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Cancer survivor ready for Tour des Chutes By Heather Clark 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mike McCombs calls himself the luckiest guy alive — the guy who shouldn’t be here. Even his friends call him 
a miracle. His doctor, upon seeing him several years after McCombs underwent surgery to remove most of his 
liver, proclaimed with surprise: “It’s great to see you’re still alive!” 

McCombs, a graphic artist, painter and musician, settled in Bend with his wife, Judy, a real estate broker and 
developer, in the early 1990s. An avid cyclist, surfer and all-around outdoor enthusiast, McCombs found 
Central Oregon an ideal home for a guy who professes that the outdoors “is what I do better than anything.” 
“I’ve always been a cyclist — road, mountain, whatever,” says McCombs, a California native who came to 
Central Oregon from Flagstaff, Ariz. “I just like being out on the road going somewhere.” 

In 1998, when he was 48, the otherwise fit and healthy McCombs received what he calls a punch to the stomach 
when he was diagnosed with colon cancer. He underwent surgery to remove the cancer and received a glowing 
prognosis. 

“We were saying, ‘Yahoo, I dodged a bullet,’ ” McCombs recalls. “I was back on my bike, back to my ornery 
self.” 

Three months later, cancer was discovered in McCombs’ liver. This time, the outlook was dire. 

Cancer survivor and cyclist Mike McCombs will be one 
of many participating in the Tour des Chutes. 

What: A multidistance community cycling event 
supporting cancer research and survivorship. 
When: Saturday, July 18. Riders depart from 7 a.m. 
to 9:20 a.m. 
Where: Ride begins and ends at High Lakes 
Elementary School, Bend. 
Register: Printable entry forms are available at 
www.tourdeschutes.org and should be dropped off 
at Sunnyside Sports in Bend. 
Entry: $55 adults, $25 youth (ages 15 and under), 
$135 family. 
The event is limited to 1,000 riders. 



“I was stunned because my last round was 95 percent cure rate and no chemo(therapy),” he says. “Three months 
later I have a major tumor on my liver.” 

The operation to remove the tumor from his liver, McCombs learned, would come with significant risk. It also 
would be a challenging procedure from which to recover. 

“It’s like operating on a glob of wet Kleenex,” describes McCombs, from whom two-thirds of his liver was 
removed during an eight-hour surgery. “Then you have to make it stop bleeding and stop leaking bile and hope 
it doesn’t get infected, because the liver is the filter for the yuk in your blood.” 

It took McCombs a month to recover from the surgery, after which he underwent six months of chemotherapy. 
He says his doctors gave him a two-in-10 chance of surviving five years. 
“The prognosis was I’d jumped the hurdle of surgery but chances are (the cancer) is going to come back,” he 
recounts. “Having cancer in your liver, if you buy yourself a couple of years, you’ve done really well.” 
Fast-forward to the present, some 10 years later. Mike McCombs, now approaching his 60th birthday, promptly 
turns off his TV set, on which he is watching — for the second time on this July morning, via replay — the 
fourth stage of the Tour de France, the team time trial. He welcomes me to his north Bend home, where he 
shares with me his inspiring story. 
Today, McCombs is a cancer survivor. And with hundreds of others like him, he will celebrate his survivorship 
— and mourn those who have succumbed to cancer — aboard his bicycle this Saturday in the Tour des Chutes. 
“I’m the epitome of what survivorship means,” he says. 

The Tour des Chutes, which was created in 2005 by cancer survivor Gary Bonacker of Bend, is a bicycle ride 
for anyone touched by cancer — survivors, relatives and caregivers — which means just about everyone. Riders 
can choose from five routes, ranging from seven to 90 miles, and all held on back roads throughout Deschutes 
County. 

In 2008, the Tour des Chutes attracted 950 riders and through entry fees and corporate sponsors raised more 
than $80,000 for Livestrong, the Lance Armstrong Foundation based in Austin, Texas, and locally for the St. 
Charles Cancer Survivorship Program. 
McCombs believes the power of the Tour des Chutes is the call to action — in this case a bicycle ride — during 
a time when those who are battling cancer have in many ways lost control. 
“The fact that people get together and do things … in my darkest hour I have always conquered things by the 
idea of action,” he says. “Just do something.” 
McCombs joined the Tour des Chutes for the first time last year, choosing to pedal the 70-mile route with his 
friend and fellow cancer survivor, Paul Van Camp, of Bend. 
“I was emotionally moved at the ride,” McCombs remembers. “It grabbed ahold of my heart because of my 
emotional connection to cancer. I thought, ‘How am I not helping out and working on this ride?’” 
Last fall, McCombs was invited to attend the Ride for the Roses in Austin, the Lance Armstrong event that for 
Bonacker (who continues to battle brain cancer) served as the source of inspiration for the Central Oregon ride. 
“What Gary did, taking his situation and medical condition, and tapping into Lance’s cause and bringing it back 
here … he’s made our cancer community a special place,” says McCombs, who this year joined the Tour des 
Chutes board of directors. “I just jumped in front of the wagon with a few other folks and am helping to pull.” 

McCombs calls his bout with cancer a gift — something he wouldn’t go back and change, even if he had the 
opportunity. And he uses his good fortune — the fact that he’s still alive — to give others strength and hope. 

“To look other people in the eye,” he explains, “and say, ‘I’m not supposed to be here, and I’m no better than 
you. So live.’” 

Heather Clark can be reached at bulletinheather@gmail.com. 


