
Message from the author

Harney County is recovering from 
the trauma of an armed takeover of the 

Malheur National Wildlife Refuge Headquarters. 
I fell in love with this incredible area while writing my guidebook, 
and I urge you to consider visiting. Stay in a hotel; eat some food; 

buy some beer. Be a part of the healing process for this region. 
Here is all the information you need to grab your bike and go. Have fun!

Love, Ellee

Please enjoy 
Gravel Grinding around the Steens, 
a chapter from Cycling Sojourner: 

A Guide to the Best Multi-Day Tours in Oregon 
by Ellee Thalheimer 
Into Action Publications 2012
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[GRAVEL GRINDING]
...around Steens Mountain

Four days and three nights
Begin and end at The Narrows
198.6 miles total
Riding season: Spring and Fall

THE SKINNY
PRICE POINT: You can do this tour with a 
small to medium-small purse. Prices are very 
reasonable out here, and there isn’t anything 
in the way of fancy. There are modest lodg-
ing opportunities along the way, so that ups 
the ante over camping.
DIFFICULTY RATING: 8.5 Despite the moder-
ate mileages, this tour gets a high rating 
for the challenging conditions, remoteness 
and lack of services. The first day might 
be the hardest. If you tack on the Steens 
Mountain Loop (See Steens Mountain 
Loop Option, page 229), well, that makes 
it even harder.
JAW-DROP FACTOR: 9 Steens Mountain, 
Alvord Desert, steaming hot springs, can-
yons, plains and wide-open sky.
STAND OUT CAMPING: Mann Lake Recreation 
Area (page 222) wins, not because it’s posh 
or lovely—though it is hyper-scenic—but 
because it’s without pity, rugged and in the 
middle of absolutely nowhere.
STAND OUT LODGING: The Frenchglen Hotel 
(page 218) gives you a taste of the stagecoach 
days.

AVERAGE TEMP IN FEBRUARY:
Low 23, high 43 degrees
AVERAGE TEMP IN AUGUST:
Low 52, high 91 degrees

When planning this tour, I felt like reenacting 
dance scenes from “Flashdance” in my liv-
ing room. I attribute that urge to the fact the 
route presents a mighty challenge on many 
levels (like being a female welder in a steel 

Fist Bump!

• Leaving The Narrows and the 
trappings of civilization (Day 1, 
page 220)

• Pedaling by Steens Mountain 
(Day 1 & 2, pages 220 & 222)

• The Alvord Desert’s sizzled playa 
and hot springs (Day 2, page 222)

• Fields, which is comprised of one-
quarter good folks, one-quarter 
liquor shop and one-half famous 
burger joint (Day 2, page 218)

• Frenchglen’s historic hotel 
(Day 3, page 218)

• The loop out to Diamond past lava 
beds (Day 4, page 230)

• Round Barn Visitor Center’s book 
selection and museum (Day 4, 
page 230)
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mill in the 80s, as well as aspiring professional 
dancer—see the movie). The tour is super 
remote, water is scarce, there’s lots of gravel, 
you need to carry more gear and water than 
normal and the first day has long mileage.

The prospect of cycling through South-
eastern Oregon also made me feel like 
running in place as fast as I could to the beat 
of exuberant 80s music. I love pure country, 
and that’s what this part of Oregon is all 
about. Men and women dressed in dusty 
Wranglers, cowboy hats, checked button-
down shirts and buckle belts saunter around 
Harney County herding cattle (and shaking 
their heads when tourists don’t know how 
to drive their Subarus through a bunch of 
cows).

And I’ll admit it. I love cowboys.
Plus, Southeastern Oregon’s nature is un-

fathomable in its hugeness and sublime in its 
unforgiving and harsh beauty. The high-des-
ert plains, buttes and canyons (which hover 
around 4,000 ft in elevation) surround the 
freakishly solitary Steens Mountain (almost 
10,000 ft), which has its own frigid weather 
system and relentlessly holds your gaze.

This journey into Southeastern Oregon 
opens up to you only when you accept gravel 
in your life. If you are a fan of solitude, 
challenge and adventure, you too should 
consider embracing dirt roads. Donnie Kolb, 
gravel fanatic, speaks well to this (see right).

I accepted gravel into my life, but sadly 
enough, I was unable to cycle this tour in 
its entirety before the season turned. But 
Southeastern Oregon and I have a date in the 
future, and I hope it meets me at the saloon 
wearing a tight pair of Wranglers.

Off-road Touring 
in Oregon

by Donnie Kolb, founder of VeloDirt.com 
and gravel evangelist 

I first got into off-road riding several years 
ago purely by happenstance. The combina-
tion of a few wrong turns with a bad map 
landed us on one of my all-time favorite 
rides, Dalles Mountain, just outside The 
Dalles, Oregon. I was immediately hooked 
on off-road riding, and I began seeking out 
routes that maximized the dirt and gravel.  

Finding little to no reliable informa-
tion online about off-road riding in 
Oregon, I decided to create VeloDirt.
com. The primary purpose of VeloDirt 
is to be a resource to off-road riding and 
touring in the Pacific Northwest. We also 
organize informal and unsupported en-
durance rides on several of our favorite 
routes in Oregon and review gear from 
the perspective of an off-road tourist. 

I’ll be the first to admit that bike tours 
that leave the pavement are not for every-
one. It takes extra effort, extra planning 
and extra gear compared to traditional 
touring where there are services and 
road signs. However, the rewards more 
than compensate if you are interested 
in exploring places you simply cannot 
reach without getting off the beaten path. 
Steens Mountain is a great example. The 
route around the mountain rewards you 
with amazing views, interesting people 
and unique places; but it’s fully accessible 
only by gravel roads. 
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HISTORY TIDBITS
If you really want to geek out on Steens 
Mountain and Harney County history 
and geology, read “Steens Mountain in 
Oregon’s High Desert Country” by Edwin 
Russel Jackman and John Scharff (see John 
Scharff, page 215).

The Paiute Native American tribe in-
habited this area when the settlers began 
to arrive in the 1800s. The subsequent 
cattle industry destroyed the ability of 
the Paiute to continue their traditional 
lifestyle. The game animals they hunted 
diminished as did their ability to gather 
food.

This tour navigates a land with a cen-
tury’s worth of pioneer and cattle country 
history. One of the remnants can be seen 
on the Diamond Lollipop side trip (page 
230). You pass the French Round Barn, 
which was not actually a barn but a shel-
tered corral designed to create a space to 
break horses during the winter. This cre-
ative structure—made from local juniper 
wood in the 1880s—has stood the test of 
time.

The building was contracted by Peter 
French, a famous cattle baron who owned 
the largest Oregon cattle empire of the 
time. French’s time was short though. 
He was known for conducting shady 
business and was murdered by an angry 
settler. Because he seems to have ticked 
off many folks, everyone looked the other 
way. French was only trying to run his 
cattle empire while squatters and Native 
Americans constantly hampered opera-
tions. What’s a cattle baron to do?

One common misconception about off-
road riding is that you need a specialized 
bike or a mountain bike; that’s simply not 
true. In most cases, as long as your bike 
will accommodate wider tires, you’ll be 
perfectly fine on your road or cross bike. 
For example, on the Steens Mountain ride, 
a traditional touring setup with 35c tires 
would be perfect. While it’s not ideal for 
the gravely sections, this setup makes for 
a nice compromise when you’re mixing 
pavement with off-roading. Other than 
extremely remote riding in the mountains, 
most off-road routes in Oregon will in-
clude a fair amount of pavement. So don’t 
let your current bike limit you if you’re 
interested in this type of riding. 

Oregon is a great place for off-road 
touring because the state’s terrain is so 
diverse. Routes like Gravel Grinding 
around Steens Mountain are relatively 
straightforward, well-marked routes 
that make for a great introduction into 
off-road touring. But you can also push 
things further into more remote and 
generally inaccessible areas like the 
mountains of the Coast and Cascade 
Ranges, with their networks of logging, 
state and national forest roads. You can 
get as remote as you please, but come 
prepared to ride multiple days without 
any type of commercial services and 
spend considerable time navigating the 
maze of unmarked dirt roads. If you do, 
you’ll be rewarded with some of the best 
riding anywhere, into places no guide-
book or website will take you.
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ENVIRONMENT
Get this: the Steens Mountain was born 
roughly 23 million years ago as a part of 
the “red, principally rhyolitic and tuffa-
ceous Pike Creek Volcanic Series” (thanks, 
Donald Mansfield, author of “The Unique 
Botany of Steens Mountain”). Dang. I hope 
I have another opportunity to use the word 
“tuffaceous” in a sentence; it sounds like 
how I’d describe my hair first thing in the 
morning.

During the subsequent Ice Age, glaciers 
trenched out deep gorges, which are now 

named the Kiger, Little Blitzen, Big Indian 
and Wildhorse gorges. Due to later glacial 
forces and subterranean pressure, the east 
face of the mountain rises sharply and is 
one vertical mile above the Alvord Desert.

Steens Mountain is physiographically 
freaky in two respects. For one, Steens is a 
sole mountain surrounded by high-desert as 
opposed to being a part of a range. Second, 
for being such a loner, the mountain has an 
extensive contiguous alpine (above 8,000 
ft) environment. It creates its own personal 
weather system and blocks much of the 

Florence and John Scharff Brought the Birds 
Back to Southeastern Oregon

When Florence and John Scharff first 
arrived at the newly appointed Malheur 
Wildlife Refuge in 1935, the area was a 
dusty wasteland that had been devastated 
by overgrazing and other cattle industry 
practices. John became the first Refuge 
manager and had the monolithic task of 
restoring the wetlands to a prime wildlife 
habitat. Though John gets much of the 
credit for success, it’s important to rec-
ognize that Florence also played a huge 
part in the advocacy and work. 

John criss-crossed the area on 
horseback to figure out how to revital-
ize the land, and he used the Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC) to create lots 
of the infrastructure—dams, canals and 
marshes—that you see today. By the time 
John retired in 1971, geese, trumpeter 
swans, marsh hawk and meadowlark 

were just some of the hundreds of spe-
cies attracted to the newfangled wetland 
habitat. Today, 320 species of birds and 
58 mammals frequent the area, and fish 
are coming back, too. John has said re-
building the habitat was “the best thing 
I’ve ever done.”

In the spring, the annual John 
Scharff Migratory Bird Festival (www.
migratorybirdfestival.com) celebrates the 
refuge, the migration and the Scharffs’ 
contribution to this natural area and 
community. And, if you stop by the 
refuge headquarters, which used to be 
the couple’s home, notice the huge trees 
out front. They were planted by the 
Scharffs. 

Advocacy for the refuge continues today. 
For more info go to the Friends of Malheur 
website (www.malheurfriends.org).
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precipitation coming from the west; thus 
the parched Alvord Desert to the east.

There are some really neat animals out 
here: elk, mule deer, wild horses, mountain 
lions, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope 
and coyotes, not to mention interesting 
snake and reptile species. The famous spring 
bird migration to Malheur National Wildlife 
Refuge draws the birding crowd (see John 
Scharff, page 215).

The area supports hundreds of species of 
wildflowers, including the Steens Mountain 
Paintbrush, which doesn’t exist anywhere 
else in the world. Most of what you’ll see 
is scablands and desert sagebrush. On the 
Steens Mountain Loop (page 229), you’ll 
come across alpine meadows, aspen groves 
and other types of woodlands.

RIDING SEASON
This tour would work best between April 
and October. The Steens Mountain Loop 
Day Ride (page 229) option opens sometime 
in July. Summer can be super hot, so spring 
would be the best time to ride the major-
ity of the tour (due to cooler weather and 
fuller water sources). Fall is also a great time 
for cooler temps, but water sources may be 
lower. However, I was there during a strange 
October that had lots of water, so it’s always 
worth it to check with the BLM (page 219). 
Crowds will rarely be big; holiday weekends 
will be more crowded.

WEATHER
Contradicting the common perception of 
Oregon, the Alvord Desert (Day 2, page 222) 
gets only about six inches of rain per year. 

This part of Oregon, in general, gets way 
more sun than the soggy western part of 
the state. The route sticks to the high-desert 
valleys and plains (4,000-5,000 ft of eleva-
tion) at the base of Steens Mountain, which 
tops out at 9,733 ft. So, while the mountain 
has snowy winter weather that attracts cross 
country skiers, the surrounding plains have 
a milder climate that can experience a num-
ber of 100-degree days in the summer.

ARRIVING / LEAVING
CAR
Having your own vehicle is going to be 
the easiest way to get all the way out here, 
but there are feasible bus options. Drive 
to Burns (pop. 2,700) then head south on 
Hwy 205 for 25 miles to The Narrows. It’s 
about a six-hour drive from Portland or a 
three-hour drive from Bend. As there are no 
rental car outlets with drop-off service until 
Bend, renting could get pretty expensive. 
U-Haul (www.uhaul.com, 800-468-4285, 
from Portland from $368) has a drop-off 
location in Burns, which is a flat 25 miles 
from The Narrows.
BUS
From Bend, Eastern Point Buses (www.
oregon-point.com, 541-382-4193, $33) con-
nect once per day to Burns leaving at 1:40pm 
from the Hawthorne Station and arriving 
around 4:10pm at Figaro’s Pizza in Burns. 
From Burns, the bus leaves at 10:40am and 
arrives around 12:55pm. Uniquely, there is no 
extra cost for bikes, and they don’t have to 
be boxed (N/A to other Greyhound connec-
tions). See the Bus section of the True West 
tour (page 138) for info on buses to Bend.
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USEFUL WEBSITES
Harney County’s website
www.harneycounty.com
BLM information
www.blm.gov/or/districts/burns/recreation/
steens-mtn.php

LODGING
Other than the few options on the tour, 
you’ll find lodging 25 miles north of The 
Narrows in Burns. Lodging choices tend to 
be historic or quirky; there’s nothing fancy 
out here.

CAMPING
The majority of the land you’ll be riding 
through is BLM or private. The many long 
sections of road fenced off with barbed wire 
give you a good clue as to which is which. 
You are allowed to camp on any BLM land, 
but unless you want to dry camp and haul 
in water, your choices are very limited. 
There are camping options at the end of 
each day.

FOOD AND DRINK
You’re way out there, so food choices are 
limited. The Narrows has a simple restau-
rant and mercantile. The cafe in Fields is 
famous for milkshakes and hamburgers. 
The Frenchglen Hotel does a hearty break-
fast, and the communal dinner surprised 
me with a salad and steamed veggie com-
ponent. Sometimes Hotel Diamond (see 
Diamond Lollipop box, page 230) has 
biannual regionally-themed wine pairing 
dinners. Gluten-free folks and vegetarians 
will have to be creative.

HYDRATION
Well, this is an important little section, now 
isn’t it? Basically, “stay hydrated” is the the-
sis statement of this tour and the axis from 
which you make your decisions. The first 
day is the real doozy with 70 miles before 
you reach a silty lake. You can purify the 
billy bob out of this water or drag a couple 
of gallons from The Narrows to last through 
the next day to Fields. On all days, it’s super 
important to not be wuss about carrying 
water weight and to be prepared with extra 
water just in case.

MAPS
The Benchmark Oregon Atlas (www.bench 
markmaps.com, 541-772-6965, atlas $22.95) 
shows the whole route. Alternately, you 
could get the Steens High Desert Country Map 
(www.blm.gov, 541-573-4400, 28910 Hwy 20 
W $10), which covers the route and is more 
detailed. Better for map geeks.

GENERAL RIDING TIPS AND HEADS UP
• Why did the snake cross the road? 

Because they do that all the time in 
Harney County. And rattle snakes aren’t 
petite reptiles.

• Call the Burns District BLM (541-573-
4400) to check on water levels, road 
construction or anything else pertinent 
to your adventure. While you’re at it, might 
as well let them (and someone else in the 
front country) know your route and exit 
date.

• When taking a break, try to avoid rolling 
your tires off the road. Prickly things are 
everywhere.
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• Because of the gravel and the uber remote-
ness, bring extra tubes, an extra tire, lube 
and a nice supply of tools.

• Watch for cattle grates in the road.
• See the Moo-ve Over box (right) for tips 

on negotiating herds crossing the road.
• Water is queen out here. I’m a freak about 

having enough water, and you should be 
too on this tour, especially during a dry 
year.

• Purify the crap out of your water! Literally. 
This is cattle country.

• I hear there are periods when the mosqui-
toes can be gnarly. Bring repellent.

• There are strong winds in the high-desert. 
Hope they are tailwinds.

CELL COVERAGE
Don’t count on cell reception except near 
some of the little towns. Outside those 
towns, reception can be spotty to zilch.

HOSPITALS
The nearest medical facilities are 25 miles 
north of The Narrows in Burns.
Harney District Hospital
(www.harneydh.com, 541-573-7281, 557 W 
Washington St, Burns) 24/7 emergency care.

EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES
You can visit a number of hot springs. The 
Alvord Hot Springs (Day 2, page 222)is right 
on the route. The more developed Crystal 
Crane Hot Springs (Day 1, page 221) is a side 
trip.

Harney County attracts birders in the 
spring when waterfowl are making their 
northern migration over the area. Malheur 

National Wildlife Refuge (see John Scharff 
box, page 215), which is just north of this 
tour, is supposed to be spectacular.

There are some hiking trails off of the 
Steens Mountain Loop (page 229), if you 
have the energy.

Moo-ve Over: How to 
negotiate cattle on a bike

My dad, in a very unfatherly man-
ner, laughed when we came across a 
small group of cows in the road on 
one of our bike tours and I got skit-
tish and a tad scared. Cattle might be 
gentle and submissive, but they can 
weigh well over 1,000 pounds, are 
susceptible to spooking and have a 
herd mentality. Not cool when you’re 
about 200-pounds of collective bike, 
bags and person. 

Bovine negotiation is relevant to a 
number of tours in this guide, but this 
one in particular. I consulted with 
some long-time locals and the Burns 
BLM to glean some tips for cyclists 
who must navigate a road full of am-
bling cows. They gave the sage advice 
to not try to bust through the herd or 
yell at the animals. Usually, there is a 
cowhand moving the cows along. Step 
out of the way of the herd and get the 
cowhand’s attention. That cowboy or 
cowgirl will probably make a space 
for you to continue down the road 
or escort you through. 
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MORE TOUR!
From Burns (which is 25 miles north of The 
Narrows) you can take scenic Hwy 395 north 
for 70 miles to John Day to hook up with the 
True West (page 133) tour. That’s good stuff.

COST OPTIONS
It would be hard to spend a lot of money 
out here. The few hotel or cabins on route 
are simple establishments. There are no high 
falootin’ options.

The Narrows
Pop. > 50
Elevation 4,100 ft.

LODGING, CAMPING AND CHOW
Basically, the only thing in this unincorpo-
rated “town” is the kooky Narrows RV Park 
(www.narrowsrvpark.com, 541-495-2006, 
33468 Sod House Lane, tent site $12.12) 
which has tent sites and bathroom and 
shower facilities. Onsite there’s a saloon, 
restaurant (9am-7pm), small store, a pool 
table and the only gas pump for many miles. 

Linda, one of the owners, was so darned 
nice with all of my question-asking about 
the area. Your car can stay here while you’re 
on tour. For me it was free; I’ve heard oth-
ers were charged $5. I guess it depends on 
whom you ask.

DAY ONE
The Narrows to Mann Lake 
Recreation Area
71.8 miles
Elevation Climbed 2,200 ft.

This first day doesn’t allow for dabbling your 
toe in the Southeastern Oregon environs to 
get a feel for the riding. The ride to Mann 
Lake is the hardest (you’re carrying water 
for two days if you don’t purify, plus back-
country camping gear) and longest, with the 
overnight camping at Mann Lake being the 
most rugged of the tour. Of the 71.8 miles 
today, 20 are gravel and all of them sub-
jugate you to the desert’s whim and plunk 
you down in pure, unadulterated solitude.

The desolate landscape is austere—like a 
wizened, grief-stricken monk who only eats 
crusts of bread once per day. Crack-your-
lips wind whips over the desiccated miles 
of rock, sand and snakes.

Simultaneously, this barren expanse is 
ostentatious like a diva with a $1,000 gift 
card to Filene’s Basement. After you head 
south, Steen Mountain cuts the enormous 
horizon with a jagged and sheer outline 
to the west, and to the east, miles of rusty, 
worn leather-colored buttes and canyons 
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Day One
Narrows to Mann Lake

0 • From The Narrows RV Park, head east on 
Sodhouse Ln 

3.1 • Turn off to Malheur Field Station

6 Road turn to gravel

6.5 Road veers unsigned

19.4 Road become pavement

21 Unsigned Princeton Spur Rd,  becomes gravel

22.5 Hwy 78, nice pavement begins

43.4 • Top of Baker Pass

48.1 To ‘Fields,’ unsigned Fields-Denio Rd

57.4 • Ten Cent Lake 

59.1 • Gravel begins

61 • Juniper Lake

71.8 • Mann Lake Recreation Area
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line the valley floor. But the sky is the lord 
of all things, choosing to be either retina-
scorching diamond bright, furrowed with 
bruised, billowing clouds or akin to water-
colors splashed onto an enormous vaulted 
canvas.

I won’t lie. You will have to work today 
climbing Baker Pass with a booty-load 
of water weight while negotiating some 
chunky, apathetic gravel in the middle of 
a desert. But, in the end, there’s a chance 
you’ll start to fall in love with the purity, 
harshness and silence.

RIDING TIPS AND HEADS UP
If you don’t want to purify silty Mann Lake 
water, fill up water at The Narrows that 
will last until you hit Fields on the second 
day. If you are purifying, still bring plenty 
of water. If you’re lucky, you might be able 
to find water at Ten Cent Lake (mile 57.4) 
or Juniper Lake (mile 61). Call the Burns 
District BLM (541-573-4400) to check water 
status before you go.

CAMPING AND LODGING ON ROUTE
Malheur Field Station
(mile 3.1, 541-493-2629, 34848 Sodhouse 
Ln, room with shared bath $55, 3-bedroom 
house $150, dormitory $22-30 per person, 
2-3 bedroom mobile home $70-90, $10 extra 
after 2 people) Open seasonally. In Malheur 
National Wildlife Refuge, 1.3 miles off the 
route. Bookstore, natural history museum 
and food service on the in May and June. 
Kitchen use available.

When I was here during a particularly 
water-rich October, Ten Cent Lake (mile 

57.4) and Juniper Lake (mile 61) both had 
water and reasonable places to pitch a tent. 
These lakes could be options if you want to 
camp earlier than Mann Lake; they don’t 
have a vault toilet or picnic bench, but that’s 
the only difference in amenities from Mann 
Lake.

If you turn north on Hwy 78 towards 
Crane at mile 19.4 instead of heading 
straight, you’ll hit Crystal Crane Hot Springs 
(www.cranehotsprings.com, 541-493-2312, 
59315 Hwy 78, tent $20, cabin $54, over 2 
people $5 per person) in about 14 miles. It 
has a large hot springs pool, sleeping cabins 
and camping. Access to pools is included 
with accommodation.
Mann Lake Recreation Area
(Burns District BLM, www.blm.gov, 541-
573-4400, free) There is very little to this 
recreation area besides a vault toilet and a 
picnic bench. There are tent spots near the 
coffee-and-cream-colored water. There is no 
shade, unless you cop a squat in the shade 
of the pooper. The mountain and desert 
views are pretty spectacular though. Enjoy 
the coyote cacophony.
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DAY TWO
Mann Lake Recreation Area to Fields
40.8 miles
Elevation Climbed 850 ft.

Today’s ride is more chilled out compared 
with yesterday, but the spectacular vistas 
don’t turn down the volume. The first 28.4 
miles are gravel, yet you have less food and 
water weight and a shorter, flat route.

As you continue your circumnavigation 
of the Steens Mountain, you pedal past the 
glittering salt flats of the Alvord Desert 
to the east, while to the west the Steens 
Mountain heaves its precipitous, snow-
capped peak heavenward. The Alvord Desert 
is a beacon for land sailors who consider the 
desert “playa” to be one of the best places 

in the world to sail. Just pray to the wind 
gods that the famous gusts are at your back.

At mile 17.7, you’ll see a corrugated metal, 
lean-to and naked people lounging about the 
rusty shack. No worries, it’s just the Alvord 
Hot Springs: unsigned, privately-owned and 
free to all. As rustic hot springs are not on 
my Midwest-born husband’s priority list, we 
passed by. But I hear it’s lovely. I suggest an 
early arrival for more privacy.

On the subject of hot springs, I mention 
Mickey Hot Springs (mile 7.2) on the cue 
sheet. The bizarre springs are about six miles 
off route via a gnarly, exquisitely beautiful 
road. Signs at the springs warned us that 
people and animals have broken through the 
land’s crust into steaming water to meet un-
savory consequences. Slimy bottoms of the 
pools weren’t that appealing anyway. Gulp.
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Day Two
Mann Lake to Fields

0 • Right from Mann Lake Mann Lake 
Recreation Area

7.2 Continuing on road

or Unsigned road to Mickey Hot Springs, 
orange arrow sign points right 

17.7 • Alvord Hot Springs 
(little tin structure on left)

25.3 • Steens Country Cabin

28.4 • Pavement begins

38.9 To ‘Fields’

40.8 • Fields Station
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The day ends in the sleepy little one-
tractor town of Fields, a place with one cafe 
that’s known near and far for its hamburg-
ers and milkshakes. If you’re a hot springs 
fiend, ask folks about the Willow Creek (or 
Wildhorse) Hot Springs, which is about a 
33-mile ride from town.

RIDING TIPS AND HEADS UP
There is no water or shade, and when a car 
comes, you might exclaim, “Well, I’ll be.”

EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES
The Alvord Hot Springs (mile 17.7) will be 
an interesting, if not therapeutic, endeavor.

LODGING ON ROUTE
Steens Country Cabin
(www.steenscountrycabin.com, 541-495-
2344, $100-150) The Williams family rents 

out a two-bedroom cabin with AC, heat, a 
full kitchen and a DVD player.

Fields
Pop. 86
Elevation 4,236 ft.

LODGING, CAMPING AND CHOW
Fields General Store and Motel
(541-495-2275, 22276 Fields Dr, room $85, 
RV site for a tent $17.50) With a cafe (8am-
4pm) known widely for delicious milkshakes 
and hamburgers, this all-in-one stop also has 
a small grocery store, liquor selection and 
small adjoining motel with modest rooms. 
The store owns a patch of land with a grove 
of trees, which you can sometimes camp on 
if there aren’t too many of you. You can use 
their outhouse and water spigot.
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DAY THREE
Fields to Frenchglen
51.7 miles
Elevation Climbed 2,375 ft.

“Uncountable years to come,
I wish to be left to the desert’s peace
And the warmth of the desert’s sun,

For I know the soul that I once possessed,
Turned loose on a sagebrush sea,
Would hug spooky knees to a spectral chest
In ghostly ecstasy.”

Around half a century ago, John Scharff, his-
torian and advocate of Southeastern Oregon 
(see John Scharff, page 215), walked up to 
a creaky, abandoned cabin near your ride 
today and found this dusty poem tacked to 
the splintering wall. The anonymous pioneer 
poet, so taken with these harsh and magnifi-
cent environs, yearned to spend his afterlife 
right where he passed his mortal days.

Around now, you may have cultivated an 
understanding of why the author would write 
such a poem. Maybe the silence has revealed 
something or the wide-open spaces and the sky 
have shifted your perspective. Or maybe you 
just have chapped lips and a hankering for a 
hot bath and double Americano. Who knows.

As you round your way near the south-
ern aspect of Steens Mountain, you’ll pedal 
through more pristine, empty high-desert. 
Expect a couple of climbs and well-main-
tained pavement.

I love Frenchglen, where your day ends, 
because I’m a sucker for a historical hotel, 

which is basically the only thing in “town.” 
Now a state heritage site, the Frenchglen 
Hotel has been restored since its stagecoach 
stop days in the 1920s, but significant aspects 
of its architectural character are still intact. 
The tiny quarters that share a bathroom are 
simple and to the point, and the communal 
meals downstairs help create a community 
of travelers, just like days of old.

The Steens Mountain Loop: 
It might just hand you 

your booty

Additional 65.4 miles
Cycling this epic 65.4-mile loop option 
packs a lot of scenery in one day: gorges, 
lakes, meadows, a river view, desert vis-
tas that would make even Edward Abbey 
gawk and a scenic overlook where you can 
check out wild horses. But you do work for 
it, friend. The summit of the pass comes 
uncomfortably close to 10,000 ft, and 
portions of the road seem like they got 
gnawed up by a rock monster then beaten 
by a steep sick. To boot, Steens Mountain 
has a weather system unto itself, which is 
characteristically fickle and makes the road 
impassable due to snow until July. 

Some of the campgrounds along the 
way have potable water, but come pre-
pared with all you need for riding all 
day. Some folks preach that you need 
a mountain bike on this track, but I’m 
sure that a number of cyclocross people 
and fully-rigid fanatics would disagree. 
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Day Three
Fields to Frenchglen

0 • From Fields Station, head north on 
Fields-Denio Rd

1.3 Catlow Valley Rd

6.7 • Top of climb

51.7 • Frenchglen Hotel
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Frenchglen
Pop. 60
Elevation 4,200 ft.

CAMPING AND LODGING
Frenchglen Hotel State Heritage Site
(www.frenchglenhotel.com, 541-493-2825, 
Hwy 205, shared bath $75-82) I love this 
place with its shade trees in the middle of 
the desert, screened in porch, 1920s-sized 
rooms and communal meals. You really get 
a sense of what it might have been like to 
overnight at a stagecoach stop.
Steens Mountain Resort
(www.steensmountainresort.com, 541-493-
2415, 35678 Resort Lane, cabin $75-190, tent 
site for two $15, each additional person $5) 
About three miles from the restaurant at the 
Frenchglen Hotel, this simple compound has 
a range of cabins and tents sites. Though the 
cabins have equipped kitchens, there is no 
restaurant or store. They have showers and 
restrooms for campers.
Paige Springs Campground
(www.blm.gov, 541-573-4400, Steens Loop 
Rd, tent site $8) 36 sites. Up by Steens 
Mountain Resort, this is a convenient 
camping option with potable water and 
shade trees.

CHOW DOWN
Frenchglen Hotel (see above) has the only 
grub in town. They serve breakfast, will make 
you a bag lunch and serve dinner on long, 
communal tables (by reservation only). Also, 
the Frenchglen Merchantile (Hwy 205) is a 
tiny store that tends to be open during the 
summer with varying hours.

DAY FOUR
Frenchglen to The Narrows
34.3 miles
Elevation Climbed 1,350 ft.

I saw a cowgirl and cowboy wrangling heads 
of cattle on the road you ride today. It was 
all I could do to not go up and introduce 
myself and ask for a picture of us together. 
No, I played it cucumber-cool and took 
sneaky photos of them while pretending to 
do something else.

I love cowhands. Not to romanticize hy-
perbolically (and putting aside my qualms 
with the cattle industry), but they are in 
touch with their environment in ways I 
could only dream to be. And I love them 
Wranglers.
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On this homestretch desert ramble, you’ll 

pedal along the gently undulating high-des-
ert valley floor. You pass fascinating rock 
outcroppings and miles of ornery sage brush 
as the serrated outline of Steens Mountain 
shrinks into the distance.

When departing this corner of Oregon, 
my husband Joe noted that Burns seemed 

like a mad and hectic place after spend-
ing days in what seemed like a universe of 
silence punctuated with unhurried conver-
sation and coyote symphonies. In my heart, I 
felt I had visited a place whose raw, muscular 
nature shifted me around on the inside and 
made me more sinewy on the outside. Now, 
that’s a vacation.

The Diamond Lollipop Add-on

Additional 41.5 miles
Driblet spires, fissures, cinder cones, spat-
ter cones, craters, lave tubes, vents and a 
graben (sounds exciting like a Cracken!). 
Though these terms might sound like 
depictions of a distant planet in a sci-
fi novel, they describe real features at 
Diamond Craters Outstanding Natural 
Area. The Diamond Lollipop transverses 
this 17,000-acre area, which is completely 
unique in North America with some of 
the most diverse basaltic volcano features 
in the country. 

A highlight of this ride was the Round 
Barn Visitor Center (541-493-2070, 51426 
Lava Bed Rd). While the actual Round 
Barn—built by sheisty cattle king Pete 
French in the 1870s—is pretty cool and 
unique, I LOVED the book selection in 
the gift shop of the visitor’s center. It has 
every conceivable book about the region 
in stock, even nichey self-published titles. 
Not to mention, one side of the center is 
a wonky museum section filled with the 
Jenkins family memorabilia. Dick Jenkins, 

the owner and a tour guide, is a hoot. PS, 
you can get snacks and a cold drink here.

Halfway into the ride, you’ll come to 
Diamond (pop. 101) where there is an 
adorable and historic hotel run by equally 
adorable ladies. When we popped into the 
Hotel Diamond (www.historichoteldiamond.
com, 541-493-1898, 10 Main St, $87-110, 
including breakfast), they were having 
their biannual wine-pairing dinner with 
a Portuguese theme, I believe. We had to 
continue riding to beat nightfall or else we 
would have stayed. Slightly more updated 
and polished than the Frenchglen Hotel, 
this place still exudes the same outback 
stagecoach inn, community vibe.

The route is darn scenic in a deserty, 
Eastern Oregon way. 

Really good idea: add an extra day to 
your tour by heading from Frenchglen to 
Hotel Diamond for the night, then back 
to The Narrows the next day. Or mileage 
fiends can just add this lollipop route into 
their ride to The Narrows.
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Day Four
Frenchglen to Narrows

0 • From Frenchglen Hotel, head north on Hwy 205

17.5 • Turnoff to the Diamond Lollipop Loop

34.7 • The Narrows RV Park
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Mann Lake east of Steens Mtn.

Crazy stuff you find in the outback
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Steens Mtn from the route

Heading south to Fields
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Field research with handsome cyclist

Riding the Diamond Loop option
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Awesome chewed up road to Mickey Hot Springs

Sunset heading up to Frenchglen from Fields



Thanks for checking out the chapter! 
Here’s a link to my books. 

Keep in touch on FB, Twitter and Instagram.

A special thanks to the OBCA for sponsoring this project. 
Check out their annual Handmade Bike and Beer Festival

October 7–9 at www.OregonFrameBuilders.org

DISCLAIMER
The content of this guidebook is purely for informational purposes and is intended as a 
reference guide. The authors and everyone involved with the creation of this book make 
no warranty of correctness or thoroughness and disclaim any and all liability resulting 
from its use.


