into an even hillier 85-mile
stage, it’s probably worth it. Someone who knew what
they were doing put the scenic overlook there, so it’s
fair to assume the view will be impressive.
With or without the detour, we will eventually descend
to the Imnaha. Doing research for this tour, I had seen
many photos of the spectacular gorge of the Imnaha
River, so I was really looking forward to this. But it turns
out the deep gorge is further north, downstream, and
that the section of the river we’ll see is nice but not
anything extraordinary.
When we leave the Imnaha, the road name changes from
North Pine Creek to Wallowa Mountain Loop, although it is still
Hwy 37. It is at this point that we begin our next big climb: 2000'
up over 11 miles. There are two summits ahead. The first one is
at the top of this 11-mile climb. The second one follows 7.6 miles
later, after a brief descent, a gradual uphill traverse, and a final
steep spike to the top. That second summit is 5835' Salt Creek
summit. I’m guessing the first top is East Creek summit, which I
have seen on some maps. Whatever its name, it’s the one with the
big climb in front of it. The middle photo is on that climb.

However, you may not feel that way when you contemplate the
numbers for the first climb: 18 miles of continuous uphill, gaining 2700' to 5000' Lonesome Saddle summit. But as noted in the
intro, that works out to a relatively tame 3% grade, and that’s an
accurate indication of what’s in store, as the grade is fairly constant.
No steep stairsteps, no wicked walls, no nasty surprises.
The photo at the bottom of the last page was taken early on the
climb, where the road is keeping company with North Pine Creek,
which it does for several miles. Eventually, it leaves the creek
behind and in a series of long switchbacks, works its way up and
out of the forest into open meadows along the top of the
ridge. There are places where you can look back down
the canyon and see miles of the road far below. The
photo above was taken at the summit, looking back at
the last uphill corner.
Over the top, we are rewarded with a nice descent to a
meeting with the Imnaha River. It’s five miles down to
the river, followed by a couple of miles of roll-out along
the river. But before we go there, we have to consider
our optional out-&-back: the run up to the Hells Canyon
Scenic Overlook (bottom photo). The turn for the overlook comes one mile into the descent, so you’ll arrive at
the junction with a full head of steam. Is it worth doing?
I don’t really know. I haven’t done it. I have swapped
e-mails with someone who did it on Cycle Oregon, and
he thinks it’s worth it if you don’t mind the extra miles.
It’s a 6-mile round trip, all uphill on the way out, to the
tune of around 500' of gain (his guess).
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(bottom photo). How to describe Joseph? Because of
its location at the foot of beautiful Wallowa Lake, it is
a natural magnet for tourists. While it may still have
an authentic rural, agricultural heart, its soul at this
point is fully given over to the servicing of tourism.
The local tourism bureau and chamber of commerce
have knocked themselves out to pretty up the town and
make it appealing to visitors. Aside from just being a
cute town in a prime location with a number of fine
old buildings on display, Joseph has a special feature
that makes it unique: bronze foundries.

Think of the two summits as one cumulative challenge. It’s around
18 miles from the Imnaha River to Salt Creek summit, and all but
two of those miles are uphill. Some of that climbing is almost a
false flat and some is pretty butch. It will add up.
But once over Salt Creek summit, we do get some nice payback:
1700' down in exactly ten miles, all of it on decent pavement (above).
That’s the same 3% gradient that most of our climbs
have been today, and that makes for nice descending:
steep enough to carry some speed but not steep enough
to need much braking. This will be fun.

I don’t know the history of the foundries; who started
them and built them up to what they are today. All
I know is what I have found with a quick search on
the ’net. There appear to be three thriving foundries
in the area, all of them cranking out tons (literally)
of impressive bronze sculptures. These range is size
from small ornaments to enormous monuments, including the
recently completed World War II Memorial in Washington. One of
the foundry’s websites says it was launched in 1982, so that suggests a time frame for this foundry phenomenon. What I haven’t
been able to discover is why they’re here, in such a remote little

I haven’t said much lately about the scenery. That’s
because most of it has been rather unremarkable. Once
down out of the high alpine meadows, the road is mostly
in the forest...firs and pines. There are occasional rock
outcrops to provide some visual accents, but overall, it’s
just a lot of forest. Please don’t think I’m complaining.
This is beautiful country. It’s just about as empty as
it can be. No farms, no vacation homes, no mines, no
quarries, no towns, no stores, no billboards, no traffic,
no anything. Just trees, trees, rocks, and more trees.
All that is going to change though, and quite suddenly.
When Hwy 39 finally ends, it tees into Little Sheep Creek
Hwy, My notes are a little sketchy concerning this junction, but I don’t believe there is a sign with that quaint
road name on it. I think what we get is a sign pointing
to the left to go to Joseph, and that is what we want to
do. There is a short climb to begin this road—400' up
in a mile and a half—and from that little summit, we
get a panoramic view over an entirely new landscape.
This is the Wallowa River Valley.
After all those miles in the forest, all of a sudden we
break out into open, rolling hills covered in green
pastures, with handsome old farms and barns dotted
about (middle photo). That red barn is right along our
route, heading down into the valley. Make a note of that
long, low ridge right behind the barn: Wallowa Lake is
just on the other side of it, and the mountain peeking
over the ridge is at the south end of the lake. When you
finally come in sight of the lake, you can see the other
side of that ridge.
But we’re not there yet. First we have to descend—gently—across the green valley and into the town of Joseph
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town. What we do know—because it’s obvious—is that the manufacture of bronze sculptures is central to the identity of Joseph now.
The main street is decorated with several large examples donated
jointly by local artists and the foundries. While the production of
the foundries ranges across the full spectrum of artistic sensibility,
the examples on the street in Joseph all tend toward the style I call
cowboy kitsch: galloping mustangs, crouching cougars, musclebound cowpokes, the stag at bay, etc. One overly sophisticated travel
writer from New York described Joseph as being “intentionally
quaint.” That’s a little patronizing but essentially accurate. On
the other hand, would we rather see a tacky, trashy town with no
charm, no artistic ambition, and no aesthetic sensitivity at all? I
will take Joseph as it is, and will count myself fortunate to have
made its acquaintance.
Historical note: the town is named after Chief Joseph, the legendary leader of the Nez Percé tribe. The lake and the valley are the
anscestral home of the Nez Percé (who, in spite of their tribal
name, never pierced their noses). Anyone remotely familiar with
the history of the west will know at least a little about the life and
times of Chief Joseph and his poor, persecuted tribe. They were
among the most noble of the so-called “noble savages,” and in
return for many kindnesses extended to the white settlers, beginning with Lewis and Clark, they were betrayed and treated in an
extremely shabby manner by our government. At least the history
books have finally accorded Joseph the respect and recognition he
was denied in his lifetime. There is a Nez Percé cemetery on the
shore of the lake.

Although it’s a natural lake, a small dam has raised the water
level by a few feet. The lake is almost four miles long and almost
a mile wide and almost 300' deep. The snowmelt streams of the
Wallowa River system keep the lake filled with water of such
crystal clear purity that its deep blue color rivals that of Crater
Lake. The pyramid-shaped peak at the south end of the lake is
Bonneville Mountain.
Wallowa Lake State Park—our overnight destination—is at the far
southern end of the lake, so we will finish our ride with a 4-mile
cruise down the eastern shore. You can’t see it in the photo, but
there is a nice road right along the shore at the base of East Moraine.
This is a splendid park, with a broad lake frontage and many loops
of conventional campsites scattered about in a sprawling grove of
stately trees. Just to one side of the main camp, on a dirt road that
comes up just before the main camp entrance, are three group
sites. We have reserved Group Site A (bottom photo), which is a
beautiful, shaded site near the Wallowa River. Clean, modern, free
showers are available just a few yards away in the main camp.
One of the more amazing and amusing features of the park is its
herd of tame mule deer. They wander through all of the campsites
without the least fear. They are completely at home with the humans who visit their park, and it is not uncommon to see people
actually petting them. I did so, thrilled to feel the velvet on the
antlers of a seven-point buck. It is against the law to feed them,
but apparently petting them is okay. Some people worry that they
might be dangerous, but the locals contend that they’re as easy to
get along with as household pets.

Well...back to the bikes. Our road out of the mountains
tees into Main Street in Joseph right smack bang in the
center of town. You will have plenty of opportunities to
check out the sculptures and the other artsy attractions
in town as we turn left and head south along Main Street.
The road rises gently until it leaves town behind, and as
it crests the rise, the lake appears, dead ahead.
What a view! (Photos at top and on page 1.) On the map,
the lake doesn’t look like much. Just a fat little sausage
shape. But in the flesh, it is quite spectacular. It was
formed by successive glacial scourings and is a nearly
perfect example of a glacial lake. This photo shows part
of the East Moraine (on the left side of the lake), an
almost unnaturally even ridge running the length of
that side of the lake. Its shape is so smooth and uniform,
it looks as if it must be a man-made earthen dam. But
it’s natural. It’s the long ridge we could see from the
other side as we first entered the valley.
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We begin by retracing the road along the east shore
of Wallowa Lake (top photo). (That photo was taken
on a Cycle Oregon tour in some past September. Note
all the heavy jackets on the riders. It’s worth remembering that this is in the mountains in northeastern
Oregon, and that even in July, when we’ll be there,
it can still rain at any time. Be sure to pack your full
array of foul-weather gear for this tour.)
We’ll ride back down the main street of Joseph and
straight out the other side, headed north, where
the road picks up the state highway designation of
Hwy 82. In simplest terms, once we leave Joseph,
we will be riding north and west, on and off Hwy
82, up the length of the Wallowa River Valley, for
40 miles. The roads are mostly flat but occasionally
rolling. The scenery is much as you see it in the
bottom two photos: wide green pastures for grazing
and field crops; woods along the creeks; rugged hills
and mountains on either side.

Stage 4: Wallowa Lake to Cove

The middle photo was taken between Joseph and
Enterprise, the next town up the line, looking west across the valley
at the bulk of the Wallowas. The bottom photo shows us one of the
87 miles, 2400' up, 3900' down
Today’s stage is the longest of the tour, but it is far from being the side roads we use now and then to vary the fare from a steady diet
most difficult. There is only one significant climb all day, and even of Hwy 82. Not that 82 is all that bad; it’s just always better, in my
book, to choose the little side roads whenever possible. That plan
that one is not especially challenging.
became the central theme of this stage: hunting for
cute side roads. The AAA maps are covered with a
tracery of dinky back roads through this valley and
the Grande Ronde River Valley that we will explore
later, but unfortunately, most of them proved to be
unpaved. Even the road pictured below—Jim Town
Road—includes one mile of gravel. But I decided it
was worth riding it anyway because the balance of
this side-road detour is so nice. The gravel mile is
dead flat and so hard-packed as to be almost like
chip-seal. Very manageable on road bikes.
Today’s stage is a connect-the-dots game, stringing
together a series of small towns: Joseph, Enterprise,
Lostine, Wallowa, Elgin, Imbler, and finally Cove. It’s
almost like riding in Europe: the little villages keep
popping up on a regular basis. That’s an indication
that the region covered by this stage is a little dif-
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ferent than all the others. I’ve been writing about
how remote and empty the region is, but today is
where we see where most of the people live...at least
the relatively few people who are out here. (As noted
earlier, we come close to but manage to dodge around
LaGrande, which is the biggest city in the region
and the home of Eastern Oregon University.) The
area has the appearance of a comfortably prosperous society, still firmly focused on the business of
agriculture. There are hints of wilderness here and
there today, but the predominant feel is of farming
and ranching. If you like old barns, you’ll get your
fill today. The relatively dry climate is kind to old
wooden structures, and many fine barns can be seen
out in the (mostly) green fields.
Our side-road avoidance of Hwy 82 extends for 13
miles, from the town of Lostine through the town
of Wallowa and eventually back to 82. (We’re on
82 briefly when riding through Wallowa but back
on back roads again on the far side of town.) All
of those are nice, quiet miles. But I doubt anyone
will complain about having to ride on the highway
when we finally return to it because we do so just
at the beginning of the Wallowa River Scenic Corridor (middle photo), which is just about as nice as
it could be. For ten flat miles, the contours of the
road hug the contours of the river, with dark basalt
cliffs defining the canyon. Yes, there will be more
traffic on the highway, but as is the case on all the
highways out here, the traffic is still quite light.
Just before mile 46, after that pleasant run along the
Wallowa River, we encounter the Minam River, coming down from the heart of the Wallowa Mountains
and flowing into the Wallowa for a run north toward
the Columbia. This is where we encounter our one
and only big climb of the day (bottom photo). We
swap a downstream run along the Wallowa for an
upstream run along the Minam, but it’s more than
just riding upstream: the road climbs up and over a ridge called
Minam Hill. The climb gains around 1100' in around five miles,
which is a moderate grade. As you can see from the photo, the climb

is rather exposed and sun-baked, so it may give the appearance of
being a little more challenging than it really is. One suggestion
for making it more enjoyable: ride across the road when traffic
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permits and peer down into the deep canyon of the Minam River.
It’s no Hells Canyon Scenic Overlook, but it’s still a nice vista.
Light traffic and some wide scenic pullouts on the other side of
the road will make this crossover feasible.

The summit (top photo) is not well defined. There are about four
miles of rolling traverse before the road topples off the other side
of the ridge for five miles of smooth, fast descending toward the
town of Elgin. In Elgin, Hwy 82 turns south toward LaGrande. This
is where I encountered my biggest disappoinments
with the gravel back roads. They diverge from 82
even before Elgin and meander in the nicest bikefriendly manner all the way down the valley, along
the Grande Ronde River, to our destination in Cove.
But alas, they are unpaved, and unlike the mile of
hard-pack on Jim Town, these are covered in big,
course, deep rock and run for many miles.
So it’s Hwy 82 for us, for awhile longer, over a small
hill and down into Imbler, which bills itself as “The
Grass Seed Capitol of the World.” (Marion County,
over in the Willamette Valley, where we rode on the
Northern Oregon Tour, makes the same claim.) I
had planned to end the stage with an overnight at
Imbler High School, which would have made it a
nice 67-mile stage. But that was before we discovered
Forest Cove Warm Springs.
Finally, four miles south of Imbler, we say goodbye
to Hwy 82 and pick up some back roads that are
paved, highlighted by Lower Cover Road (middle
photo), which runs for several nice miles along the
western edge of the Wallowas, delivering us to the
tiny town of Cove.
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A turn up a neighborhood street in the middle of
town brings us to the little resort built around
its fine old pool (bottom photo), which has been
in business for over 75 years. Note the black area
on the floor of the pool: most of the pool has a
conventional bottom about five feet deep, but that
section is closer to ten feet deep and is lined with
native black boulders. That is the natural hot spring
itself, which constantly refreshes the pool and keeps
it at 86° and crystal clear, with no chlorine added.
Shady lawns on both banks of little Mill Creek offer plenty of room for tents, and there are several
picnic tables clustered about that will make a good
cooking and dining area for us. In all likelihood, we
will have the place all to ourselves. We can even go
swimming after dark. Heaven!

of these miles are out amidst rolling, grassy hills
with not a lot of forest or tree cover, nor any of our
pretty little rivers nearby. It’s similar to the transit
of the Powder River Valley down around Baker
City: not exactly unattractive, but a bit ho-hum.
When you see those windmills marching along
the ridgeline, the image that comes to mind is of
Patterson Pass, out in the East Bay. Not the best
landscape you ever visited on a bike, right? But far
from the worst, either.
North Powder sits right next to Interstate-84 as
it makes its north-south run between LaGrande
and Baker City. The town’s main purpose in life is
probably to support the various off-ramp services
near the freeway. We’re going to zip on through
the little town, under the freeway, and onward,
westward, following the signs to Anthonly Lakes.
(For the record: there is only one Anthony Lake,
but there are several other, smaller lakes near it,
and the ski resort near the lake is called Anthony
Lakes. The directional signs and road names seem
to be divided about 50-50 as to whether the “s” goes
on the end or not.)
The run west, beyond the interstate, is more-orless flat or mildly rolling and quite pleasant: green
meadows and fields with the Elkhorn and Blue
Mountains hulking on the western horizon (bottom photo). Out in the middle of nowhere among
these flat, green fields, the short route and the long
route come back together, so now it’s time to go
back to the town of Union and follow the longer
option back to this meeting point.

Stage 5: Cove to Anthony Lake
45 miles, 5200' up, 1000' down
80 miles, 7200' up, 3000' down
Two options today, and a sizable difference between the miles on
each. But one thing they both have in common: a whacking great
climb to the finish. That big climb is a large part of the reason why
we offer a stage as short as 45 miles. The route was there, and with
that big pull to the finish, it was a no-brainer to offer it. In fact, the
short option is the only one we actually had time
to drive on our scouting trip. More about why we
included the long option, sight unseen, later.

I have already alluded to my big disclaimer for this
long option: we did not have time to drive it and
check it out. We were burning up our daylight and we had to make
a choice; we chose to cover the short course. Since then, I have
“flown” over the long course in GoogleEarth several times. I’ve
figured out the mileage break-outs and elevation profile with the
help of a mapping program, and I have talked with cyclists and
with locals up there about the best road choices. I know about as
much about the route as one can know without having done it.
But I urge you to fly over it in Google yourself if you are interested
in doing it. It’s quite informative.

For now, let’s cover the short route. Both routes
leave Cove and travel to the town of Union together
along Hwy 237. At that point—mile 9.4—the long
route diverges. The short course stays on 237 to
the town of North Powder, 14 miles beyond Union.
Along the way, it climbs over a small hill with a wind
farm on the summit (top photo); 600' of gradual
uphill over the course of around eight miles and
then another two miles of rolling ridge-running,
past the wind farm and downhill, even more gradually, toward North Powder (middle photo). If there’s
enough wind here to justify the wind turbines, let’s
just hope it’s blowing our direction! Almost all
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summit though. The same green and wooded scenery
continues for a few miles off the southern face of the
little summit, but somewhere around mile 30, when
the road passes the Medical Springs junction and
turns west, 90% of the greenery disappears, quite
suddenly. (Medical Springs gets a dot on the map
denoting a town, but as far as I can tell, it’s just a fork
in the road. At least its township status provides us
with a reliable elevation figure at that spot.)
The balance of Medical Springs Highway appears to
pass through an austere and nearly barren landscape
(middle photo). We’re back in that same dry, open
valley of the Powder River that the short course
crossed near North Powder and that Stage 2 passed
through near Baker City. However, it is not flat, or at
least not often so. The road spends most of 11 miles
descending, losing around 1100' over that distance.
That’s a 2% average, but the profile looks anything
but average: lots of ups and downs and changes in
pitch, with a few sections probably quite frisky, like
the slippery wiggle down to a crossing of the Powder
River (followed by a climb up the other side).

The best part of the long route is the part that comes first, right out
of Union. That would be the run along Catherine Creek, heading
upstream toward Catherine Creek State Park (top photo). This is
a Cycle Oregon photo (as are all the images in this write-up that
have cyclists in them). I’ve seen quite a few photos from Catherine
Creek. They all look about like this, and they all say
this is a wonderful road for cycling. The name of the
road, by the way, is Medical Springs Highway. It makes
up the first 38 miles of the 55-mile detour.
According to my Topo elevation profile, the road
climbs around 1400' in around 18 miles. The first
two thirds of that are very gradual, presumably
while riding alngside the pretty creek, while the last
third looks like a pretty good pull up to the summit,
presumably climbing out of the creek canyon. The
GoogleEarth flyover supports that premise. Catherine
Creek State Park is at mile 17.7, a bit over eight miles
into the long option. We can suppose that the park
represents some of the best scenery the area has
to offer—why else would the park be here?—and,
again, Google bears that out. The lanscape changes
quite dramatically at some point out here. Not at the

Only in the last two or three miles approaching I-84
does the road stop wandering around and plunging up
and down. At the end, it flattens out and straightens
out, and that’s what the riders will experience, for
the most part, over the miles from around 45 to 65
on this route. West of the interstate, the route settles
into a pattern of 90° lefts and rights and straights:
section line roads through farm country, including
passing through the little town of Haines. I spoke
with a local in the city offices in Haines, and she
assured me these were the best roads for bikes...in
fact the only paved roads that connect in any sort
of reasonable way to get where we’re going. And she
pointed out to me that Cycle Oregon went this way,
so if it’s good enough for them, it should be good
enough for us! I guess we’ll find out.
Finally, at mile 64.9 on the long route and mile 29.9 on the short
route, we are back together again. Four or so miles later, we arrive
at the bottom of the big climb to Anthony Lake (bottom photo).
both routes have been climbing gradually for a few miles already,
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and now the real fun begins: 3800' up in 10.6 miles.
This certainly is a substantial climb, with an average
gradient of over 6% (the grade is fairly constant). The
entire climb is in the forest, looping back and forth up
the eastern face of the Elkhorns. There are occasional
vistas out across more forest. But mainly, this climb is
just about...climbing. On and on; up and up. As noted
before, it has about the same scope as Tioga Pass,
although with a lot less spectacular scenery and with
a couple of thousand feet less of altitude. This is one
where you just zone off into your climbing place; take
a nap while your legs keep turning the circles.
The lion’s share of this climb was being repaved when
we drove it in August. The crews assure us it will all
be done by the time the snow flies, so at least our big
climb will be on nice new pavement.
Sooner or later, short course or long, we all will arrive
at Anthony Lake (top photo). This is a classic, Sierrastyle granite lake; in other words, an exquisite gem. It’s
not all that big nor all that deep, which we hope might
mean the water will not be too brutally cold. Some of
us will certinly put that to the test. Swimming right off
the shore by camp is easy. The water is gin clear.
We have reserved the group site (middle photo) in this
nice USFS camp. It is by far the best site in the whole
campground. It is rated for 60, so there’s plenty of
room for us—probably not much more than half that
number—to spread out. Lots of nice tent sites under the
tall trees. Lots of tables. Right across the road from the
beach. And set off by itself away from the RV-oriented
conventional camp loops. The photo only shows about
half the site; there is an equal area to the right. I realize
this little photo doesn’t convey much about the site,
but take it from me: it’s just right for us.
We also hope to reserve the historic log cabin—the
original ranger station at the lake (bottom photo)—
which is just next door to the group site. The reservation
window for the cabin hasn’t opened up yet, so we don’t
know if we can get it. We hope we can. In addition to
sleeping eight, it has something the rest of the camp
does not have: a shower. While some in the group may
be content with just splashing around in the lovely lake,
we know some of you will want a shower if you can get
it. This will be our ace in the hole in that department.
If we spread the showers out over the afternoon and
evening, the hot water may hold out.
There are two bedrooms in the cabin with two twin
beds each and another room with three twins. There
is a fold-down couch in the living room in front of the
big fieldstone fireplace. The cabin is rustic and quaint
and quite spartan in a primitive, pioneer style. We can‘t
predict whether there will be a stampede to snag the
rooms, all of which will have to be shared, or whether
people will prefer to stick with their tents. If demand
exceeds supply, we will have to come up with some
protocol for choosing who gets the indoor beds. We’re
open to suggestions about that. (They are not great
beds, by the way: they’re entirely consistent with the
primitive accommodations.)
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section runs through dense forest of tall firs. There are cliffs
and ramparts of granite or basalt punching out of the tree
cover now and then, but the overall impression is of tall, dark
trees as far as the eye can see.
Ever since the long and short options merged yesterday, the
route has been on Hwy 73, also known as Anthony Lake Road.
That changes at the bottom of the big descent. We come to
a stop sign and Hwy 73 turns left and heads south toward
Sumpter (our Stage 1 overnight). We turn right on Hwy 52,
the Blue Mountain Scenic Byway. This is a nice road, as the
name suggests, but we’re only on it for two miles before turning
right again, heading north on Hwy 51. There is a sign at this
junction pointing north to LaGrande. We’re not going all the
way to LaGrande, but that’s the direction we’re heading. This
road doesn’t rate a Scenic Byway designation, but it ought to.
It’s an excellent road (bottom photo).

Stage 6: Anthony Lake to
Lehman Hot Springs
64 miles, 3200' up, 6000' down
Just because it’s such a pretty place, here’s one more
photo of Anthony Lake in the morning mist. Let’s hope
we have a morning this nice when we’re sipping our
coffee and preparing to set out on Stage 6.
After finishing yesterday’s stage with such a monster
climb, we might expect that today will bring us some
return on that vertical investment. 6000' of downhill
seems to fulfill those expectations. But there are a few
uphills salted in amongst all those downhill miles too,
so don’t imagine you can get through the entire day
without doing some work here and there.
In fact, the day starts with a climb (middle photo) to
the highest point on the tour: 7392' Elkhorn summit.
That’s only a couple of hundred feet up from the lake, so
it’s not all that big a deal. If the morning is at all nippy,
as it very well may be at this elevation, that little mile
and a half climb will be just the thing for getting you
warmed up ahead of the long descents to come.
Over the summit, we get the first installment of our
payback: 15 miles of mostly downhill. There is one climb
in there of around a mile and several other spots where
the road bumps uphill briefly or at least levels out. (I
wrote the word “flat”eight times in my running notes
for this section.) It is not all descending, but there is
certinaly much more down than up. Almost all of this
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At the bottom of the big descent, when we turned off 73, we began
climbing, and except for a little dip when we turn from 52 to 51,
the uphill continues, totaling around five miles and 700' of gain.
But that’s the end of the uphill for awhile. From that little summit around mile 22, it’s all downhill until mile 45.
That doesn’t mean it’s all a hairball flier. The first
four miles are pretty zippy, but after that it’s more
like false flat with a mild downhill bent.

another. This run along the young Grande Ronde is another of
those idyllic interludes where the road and the river cozy up to
one another in the nicest way. This is a very sweet run.
A lonely little store near the town of Starkey—the town itself is

At about mile 30, the dark forest suddenly opens up
to wide, rolling meadows (top and middle photos). I
have to say I prefer this more open and varied landscape to those long runs between the walls of tall
trees. This really is a beautiful section for cycling.
The scenery is perfect and the road is mildly downhill
and meandering about in entertaining twists and
curls. There is absolutely no traffic because there is
absolutely nothing out here to generate any traffic.
We don’t see a town on the entire route today. There
are a few large and scattered ranches, and that’s pretty
much it for civilization, aside from the little roads
upon which we’re rolling out our quiet miles.
The only bad thing: there is one five-mile stretch
where the pavement is terrible...the native habitat
of the pothole. The holes aren’t just here or there.
For a few miles, they’re everywhere. With the slope of
the road and the lack of traffic, it would be a perfect
place for a paceline, but not with all these booby traps
in the road. Each rider will have to slow down and
carefully pick out the cleanest line. It’s about like
the awful section of Big Canyon, up in Lake County,
where they can’t run the Davis or Knoxville Doubles
anymore. But as suddenly as the holes arrive, they
depart, and after that, the pavement is nearly perfect,
as can be seen in the bottom photo.
The little stream to the left of the road in that picture is the Grande Ronde River, not too far from its
headwaters. We were flirting with the Grande Ronde
during the latter miles of Stage 4, heading south to
Cove. At that point, it was a lazy, meandering river
in a wide, flat valley. Here, it‘s more of a mountain
cascade, splashing downhill from one rocky pool to
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This is a funny place. Whereas Forest Cove Warm
Springs was funky in a quaint and charming way,
Lehman is funky in a scuzzy, trashy way. Everything
is kind of ratty and beat up. What makes it all the
more surprising is that they have a website that is
exceedingly slick...that makes it look as if this is a very
up-scale yuppie resort, all chilled white wine and brie
cheese and pampered luxury. It has to be one of the
most egregious cases of false advertising I’ve ever seen.
What’s more, they’re rather unreliable about answering their phone or their e-mail, so it’s hard sometimes
to know if they’re even open for business.
Needless to say, I was a little disappointed with the
joint. But it’s where we need it to be to make the
miles work—today’s and tomorrow’s—and it does
have those pools and the showers that go with them.
We met with the owners or managers on our scout
trip, and they are excited to have us coming to stay. In
fact, I’ve just had a call from the manager—amazing:
they actually returned a call!—and it looks as if we’re
all set with our reservation.
I was somewhat torn about writing this negative review
of the place. I don’t want to prejudice you against it
needlessley, but I felt it was better to tell the truth,
as I see it, so that you woudn’t be disappointed the
way I was. Putting a more positive spin on it: the nice
thing about a big group such as ours is that our own
critical mass can to some extent override the funky
ambience of a camp that’s less than perfect. Our positive energy and sheer numbers will make the camp
into a place where we’ll have a good time, regardless
of its shortcomings. We’ve had to stay in somewhat
sketchy camps before, and we’ve always managed to
make it work.

off our route—pops up around mile 45, and shortly after
that, Hwy 51 tees into Hwy 244, where we turn left and
head west toward the town of Ukiah. Hwy 244 is a bigger
road than Hwy 51, but it’s still a relatively small and lowtraffic highway.
Hwy 244 (top photo) gains 1400' over the course of its first
ten miles. The first five miles consist of two big, rolling,
uphill stairsteps, not gaining much elevation at all, but the
second five miles add up to a stout climb, averaging almost
5%. Over the top, we get a nine-mile descent to the turnoff for our camp. It’s not all that steep, so don’t expect to
grab a tuck and fly. But it is definitely downhill. Scenery
is a mix of trees, meadows, and streams.
Our destination today is Lehman Hot Springs or just Lehman
Springs. We’re looking for a left off the highway. There is a
sign for the resort and also a sign saying Oregon tourism
information is available at the facility. It’s a one-mile paved
road leading uphill to the camp.They have an assortment of
camping spaces scattered across a wooded hillside (middle
photo). The marquee attraction is their pools, heated by
natural hot springs (bottom photo). These are just uphill
from the campsites.
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The first 30 miles of the stage are about as easy as any
bike ride could be. I suppose you could find a faster
30 miles somewhere, if you found a steep enough
mountain. But in the average, everyday world, this is
about as easy and potentially as quick as it gets. Every
inch of those 30 miles is downhill or—occasionally—
flat. None of it is steeply downhill. You’ll be pedaling
most of the time. But it will be easy, lazy pedaling, or,
if you feel ambitious, it could be red hot pedaling at
a hardcore tempo. Any way you slice it, you can have
your way with these miles.
The first 17 miles are more of the same gentle downgrade we enjoyed on Hwy 244 (top photo) at the end
of yesterday’s stage, all the way to the town of Ukiah.
The photo pretty well sums up the passing scenery:
a blend of forest and meadows. There isn’t a lot of
quaintness or charm to Ukiah. It’s just a little burg out
in the boonies. It’s not a tourist destination, although
they do have a couple of inns where one could spend
the night. I’ve included this photo of the Antler Hotel
because of its curious decor. You can’t see it in this
little photo, but there are signs on each of the posts
along the porch advertising the hotel’s chief attractions: “Rooms...Showers...Gift Shop...Meat Coolers.”
That last one tells you all you need to know about the
demographics of Ukiah.

Stage 7: Lehman Hot Springs
to Long Creek
59 miles, 3300' up, 4000' down

Just west of town, we turn left and head south on Hwy
395 (bottom photo). This will be our home until we
roll into Long Creek at the end of the stage. Before
visiting the area, I had worried that Hwy 395—a
national highway—would have too much traffic for
comfortable cycling. But we camped for a night in a
little state park right alongside the highway, a few miles
south of Ukiah, and while we were there, through an
afternoon, an evening, and the following morning, I
think I could have just about counted all the cars that
went by on two hands. I was amazed at how quiet the
road was, and our drive south on 395 showed us more
of the same: next to no traffic.
From around mile 17 until around mile 32, at the little town of
Dale, the highway carries the designation of the Ukiah-Dale Sce-

This is the shortest stage of the tour and perhaps the
easiest as well, although there are two fairly stiff climbs
late in the day. I can’t claim any brilliant planning had a
part in putting this easy day last. It’s just how the roads
and the overnights worked out. But it’s good that it did
fall out this way, because we have to follow up the ride
today with that 173-mile drive back to Bend, and it would
be nice to be able to be back in our hotel in Bend with
enough evening left to enjoy ourselves and not simply
flop into bed. (I wish we had an equally short and easy
day on the first stage, with that same long drive, but the
geography doesn't work quite as well for us on that one.
All in all, I’d rather have the tougher, longer day at the
beginning and the shorter easier day at the end.)
Anyway...I think we have a pretty good chance of knocking off this stage—and the drive—with enough time for
a rip-roaring celebration at the Old St Francis.
21

all across the downhill lane. As we drove over it in the
car, I imagined hitting it at 40-mph on a bike, and it’s
not a pretty picture. I can’t tell you exactly where it
is—and who would remember anyway?—but I can say
that it’s in the middle of a long straight, and that the
left lane is entirely free of the pavement ripples. So
if you’re paying attention and see it coming up, and
if the left lane is clear, you can swerve around it on
that side of the road. Moral of the story: stay awake
and be prepared for a big booby trap.

nic Corridor. This lovely stretch of road is just about perfect for
cycling...mile after downhill mile, always with pretty little Camas
Creek along the left side of the road and with chunky basalt cliffs
knuckling up along the right side. Some of that basalt is columnar
basalt (a la Devil’s Postpile). Pavement is top quality; the corners
are all banked properly; the contours of the road follow the contours of the creek in the manner to which
we have by now become accustomed. It is just a nice,
mellow cruise. The top photo is another view of the
same section of road.

When this too-much-fun descent finally ends, we have
arrived back at the Upper Middle Fork of the John Day
River. If you were to turn left on Middle Fork Road,
you could begin doing the entire tour over again.
But no...we’re heading for the barn, just 13 miles
south in Long Creek. This is where we finally come
back to that butch hill that began the tour: Ritter
Mountain summit. On Stage 1, it was a screamer of
a downhill; now, it’s one more mountain to climb: 1100' up in
just under four miles. It’s a grunt, no doubt about it, and a bit of
a rude slap in the face this late in the day. But, for whatever it’s
worth, there are nice vistas from the climb, looking back down
into the canyon of the John Day.

All this lazy cruising does eventually end. At around
mile 30, Camas Creek flows into the North Fork of the
John Day River, which shows up on the right side of the
road (middle photo). This is another pretty stretch of
river running, but it only lasts for a mile or two. That
green sign in the photo is interesting: “45th Parallel:
halfway between the North Pole and the Equator.” One
can see these signs along the same parallel elsewhere
in Oregon. I recall one on I-5 just north of Salem. It
goes a little way toward explaining Oregon’s temperate,
not-too-hot, not-too-cold climate.
This meeting with the bigger river—flowing downstream toward us—marks the beginning of a fairly
big ascent. We’ll piddle along on an easy uphill grade
for a couple of miles, through the tiny town of Dale,
but before too long, we’ll be climbing seriously. From
the low point by the river at mile 30 to 4127' Meadow
Brook summit at mile 40, we’ll climb over 1300'. The
steepest pitch is right at the top, approaching the
summit, but that steep part is quite short.
Over the top, the road hurls itself off the mountain on
a ripper of a downhill: 1200' down in six miles (bottom
photo). That’s about 4%, and that’s just about perfect
for descending...low-level flying. It has all the things
one hopes for in a descent: good pavement, slinky
corners, and enough of a grade to pile on as much
speed as you need to make it fun.
I do however have one warning about the hill, for
whatever good it will do. Overall, the pavement is
excellent, but there is one short section of about 50
to 100 feet where the asphalt has buckled and rippled
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If you can recall all the way back to Stage 1, you will remember
that this isn’t a simple up-and-over summit. There are at least
four rolling bumps up along the ridgeline before the roads heads
downhill for the final descent toward Long Creek (top
photo). It would be nice if the downhill zoomed right
into town, but you hit the bottom of the hill a ways
out of town and have to climb, albeit very gently,
back into the Long Creek metroplex. A left turn on
Main Street and a couple of uphill blocks to Long
Creek High School complete the stage.

with all those busy miles through the Wallowas and Elkhorns and
Blues; all those meandering miles along all those wild rivers. You
deserve a big dinner tonight, with plenty of suds to wash it down.

But don’t think of it as the end of the tour just yet.
I know we’ll be tired and I suspect some of us may
be suffering the psychological let-down that comes
when all the miles are done and the tour slips from
present tense to past tense. But try to keep your
adventurous explorer’s spirit alight for a few more
hours...for the drive back to Bend. Both Hwy 395 and
Hwy 26 are very scenic, as we hope you discovered
on the way out. Now you get to see the other side of
every view...back along the South Fork of the John
Day, back through the John Day Fossil Beds National
Monument (middle photo) and that dramatic gorge,
back over Long Creek, Beech Creek, Keyes Creek,
and Ochoco summits, back through the Ochoco
National Forest...
And there will be vistas you probably didn’t even
notice on the way east: as you top the mesa west of
Prineville, heading for Redmond, the whole middle
range of the Cascades rises up ahead (bottom photo).
Not just the Three Sisters pictured here, but the whole
panorama, with Mt Washington and Three-Fingered
Jack and Black Butte and the most majestic of all,
Mt Jefferson. It’s quite a sight.
The view of those snowy peaks lets us know we’re
almost back to Bend. Time to take a shower and
set out on a evening-long pub crawl around the
McMenamin brothers’ quirky establishment (more
photos, next page). Or maybe there’s even enough
time for a stroll around Bend’s nicely renovated old
town downtown. Don’t forget dinner though. You
will have burned up a lot of calories this past week,
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Stage 2: Hwy 7 through the Powder River Valley

Stage 5: Heading for the Elkhorn Mountains
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Stage 2: Oregon Trail Interpretive Center

Stage 6: Along the Grande Ronde River

Stages 3 & 4: Wallowa Lake
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Stage 3: over the top and down at
Lonesome Saddle summit

Stages 5 & 6: Gunsight Mountain
and Anthony Lake

Stage 5: Catherine Creek
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Short route
68 miles, 2900' up, 2200' down

The Blue Wallowa Tour
Stage 1: Long Creek to Sumpter
81 miles, 3700' up, 3000' down

Start on Middle Fork Road (County Road 20).. 0.0
Town of Galena (3412').................................. 19.8
Just a wide spot in the road.
L on Hwy 7 (climbing)................................... 40.3
Tipton summit (5124')................................... 46.7
Larch summit (5082').................................... 61.0
L on Sumpter Hwy......................................... 64.4
R on Austin Street.......................................... 67.3
Town of Sumpter (4429')
R into Flea Market meadow............................ 67.5

L on Main Street.............................................. 0.0
Leave Long Creek High School (3743').
R on Hwy 395 (climb ahead)............................ 0.1
Ritter Mountain summit (3993')...................... 9.5
R on Middle Fork Road (County Road 20)..... 13.0
Bottom of descent.
Cross Upper Middle Fork John Day River.
Sign points to town of Galena.
Alternate start for short route.
Town of Galena (3412').................................. 32.8
Just a wide spot in the road.
L on Hwy 7 (climbing)................................... 53.3
Tipton summit (5124')................................... 59.7
Larch summit (5082').................................... 74.0
L on Sumpter Hwy......................................... 77.4
R on Austin Street.......................................... 80.3
Town of Sumpter (4429')
R into Flea Market meadow............................ 80.5

5400
5200
5000
4800
4600
4400
4200
4000
3800
3600
3400
3200
3000
2800

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

28

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

29

Mount
Vernon

26

Mt Vernon

r

Canyon City

John Day

Lake
Butte

Malheur

Keeney
Point

Middle

U

Wildcat Point

E

Alternate start site for short route

ER
PP
n

Ragged
Rocks

FORK

Prairie City

National

Cougar
Rock

Jo h

Galena
3412'

© SRCC/Bill Oetinger 2009

STRAWBERRY

32.8
19.8

Indian Rock
7353'

Jumpoff Joe
Peak 6886'

National

D

26

Tipton summit
5124'
59.7/46.7

Austin
4062'

Baldy Mtn
7613'

Forest

53.3
40.3

Ri
ver

Dixie Pass
5279'

Dixie Butte
7592’

ROA

Granite

DAY
WILD
ERNE
SS

Ben Harrison Mtn
7720’
Vinegar Hill
8131’

RANGE

26

Day

H FO
RK J
O HN

Forest

NORT

Rabbit Butte
6424'

Sumpter
Valley
Dredge
State
Heritage
Area

73

7

AUSTIN

4429'

Finish

ST

HIG

HW
AY

Sumpter detail

7

Finish
77.4
64.4

Sumpter

Windy Creek
Peak

Larch summit
5082'
74.0/61.0

SUMPTER
HWY

Mt Ireland
8321’
Grays Peak

Stage 1: Long Creek to Sumpter
81 miles, 3700’ up, 3000’ down
68 miles, 2900’ up, 2200’ down

er

Little
Black Butte

pe

Up

395

Long
Creek
High School

Long Creek
Mtn summit
5101'
Fox

Start

13.0
0.0

Long
Creek

3743'

395

Ritter Mtn
summit
3993'

Desolation Butte
7028’

S

Umatilla

The Blue Wallowa Tour

MT
N

395

L
DD
rk
Fo

B
L
U
E

MI

wd
Po

SUMP
TE R

r
ve
Ri

The Blue Wallowa Tour

A note about how to “read” these
elevation profiles...

Stage 2: Sumpter to Halfway
83 miles, 2400' up, 3900' down
L on Austin Street............................................ 0.0
Leave Flea Market meadow.
L on Sumpter Hwy........................................... 0.3
Leave town of Sumpter (4429').
L on Hwy 7....................................................... 3.1
Ride along Phillips Revervoir and Powder River.
Into Baker City (3443')................................... 26.8
R on Auburn Avenue...................................... 28.8
L on Birch Street............................................ 29.5
R on Hwy 7 (leaving Baker City)..................... 30.0
Straight on Campbell St (under I-84)............. 30.3
R on Atwood Road......................................... 30.8
R on Hwy 86.................................................. 32.0
Flagstaff Hill summit (3684')......................... 35.2
National History Oregon Trail Interpretive Center.
Descend to more miles along Powder River.
Town of Richland (2211')............................... 69.9
Begin big climb at Hewett Park junction......... 71.0
Summit (3653')............................................. 75.7
Bottom of descent (2700')............................. 81.0
L on Halfway Highway Spur........................... 81.6
Signed as Halfway Business Loop
Straight on Main Street.................................. 82.2
Town of Halfway (2663')
L into Pine-Eagle High School........................ 83.1
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With an aspect ratio of 400' of rise to 26,400'
of run (five miles), a climb or descent that cuts
an exact diagonal across that square—a line at
45°—would work out to a gradient of 1.5%...in
other words, not much of a hill at all.
When looking at the profiles, bear in mind that
any grade represented by a line that is at less
than a 45° angle is hardly worth considering as
either a climb or a descent.
Elevation gain figures were computed by charting
the topography with a Cateye altimeter in the
car. Totals were added up later when the profiles
were created. Then those totals were generously
rounded up for a liberal margin of error.

About the route slips...
Mileage numbers were taken initially off the car
odometer when we scouted the course. Those
figures were cross-checked with Streets & Trips
mapping software.
In general, the software yielded numbers lower
than the car odometer, at a rate adding up to a
little over one mile on an 80-mile stage.
For the most part, we have adjusted to match
the software figures, except for a few cases where
we have compromised between the two sets of
figures for one reason or another.
Road names and other directional signing is
reported as observed on the scouting trip.
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Imnaha Road junction; begin long climb........ 35.2
Road name changes to Wallowa Mountain Loop
but still Hwy 39.
East Creek summit (approx 5700')................ 46.1
Salt Creek summit (5835')............................. 53.7
Long descent ahead.
L on Little Sheep Creek Hwy.......................... 63.7
Also known as Imnaha Hwy.
Follow signs to Joseph.
L on Main Street............................................ 71.3
Town of Joseph (4190').
Follow signs to Wallowa Lake.
Becomes Joseph-Wallowa Lake Hwy.
L on dirt road to group campsites.................. 77.9
Road to group sites comes up before main entrance
station to Wallowa Lake State Park. Group site sign
has graphic of three tents (see below).
R into group site A......................................... 78.0

The Blue Wallowa Tour
Stage 3: Halfway to Wallowa Lake
78 miles, 6200' up, 4500' down
Optional 6-mile out-&-back
R on Main Street.............................................. 0.0
Leave Pine-Eagle High School.
L on Record Street........................................... 0.4
Leave Halfway (2663').
Follow signs to Oxbow, Hells Canyon.
L (straight) on Hwy 86..................................... 1.3
L on USFS Hwy 39......................................... 10.5
Also listed as North Pine Creek Road.
Begin long climb.
Lonesome Saddle summit (5000')................. 28.5
Junction for optional out-&-back to Hells Canyon
Scenic Overlook............................................. 29.5
Six miles, round trip.
Cross Imnaha River; bottom of descent......... 33.2
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Stage 3: Halfway to Wallowa Lake
78 miles, 6200’ up, 4500’ down
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Stage 4: Wallowa Lake to Cove
87 miles, 2400' up, 3900' down
Leave state park group sites............................ 0.0
R on Joseph-Wallowa Lake Hwy...................... 0.1
Into town of Joseph (4190')............................ 5.0
Straight through town, north on Hwy 82.
Town of Enterprise (3756')............................ 12.0
Town of Lostine (3363')................................. 23.0
R on Warnock Road....................................... 23.1
L on Jim Town Road...................................... 27.4
One mile of hard-packed gravel road.
L on Troy Road (unsigned)............................ 30.0
Only sign at junction is “Yield.”
R (straight) on Hwy 82................................... 31.7
Town of Wallowa (2948').
L (straight) on Upper Diamond Lane.............. 32.1
Signed as First Street in Wallowa.
Becomes Lower Diamond Lane...................... 34.0
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L on Hwy 82................................................... 36.0
Entering Wallowa River Scenic Corridor.
Town of Minam (2559')................................. 45.6
Cross Minam River; begin long climb.
Minam Hill summit (3638')............................ 50.3
Rollers, then long descent.
Town of Elgin (2716')..................................... 58.6
Follow Hwy 82 through town.
Town of Imbler (2731').................................. 66.4
L on Alicel Lane.............................................. 70.5
R on Case Road (unsigned)........................... 71.1
Alicel goes left; Case goes right.
L on Market Lane (unsigned)......................... 72.6
Left at tee in front of Homer Case Farm.
R on Lower Cove Road.................................. 77.5
L (straight) on Hwy 237................................. 85.2
Town of Cove (2800').
L on French Street.......................................... 86.3
Sign for Moss Springs/Swimming Pool.
R into Forest Cove Warm Springs.................. 86.6
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Stage 4: Wallowa Lake to Cove
87 miles, 2400’ up, 3900’ down
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Optional long route
80 miles, 7200' up, 3000' down

Stage 5: Cove to Anthony Lake
45 miles, 5200' up, 1000' down
L on French Street............................................ 0.0
Leave Forest Cove Warm Springs, town of Cove.
L on Hwy 237................................................... 0.3
Town of Union (2788')..................................... 8.4
Cathernine Creek/Medical Springs junction...... 9.4
Optional long route diverges.
Telocasset summit (3455')............................ 18.0
Town of North Powder (3256')...................... 24.5
Under I-84; becomes Powder River Road...... 25.2
Follow signs to Anthony Lakes.
L on Ellis Road............................................... 29.2
R on Anthony Lake Road (USFS Hwy 73)...... 29.9
Optional long route rejoins.
Begin big climb.............................................. 34.0
Summit (7200')............................................. 44.6
L into Anthony Lake campground (7140')..... 45.2
L into group campsite.................................... 45.3
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L on French Street............................................ 0.0
Leave Forest Cove Warm Springs, town of Cove.
L on Hwy 237................................................... 0.3
Town of Union (2788')..................................... 8.4
L on Medical Springs Hwy............................... 9.4
Follow signs for Catherine Creek State Park.
Catherine Creek State Park............................. 17.7
Medical Springs junction (3396')................... 29.6
Cross I-84; becomes Chandler Lane.............. 47.8
R on Hwy 30.................................................. 52.1
L on Anthony Lakes Hwy............................... 56.6
Town of Haines (3333').
L on Anthony Lake Road (USFS Hwy 73)....... 64.9
Rejoin short route.
Begin big climb.............................................. 69.0
Summit (7200')............................................. 79.6
L into Anthony Lake campground (7140')..... 80.2
L into group campsite.................................... 80.3
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The Blue Wallowa Tour
Stage 6: Anthony Lake to Lehman Hot Springs
64 miles, 3200' up, 6000' down
Leave Anthony Lake group site (7140')........... 0.0
L on Anthony Lake Road (Hwy 73).................. 0.1
Elkhorn summit (7392')................................... 1.7
R on Blue Mountain Scenic Byway (Hwy 52).16.4
R on USFS Hwy 51......................................... 18.1
Sign points to LaGrande.
Out of the forest, into meadows along the Grande
Ronde River................................................... 30.0
Store near town of Starkey (3697')................ 44.1
L on Hwy 244................................................. 44.8
L on Lehman Springs Road........................... 62.9
L into Site 14, Lehman Hot Springs (4354').. 63.6
Pool and showers are another 0.1 uphill.
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Stage 6: Anthony Lake to Lehman Hot Springs
64 miles, 3200’ up, 6000’ down
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The Blue Wallowa Tour
Stage 7: Lehman Hot Springs to Long Creek
59 miles, 3300' up, 4000' down
Leave Lehman Hot Springs (4354')................. 0.0
L on Hwy 244................................................... 1.0
Town of Ukiah (3533')................................... 17.7
L on Hwy 395................................................. 17.9
Entering Ukiah-Dale Scenic Corridor.
Long, gradual descent beside Camas Creek.
North Fork John Day River............................. 29.6
Bottom of descent; big climb ahead.
Town of Dale (2917')..................................... 31.4
Meadow Brook summit (4127')..................... 39.7
Big descent.
Cross Middle Fork John Day River................. 45.5
Bottom of descent; big climb ahead.
Ritter Mountain summit (3993').................... 49.2
L on Main Street (aka Keeney Forks Road).... 58.6
R into Long Creek High School (3743')......... 58.7
End of tour; drive back to Bend.
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Stage 7: Lehman Hot Springs to Long Creek
59 miles, 3300’ up, 4000’ down
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