Columbia & Western Railway and Kettle Valley Railway, British Columbia

Castlegar to Hope by Bicycle: July 6th to 21st, 2012

By Jim Nicolson

• Inspiration: I guess I implicitly placed this trip on my bucket list ever since I had worked summers as a student for CN and CP Railways. I first worked as a coach cleaner and carman helper and then convinced CN to put me on as a sleeping car porter for the Jasper to Prince Rupert run. Working that run, I distinctly remember being awestruck by the scenery - precipitous canyons and ledges, foaming mountain rivers, luxuriant coastal vegetation and the majesty of the Skeena River. I last worked for CP as a journal bearing oiler before the running gear of rail cars was converted to sealed wheel bearings. I would fantasize about tripping across Canada on one of those yellow hand pump rail maintenance carts (jiggers) or on some kind of modified bike that could travel on one rail with an outrigger of some sort for balance on the second rail. Of course, the whole concept was entirely impractical - and obviously dangerous in that I would be competing for space on the rails with the trains (...frightening to think of my predicament if I was to meet a train or have one bear down on me from behind inside a tunnel or on a trestle). So here I am, a little over 40 years later, having lived a much more practical but entirely satisfactory version of that dream.
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• Training / Experience: I have had some formal training in first aid and outdoor survival and have carried out unsupported hiking and wilderness canoe tripping, some of which was solo and which varied in length from a few days to two weeks. I have patched and changed bicycle tires and stripped down and rebuilt a number of bicycles.

• Distance Travelled: A total of 640 km on the rail beds of the Columbia & Western Railway (C&W) and the Kettle Valley Railway (KVR). This total distance excludes an additional 3km required to retrace my steps after making two wrong turns over the course of the trip.

C&W: Castlegar to Midway - 162 km

KVR: Midway to Hope - 478 km

Carmi Subdivision (Midway to Penticton) - 215 km

Princeton Subdivision (Penticton to Brookmere) - 175 km

Coquihalla Subdivision (Brookmere to Hope) - 88 km

• Daily Cycling Distances:

Day 1 (40 km) Castlegar to spot 10km north of Farron - ascent.

Day 2 (71 km) Spot 10km north of Farron to Grand Forks - 14% ascent / 86% descent.

Day 3 (12 km) Grand Forks to bunkhouse - ascent

Day 4 (39 km) Bunkhouse to Midway - 40% ascent / 60% descent.

Day 5 (43 km) Midway to L. Dipper Hideaway - ascent

Day 6 (55 km) L. Dipper Hideaway to Arlington Lakes - ascent

Day 7 (73 km) Arlington Lakes to Chute Lake Resort - 50% ascent / 50% descent.

Day 8 (44 km) Chute Lake Resort to Penticton - descent.

Day 9 (0.00km) Rest, repair gear & reorganize.

Day 10 (63 km) Penticton to Osprey Lake - ascent.

Day 11 (50 km) Osprey Lake to Princeton - descent.

Day 12 (25 km) Princeton to Tulameen - ascent

Day 13 (49 km) Tulameen to major washout - 87% ascent / 13% descent.

Day 14 (16 km) Major washout to Coquihalla Lakes - ascent.

Day 15 (60 km) Coquihalla Lakes to Hope - descent.

Day 16 (0.00km) Retrieve trailer & pack bike and trailer in cardboard for bus trip home.
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• Accommodation: Tented or bunked 5 nights - 2 at campgrounds, 3 on the trail. Otherwise I relied on commercial lodging.

• Meals: Consumed from one to three Clif energy bars per day when in the wilderness but on the other hand also enjoyed some great opportunistic dining that satisfied the varied appetites of a hungry cyclist - notably Smoochies (Christina Lakes), Pacific Grill (Greenwood), Mom's (Beaverdell), The Trading Post (Tulameen), The Countryside Inn (Princeton), Chute Lake Resort (Chute Lake), Hillside Estate Winery (Naramata). I also sought out the occasional pizza and fast food outlet, and managed, as well, on a couple of occasions to pick up some fresh food at grocery stores.

• Fluids: Maintained two 1L bottles of water/Tang on the trail. Utilized Micropur water purification tablets when filling bottles from streams and creeks. Drank 2L to 6L of fluids (water/Tang) per day depending on temperature and activity level.

• Favorite Sections: The summits of both the C&W and the KVR - open vistas, cascading creeks, lots of rock. I found the trestles and tunnels intriguing and enjoyed the pleasant contrast of cycling through the vineyards and orchards at Naramata and Penticton.

• Elevation Gains:


C&W



Castlegar (440m) to Farron (1200m)

760m



Cascade (440m) to Eholt (960m)

520m


KVR



Midway (600m) to McCulloch (1280m)
680m



Penticton (360m) to Osprey L. (1120m)
760m



Princeton (640m) to Brookmere (960m)
320m



Brookmere (960m) to Coquihalla (1120m)
160m








3200m

Of course each of these ascents was eventually accompanied by an equivalent 2.2% or less descent. (One exception to the maximum 2.2% descent on my east to west trip was the Kinder Morgan pipeline service road which had some considerably steeper declines).
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• Average Cycling Speeds: 3.5km/h to 5km/h on the uphill grades and 7.5km/h to 14km/h on the downhill grades.

• Best Trail: Apart from sections of paved road that encroached on the trail the finely hard packed path north of Penticton was an unexpected delight. In the wilderness, sections of the Kinder Morgan Pipeline service road heading south off the Coquihalla were pretty hard to beat, i.e., hard packed and smooth as was also the trail immediately west of Faulder. I applaud and appreciate those organizations and individuals who have put so much effort (and expense) into maintaining and improving the trails. It is a difficult task as the trails experience varied and often conflicting demands by individuals, farmers, ranchers and recreational groups. I think, though, that the TCT system is a valuable resource for our country and that over time as our population grows it will become even more appreciated by both Canadians and international visitors.

• Worst Trail: Those sections that consisted of heavy loose sand and gravel. Both speed and control were diminished and much energy required to navigate them. These sections were particularly trying on the uphill grades and often required dismounting and pushing/pulling the bike and trailer. Such conditions I found in sections immediately west of Grand Forks, east and west of Osprey Lake and south of Brookmere. I met cyclists from both the US and Europe that had very little praise for this type of trail condition and found it very discouraging. Ironically, the most difficult section of trail from a hill climbing perspective was that through Summerland. The active Kettle Valley Railway Steam Train still claimed the actual rail bed I lost the very moderate plus or minus 2.2% elevation inclines and declines and had to haul my bike and trailer up some rather steep hills on the substitute TCT trail. Because it was the height of the tourist season the KVSR train wasn't taking on board cyclists with their bikes and gear so I was not able to relive that little bit of railway history or save myself from the more severe hill climbing. Yet another challenge was the 15 minutes or so that I had to cycle the Coquihalla Highway just north of Hope. The trail which had been running parallel to the highway terminated a couple of hundred metres north of Deneau Creek and did not show itself again until the Coquihalla Canyon Provincial Park turn off. The downhill ride might not have been quite so bad had it not been raining and I hadn't been sprayed by the wash of passing trucks.
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• People: I encountered very few people on the trail when away from populated centers and tourist locations (Myra Trestles & Othello Tunnels). In fact, typically, I would travel all day 40km - 50km without seeing anyone. As I approached communities it was not uncommon to meet individuals out for a day cycle. Without exception the BC locals that I encountered along the entire route were friendly, hospitable and helpful.

• Animals: A 1 year old black bear cub just south of Carmi, an unknown grey-brown furry streak across the trail maybe a couple of hundred metres in front of me north of Carmi, numerous deer particularly on the KVR, one large pika darting across the trail with a mouthful so large of bright green grass so as to hide its head and give it the appearance of huge green whiskers just north of Naramata, a tick that had hitched a ride on my pack after cycling through grass north of Midway, not so many mosquitoes, numerous birds including what looked like three guinea fowl at Old Cowboy Campground, some wonderful sounding loons at Arlington Lakes Campground and aluminum TCT quail trail signs at Summerland.

• Gates: If I had anticipated the quantity and variety of gates that I would have to pass through, over, or under I could have prepared a photo essay on this subject alone. I did not count them but I think that I would not be exaggerating to say that I encountered 50 of them. I could appreciate their purpose in restricting the movement of either livestock or vehicles but nevertheless did find them a bit of a nuisance especially when their frequency increased as the trail passed through more active farming areas. These gates ranged from the flimsy barbed wire fence gates through pipe gates and Texas gates to the ginormously sturdy pipeline gates. I was amazed to see the individuality displayed in the variety of latching mechanisms.

• Navigation: I used a detailed guide book along with laminated maps and trail signage as my primary method of navigation but also had a Garmin 60csx GPS unit as backup. I had to keep a very sharp eye out for the small TCT trail signs which at times were scarce or had even disappeared altogether. This was a particular problem at certain crossroads and trail junctions. On my run out to Hope on the last day I appreciated my regular sightings of the Kinder Morgan pipeline markers and the information I had received upon phoning the pipeline maintenance office in Hope.
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• Emergency Preparation: My first line of defense was to avoid trouble and animal interaction when possible. I carried two cans of bear spray and a ResQLink personal locater beacon belted on the outside of my clothing. I kept my energy bars and Tang sealed in freezer bags as well as the emptied packages. I did not eat and camp at the same location on the trail and placed my bags at a distance from my tent when camping on the trail. I made noise when cycling in areas of limited visibility and tried to camp in locations showing no immediate signs of animals. I carried tools, tire patching material, CO2 inflater cartridges, tire pump, spare tubes & tires for both the bike and trailer as well as a spare chain and rear wheel skewer for the bike. I wore my cycling helmut at all times as much for spills as for falling rock. Additionally, I carried other items I thought might be useful if I became stranded or had to consider hiking.

• Equipment Resilience: The trail was rough on the bike and trailer. Although the wheels and tires of both held up admirably without failure the constant cycling through wet and dry sand & gravel over the 15 days exacted a toll on the rest of the running gear. In particular, the front brakes squawked for the last three or four days, the chain became worn and the rear cassette showed evidence of wear (accumulation of metal filings). While I washed out the grit at every opportunity the wear and tear continued. As well the rear derailleur became bent after hitting a rock on one of the washout detours. And on the second last day the rear quick release skewer sheared off when the trailer became unbalanced and the opposite trailer fork flipped off the skewer. I reattached the spare original bike skewer but the trailer was now inoperable.

• Cyclist Resilience: I fared surprisingly well and experienced no ill effects other than banged up shins from pedal contact while navigating washout detours and frequently mounting and dismounting throughout the day. For about an hour or two one day I had a slight tightening of the right calf muscle. In an effort to reduce the prospect of physical ailments I made sure to stay hydrated, drinking anywhere from 1 to 6 litres of fluids (water/Tang) per day, utilized for most of the trip a good range of gearing on the bicycle, did not push hard for distance and on the very hot days ceased cycling for 2 to 3 hours during the hottest part of the day.
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Post-trip Evaluation:

For the most part I believe I was as prepared as well as I could have been for such a venture. However, there are some things I might do differently if I was to do an extended trip under similar conditions:

• If I was to travel the rail beds with their very moderate but consistent maximum 2.2% grade but considerable wet/dry sand and gravel I would look at the advantages/disadvantages of a bike with an internal hub system. I believe I could very well get by with the more limited gear range of 8 to 11 gears in exchange for running gear that would be more protected from the elements. However, I would still need to be able to change a tire with relative ease. Further, I believe that the full suspension of my current bike eased the wear and tear, on both body and bike, from the frequent pounding over rounded and sharp rocks.

• I would consider including a satellite phone in my gear. It would allow me to take advantage of lodging advertisements posted along the trail where cell phone coverage was limited. It would also allow me to provide more detailed information in case of extended trip delay due to injury or mechanical breakdown.

• I would choose more carefully my trailer system. In particular I would examine the attachment mechanism of various trailers. A two wheeled trailer would provide more stability when stopped and perhaps less strain on the attachment mechanism but on the other hand there were times when I was confronted with narrow single track and/or detours where the single wheel worked to my advantage. In those instances, however, I probably could have still negotiated my way along the trail but by taking more care and perhaps disassembling the trailer from the bike.

• I would take even more care to protect my gear from the weather. In particular, I would look for dry bags as opposed to water resistant bags supplemented with plastic zip lock bags. I did use a dry bag for extra clothing and found my dry socks to be very useful.

