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One more switchback, 
just a few more 
minutes, and I’ll be 
at the top of this 
stunning mountain 
climb. It’s not too 
far, just take a deep 

breath, slowly exhale, breathe again, look 
around — this is beautiful. How have I 
not ridden this road before? 

These thoughts trickled through my 
oxygen-deprived brain as I pedaled 
toward the summit of Cottonwood Pass 
during Ride the Rockies last summer. 

Celebrating its 30th anniversary in 
2015, Ride the Rockies presented us 
with a challenging and hilly 463-mile 
course with unpredictable weather and 
spectacular views in every direction. 
Having grown up in Colorado, and 
because I was also celebrating my 30th 
birthday, it was finally my chance to 
experience Ride the Rockies, a tour that 
I had grown up watching and following 
along with each summer on the nightly 
9News updates.  

The days would be long and the hills 
steep, but with 2,000 other cyclists 
encouraging each other along the way, 
I knew this would be an unforgettable 
week on two wheels.

Day One: Tour of the Moon, Colorado 
National Monument | 46 miles, 2,992’ 
elevation gain

Kicking off in Grand Junction, Day 
One of Ride the Rockies took us on a 
throwback journey to the famous Tour 
of the Moon course regularly featured 
in the iconic 1980s Coors Classic stage 
race. Traveling through the otherworldly 
terrain of the Colorado National 
Monument, Rim Rock Drive circles 
the park’s steep red cliffs and towering 
monoliths that were made famous in the 
classic cycling film American Flyers. 

While steadily pedaling my way up 
the first real climb of our weeklong tour, 
a pack of neon-clad cyclists zipped by, 
embodying the retro character of the day. 
Just as they were passing, I noticed that 
one of the riders tucked away within the 
group was none other than Ron Kiefel, 
a legendary American cyclist from the 
infamous 7-Eleven cycling team in the 
1980s. 

While riding for 7-Eleven, Kiefel and 
his teammates dominated the U.S. racing 
circuit, including the Coors Classic. 
Kiefel, who was nicknamed “Wookie,” 
now owns Wheat Ridge Cyclery, a 
standout bike shop located just west of 
Denver, and he is a longtime participant 

in Ride the Rockies, 2015 being his 
21st consecutive year. This time, Kiefel 
brought family members along to enjoy 
the experience as well.

Kiefel’s lanky nephew, Levi Stafford, 
was excited to share this week on two 
wheels with his family before heading 
off to his freshman year at Cal Poly in 
the fall. “We wanted to do a big family 
adventure before I left for school,” he 
said. “I’ve never done a tour like this 
before. It’s cool how the event does 
everything for you.” And Stafford was 
right. Ride the Rockies really takes care 
of its participants. From transporting our 
luggage each day, providing indoor and 
outdoor camping options, hot showers, 
and reasonably priced meals with the 
evening entertainment, this kind of 
touring is downright luxurious.  

Day Two: Grand Junction – Hotchkiss | 
96 miles, 7,631’ elevation gain

Rising early, we were quickly into our 
first day of big miles and serious elevation 
changes. Climbing out of Grand Junction, 
we pedaled our way up the Grand Mesa, 
a visually and physically breathtaking 
20-mile climb that strained our legs with 
over 5,500 feet in elevation gain. It was 
a hot and grueling climb with the sun 
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beating down on our backs and what 
seemed like endless switchbacks ahead. 

Despite our often remote riding 
locations, Ride the Rockies did an 
excellent job of providing food and 
water along the way. Aid stations were 
strategically placed every 10 to 15 miles, 
providing plenty of opportunities to 
resupply and stock up for the ride 
ahead. Each aid station included 
standard ride treats like animal 
crackers, pretzels, and an assortment 
of fresh fruit such as orange slices, 
bananas, and grapes. For fluids water 
was supplied, of course, but the real 
winner for me was the unlimited 
Skratch Labs hydration drink. This is 
something I regularly use in my weekly 
training, and I appreciate the subtle 
taste that is gentle on the stomach for 
longer events like this one. Not once 
throughout the week did I get a cramp 
or feel like I was bonking, thanks to 
these stocked smorgasbord stations. 

Day Two was one of the longest of 
the week with a total of 96 miles. And 

despite the aid stations, finishing in 
100-degree heat after more than five 
hours on the road had me struggling 
into the finish town of Hotchkiss that 
afternoon. It was a relief to have my bag 
waiting for me when I finally reached 
town. 

Upon arrival at each day’s finish, 
riders would swap their bikes for 
luggage and then set out to find a 
camping spot. Most nights, we were 
based out of a local high school or 
middle school and slept on the football 
or soccer fields. Indoor “camping” in the 
school gymnasiums was also offered to 
riders less inclined to battle the nightly 
elements. I opted for the outdoor 
camping because what’s better than a 
night under the Rocky Mountain stars? 
After setting up camp each day but 
before settling in for the afternoon and 
evening, a much-needed shower was in 
order. 

Although most of the schools where 
we camped offered indoor showers, 
Ride the Rockies also provided mobile 

showers out of two semi trucks that 
came along with our traveling circus. 
Clean, consistently warm, and easy-to-
use showers were a welcome perk each 
day, and the thought of them regularly 
got me through the last few miles on 
our long days. For a camper who is used 
to going multiple days without a real 
running-water shower, the rolling water 
oasis was a luxury I could really get 
used to.

 
Day Three: Hotchkiss – Gunnison
79 miles, 5,990’ elevation gain

Camping in such close proximity to 
other riders meant being awakened each 
day with the zip, zip, zipping of tents 
and sleeping bags at the crack of dawn. 
For a late sleeper who relishes a lazy 
morning filled with coffee and breakfast 
before even thinking about heading out 
on the road, I could probably be heard 
grumbling from my tent about the 
unwelcome wakeup call. However, with 
a full day of riding bikes in a beautiful 
place ahead, it wasn’t that hard to get up, 
get motivated, and get rolling before the 
sun was fully visible. 

Day Three of Ride the Rockies would 
be a challenging ride of 79 miles from 
Hotchkiss to Gunnison, especially with 
the unpredictable Colorado weather. 
Minutes after we set out, raindrops 
started falling. Going from 100-degree 
heat the day before to riding in wet, 
nearly freezing temperatures was a 
tough transition. But despite the cloudy 
and dreary day, riding up into the 
steep cliffs of the Black Canyon of the 
Gunnison was anything but dismal. 

A winding ascent into the Curecanti 
National Recreational Area led to a 

sweeping, fast, and thrilling descent back 
down to the Blue Mesa Reservoir. In true 
Colorado fashion, by midday the sun was 
shining down on us, just in time for a 
leisurely lunch looking out onto the deep 
blue waters of the reservoir. 

Besides the bountiful provisions 
supplied at each aid station, several stops 
throughout the day were a bit more 
comprehensive and included food trucks 
and hot meals for purchase. On the long-
mileage days, a full meal to fuel our way 
to the finish was also a welcomed time 
to sit, relax, and enjoy the surroundings. 
Once again, Skratch Labs was a big 
winner for me, offering sweet and savory 
rice bowls and decadent cookies. The 
savory bowl with a poached egg on top 
along with a Coke and a cookie was 
my go-to lunch-stop meal, and it never 
failed to get me to the finish town feeling 
strong. 

Finishing Day Three in Gunnison, 
I set up camp, headed to the I Bar 
for entertainment and food, and then 
ended the evening a little early due to 
some dark clouds rolling in over the 
mountains. That night, lying awake 
and staring at the ceiling of my tent 
with tired legs and a sore body, I 
listened to the slow rumble of a distant 
thunderstorm building. Creeping closer 
and closer with each rumble, flashes 
of lightning started to accompany the 
thunder, and the flashes quickly got 
brighter and more frequent. Having 
grown up in Colorado, I knew that 
mountain storms are nothing to mess 
with, but I also knew we’d be safe in our 
tents as long as the storm didn’t roll in 
directly on top of us. 

Waiting for the storm to eventually 

Above: How does it feel to finish a big day in 
Colorado? Pretty darn good. Opposite: Enjoying 
some of Western Colorado's unique mix of 
desert and mountain scenery.
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turn and start moving farther away, the 
lightning just kept getting brighter, and 
the thunder’s gentle rumble quickly 
turned to a cracking boom that shook the 
ground. By now, it was too late to make a 
mad dash into the school for protection 
from the storm. Lighting was crashing 
every 45 seconds — I 
counted the time to 
distract myself from 
my nerves. "Too close, 
too close," I thought to 
myself with little to do 
but sit and wait. Finally, 
the storm’s symphony 
grew a bit softer, the 
booms coming less 
frequently. Then, just as quickly 
as it had rolled in, the storm was gone, 
leaving me with a crisp and starry night to 
appreciate with every breath of relief as I 
finally drifted off to sleep. 

Day Four: Gunnison – Crested Butte | 
27 miles, 1,424’ elevation gain

After a wild night of lightning and 
thunder, Ride the Rockies’ shortest and 
easiest day was a welcome rest with lots 
of time off the bike. The gentle 27-mile 
ride from Gunnison to Crested Butte 
flew by despite my pedestrian pace and 
constant stops to take photos along the 
way. With an afternoon free and a quaint 
mountain town to explore, I headed 
down the main drag to check out the 
local eats and sip a few afternoon beers. 

In Crested Butte, the town had 
shut down its main street, Elk Avenue, 
for the night’s lively festivities that 
included local musicians, arts and crafts 
tents, and an assortment of affordable 
food vendors. It was at these nightly 
gatherings that the Ride the Rockies 

Community Foundation Grant Program 
would present a grant of $5,000 to a 
local charity group from each town. Ride 
the Rockies is put on by the Denver 
Post Community Foundation, and all of 
the entry fees and sponsorship dollars 
go to support non-profits like the Boys 
and Girls Club, local libraries, and 
community conservation centers. 

Day Five: Crested Butte – Salida | 
102 miles, 5,812’ elevation gain

The day had finally arrived — the 
big one — the queen stage. Day Five of 
Ride the Rockies was the one everyone 
whispered about at night, partly out of 
fear, partly out of anticipation for what 
was considered the most beautiful and 

challenging climb of the week. If we 
could get over Cottonwood Pass, the 
rest of the week would be cake, or at 
least that’s what we hoped. 

Climbing, climbing, reaching up into 
the sky, Cottonwood Pass tops out at 
12,126 feet and crosses the Continental 

Divide. The 
altitude 
challenged our 
lungs and a few 
steep sections 
made for some 
short cross-
eyed moments, 
but the view 
from atop the 
treeless summit 

was worth every moment of suffering. 
Looking out at the vastness of the 
Rocky Mountains can sure put things 
into perspective.

After taking in the views and 
scarfing a quick lunch before getting 
too cold — even in summer, crusty 
snow lines the roadways — I finished 
a Coke and then quickly dove into the 
ripping descent past Mount Princeton 
Hot Springs and into the town of 
Buena Vista. From there, it was a long, 
hot slog into our finishing town of 
Salida. 

Many of the towns we visited 
throughout the week were new to me, 
but I know Salida well and was excited 
to be spending the afternoon in one of 

my favorite places in the state. After 
quickly showering and setting up my 
tent for the night, I headed into town 
to visit the best little coffee shop in all 
of Colorado, Cafe Dawn, located in the 
heart of Salida. 

Owners Phillip Benningfield and 
Dawn Heigele not only brew a mean 
cup of joe, they’re avid cyclists and 
support the local cycling community 
and passersby. Salida is well known 
to bikepackers because the Great 
Divide Mountain Bike Route and the 
Colorado Trail both pass through town 
and offer riders a place to rest up and 
resupply. My afternoon was happily 
spent sipping an iced coffee while 
watching kayakers play in the rippling 
currents of the Arkansas River that 
runs through town. 

Day Six: Salida – Cañon City | 
66 miles, 3,087’ elevation gain

With just two days of riding left, Day 
Six went whizzing by. We rode downhill 
out of Salida with a fabulous tailwind 
for nearly half the day. This provided 
a much-appreciated rest for the legs 
after the previous day’s century ride 
over the mountains. These easy miles 
ticked away quickly and gave several 
of the riders I met, Aaron Mauck and 
Elizabeth Norris and their friends, the 
opportunity to stop along the route, 
put their feet up, and enjoy a salty 
margarita. During their break from the 
bike, the group of friends was talked 
into a quick whitewater rafting trip 
down the Arkansas River. Knowing 
they could spare a few hours and still 
make the final cutoff time for the day, 
they locked their bikes, suited up with 
life jackets and paddles, and took a trip 
downriver for a wild morning of rapids 
and thrills. 

The rest of us geared down for “The 
Wall,” a notoriously steep section of 
road leading up to the top of the Royal 
Gorge. We experienced sweltering heat 
again, and I took advantage of the aid 
stations. I even stopped at the Royal 
Gorge Bridge Visitors Center to cool off 
and watch other visitors zipline across 
the world’s tallest suspension bridge. 
Finishing off the day in Cañon City, 
fresh smoothies and cold drinks awaited 
our arrival and helped us cool down 
from the blisteringly hot day of riding. 

Day Five delivered the highest point of the trip at the 12,126-foot Cottonwood Pass — a tough climb on a 102-mile day.

WITH A FULL DAY OF RIDING BIKES IN A 
BEAUTIFUL PLACE AHEAD, IT WASN’T 
THAT HARD TO GET UP, GET MOTIVATED, 
AND GET ROLLING BEFORE THE SUN WAS 
FULLY VISIBLE. 
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Day Seven: Cañon City – Westcliffe | 
47 miles, 4,281’ elevation gain

With the week passing by too quickly, 
I packed up my tent and repacked my 
suitcase one last morning. It was a 
bittersweet sunrise with sore arms, legs, 
and neck reminding me of the many 
miles I’d already traveled. Climbing out 
of Cañon City, we pedaled up our final 
hill of the week — Hardscrabble Pass. 
I stopped to look down on the week’s 
finish line in Westcliffe with a smile on 
my face. 

Cruising down a fast descent straight 
into Westcliffe, we were welcomed by an 
exuberant community excited to show 
off the town’s shops and restaurants 
to the hoards of hungry cyclists and 
supporters. We ate, drank, danced, and 
partied the afternoon away, all while 
looking out onto the spectacular Sangre 
de Cristo Mountains that jut up sharply 
from the valley below.  

In the end, participating in Ride 
the Rockies was more than a week-
long vacation aboard my bike. The 
scenic landscape captivated my sense 
of exploration and reminded me just 
how lucky I am to call this state my 
home. It inspired me to stop looking to 
foreign countries and exotic locations 
for adventure. Instead I planned to 
appreciate what is waiting just out my 
front door.  

Kristen Legan is a Colorado native who lives for 
two-wheel adventures the world over. She was one of 
six women to ride the entire Tour de France in 2012 
as part of the women’s Rêve Tour team. Besides riding 
and writing about bikes, Legan also coaches with 
APEX Coaching out of Boulder, Colorado.

NUTS & BOLTS  Ride the Rockies

MILEAGE
The six-to-seven-day route 
changes each year, and daily 
mileage can range from 45 
to 100 miles. Generally, dai-
ly mileage works out to be 
roughly 65-75 miles a day.

ACCOMMODATIONS 
Self-setup and break-down 
tent camping and indoor 
camping are included in 
the entry fee. For additional 
cost, Sherpa Packer Too 
(720.331.2401) provides 
tents, sets them up, breaks 
them down, and transports 
them from town to town. 
Alpine Cycle Connect 
(cyclewithalpine.com) can 
also book hotels, motels, 
and B&Bs in the host towns 
for nearby indoor lodging.

FOOD AND DRINK
Basic aid-station snacks are 
provided as part of the event 
fee. Food trucks provide 
lunch along the route and 
typically cost $5-$10 for a 
full, warm meal. Dinner at 
the entertainment site is 
provided by local restau-
rants and costs $10-$15. 
You can also go into town 
for additional restaurant 
options.

GETTING THERE 
Alpine Cycle Connect pro-
vides travel packages that 
transport riders and bikes 
from Denver, Colorado, 
(including the airport) to 
the start town. Alpine then 
picks up riders in the finish 
town and drops them back 
off in Denver.

PRICE 
The registration fee for 2015 
was $495 per person. This 
includes camping, showers, 
transportation of one bag 
for the entire week, enter-
tainment in host communi-
ties, aid stations, bike tech, 
and many other amenities. 

EVENT LOTTERY 
Ride the Rockies entry slots 
are decided by a lottery sys-
tem. Applicants can apply 
starting in February and will 
be notified if selected by 
early March. 

MORE INFORMATION 
ridetherockies.com

500+ miles
NYC to Niagara falls
A fully supported seven-day ride to end cancer.

Who says cycling is a low-impact sport?

Ride. See New York. Raise money. And change the state of cancer research for good.

get 20% off registration with code: ACA1 
july 30-august 6, 2016 • empirestateride.com
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