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More than 1,000 cyclists raise $90,000 for fight against cancer By Scott Hammers / The Bulletin 
Published: July 17. 2011 4:00AM PST 

Surveying the scene outside High Lakes Elementary School 
on Saturday afternoon, Gary Bonacker grinned and soaked 
it up: the hordes of spandex-clad cyclists queued up for 
burritos, the jumbles of sleek carbon-fiber road bikes, and 
the periodic clatter of cowbells, welcoming another rider 
into the finish area of the Tour des Chutes. 

Eight years after he was diagnosed with brain cancer and 
seven years after he founded Central Oregon’s biggest anti-
cancer fundraiser on two wheels, things just keep getting 
better for Bonacker. 

“It’s hard to think you could up yourself, but we continue to 
do just that,” he said. 

This year’s Tour des Chutes set a new record with more 
than 1,000 cyclists covering everything from a short seven-
mile cruise around Northwest Bend to a 100-miler up to the 
top of McKenzie Pass and back. 

Riders ranged from 3 to 92 years old, on everything from 
classic road cycles to creaky mountain bikes, recumbent 
bikes and tandem bikes. One intrepid rider even managed to 
crank out 25 miles atop a unicycle. 

The event also set a new record for money raised — 
preliminary estimates put the fundraising take at more than 
$90,000. 

About two-thirds of the proceeds will go to the Cancer 
Survivorship Program at St. Charles Bend, and one-third will go to the Lance Armstrong Foundation. 

It was a visit with Armstrong in 2004 that prompted Bonacker to start the Tour des Chutes. Barely a year after 
his cancer diagnosis, Bonacker went to Austin, Texas, to ride in Armstrong’s Ride for the Roses, a fundraiser 
ride he’d launched after his own battle with testicular cancer. 

Armstrong, who at the time was sitting on six of his eventual seven Tour de France titles, told Bonacker how 
critical it was to have a project or a goal, something to keep his mind off cancer and cancer treatment. 

The owner of Sunnyside Sports and one of the founders of the Cascade Cycling Classic, Bonacker knew that 
meant he’d have to come home and start a bike ride of his own. 

Cyclists in the Tour des Chutes come down Couch Market Road 
northwest of Tumalo on Saturday morning. More than 1,000 
cyclists participated in the annual fundraiser. 
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Cameron Coker, a veteran of past Tour des Chutes rides, said he’s on “injured reserve” this year — with a sore 
knee, he opted to drive one of the sag wagons, picking up riders who’ve run out of steam. 

Diagnosed with colon cancer three years ago — he prefers to describe his condition as “surviving” rather than 
“survivor” — Coker said he fully agreed with Bonacker on the need to find a purpose in life after receiving the 
initial diagnosis. 

Even so, distractions only help so much, Coker said. While newly diagnosed cancer patients may understand 
their disease intellectually, they don’t understand what it is to live with cancer. 

“Even when you’re ‘healthy,’ or whatever you want to call it, it never leaves you,” Coker said. “We’ve got to 
raise awareness and make sure people know they’re not alone, make sure people know there are options — 
emotional support options, medical options. It’s a day-to-day thing, every day.” 

Scott Hammers can be reached at 541-383-0387 or shammers@bendbulletin.com. 

 


