
What: Bicycle rides of 7, 25, 48, 70 and 100 miles. 
When: This Saturday, with start times ranging from 
7 a.m. to 9 a.m. 
Where: Begins and ends at High Lakes Elementary 
School, Bend. 
Register: www.tourdeschutes.org or Sunnyside 
Sports, 930 N.W. Newport Ave., Bend. 
Entry fee: $55, includes lunch. 
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The Story behind the Tour des Chutes By Heather Clark / For The Bulletin 

 

Before he was the first kid on the block with a Peugeot, before a long career of bike racing, before wrenching in 
a bike shop and later owning one, and long before the cancer, Gary Bonacker was a 12-year-old kid with a 
magnifying glass and a British bicycling magazine. 

Using the magnifying glass to amplify details of his favorite cyclists and their bikes in the magazine’s photos, 
the young Bonacker would meticulously count the number of spokes in the wheels and the number of teeth on 
the chain rings of riders like the legendary Eddy Merckx. 

“I’ve been a bike nut for such a long time,” Bonacker concedes. 

Bonacker, 54, still maintains that boyish exuberance for cycling. Today, the longtime co-owner of Sunnyside 
Sports in Bend rides his bike not only for recreation but for transportation, too. 

Regular seizures caused by the tumor in his brain (a growth that is currently “on vacation,” he happily reports) 
prevent him from getting behind the wheel of a car. So Bonacker runs errands and commutes to work by bike. 

Even that has been made trickier of late. He wears a sling to protect his right arm, which was recently injured in 
a fall during a seizure. Nonetheless, he sets out in the ideal gearing ratio and continues on with life on the bike, 
at times much to the chagrin of his doctor. 

“He doesn’t understand where I’m coming from,” says Bonacker, with an animated laugh. “He doesn’t 
understand that I used to count spokes with a magnifying glass.” 

It’s this love of cycling and his desire to shed light on cancer through cycling that spurred Bonacker to organize 
the first Tour des Chutes in Central Oregon in 2005. Three years later, Bonacker — the married father of an 11-
year-old daughter — is approaching his fifth anniversary as a cancer survivor. 

“Cycling … it helps me physically but it helps me mentally also,” Bonacker explains. “It’s much better to focus 
on other things than your cancer. If you can focus on cycling or gardening or fly-fishing or whatever trips your 
trigger, then there’s less time to go into that deep, dark circle.” 

In 2007, the Tour des Chutes attracted 850 riders and raised more than $50,000 through entry fees and corporate 
sponsors for Livestrong, the Lance Armstrong Foundation based in Austin, Texas, and locally for the St. 



Charles Cancer Survivorship Program. According to Bonacker, the event’s large draw is a testament to the 
notion that just about everyone has been touched by cancer. 

A donation from the Tour des Chutes last year helped establish the St. Charles Cancer Survivorship Program, 
which matches newly diagnosed cancer patients and their caregivers with volunteers who have survived similar 
experiences. 

Another component of the program, called DEFEAT Cancer, is a survivorship empowerment program that 
focuses on nutrition, physical activity, education and inspiration. 

Many members of DEFEAT are registered to participate in Saturday’s event. 

The Tour des Chutes is styled after Livestrong Challenge rides held in Portland, Philadelphia, and San Jose, 
Calif., and after the original Lance Armstrong-inspired Ride for the Roses in Austin, Texas, an event in which 
Bonacker has ridden three times. 

Cyclists who participate in Central Oregon’s Tour des Chutes can choose one of five routes ranging in distance 
from 7 to 100 miles. Bonacker says that by far the most popular route is the 70-mile ride — a loop that winds 
north through Tumalo, Terrebonne and Redmond before returning to Bend. 

Cancer survivors in years past have made up about 10 percent of the cyclists in the Tour des Chutes. The 
survivors are recognized with a yellow rose when they cross the finish line at High Lakes Elementary School. 

“The riders who get the yellow rose, it’s a very moving moment,” says Bonacker, reflecting on his own 
experience participating in Ride for the Roses. 

“I used to race and I’ve ridden a zillion miles, so it’s not that I made this huge accomplishment. It’s that I made 
this huge accomplishment focused around this disease that I have. And it means a lot.” 

Riding in the Tour des Chutes is no doubt therapeutic for cancer survivors. But another group — family and 
friends of cancer survivors, or of those who have lost their battle with cancer — also reap tremendous benefits 
from taking on the open road by bicycle, says Beth Larsen, coordinator of the St. Charles Cancer Survivorship 
Program. 

“They feel stressed and helpless,” Larsen describes. “There’s something very liberating about doing the ride, to 
free up that energy. You start and you finish. It’s a venue for taking control. Because so many times, you feel 
helpless.” 

This Saturday, for the first time since founding the Tour des Chutes, Bonacker plans to give himself a break 
from his duties as head organizer and actually participate in the ride. 

Bonacker is expecting participant numbers to surpass last year’s, especially because the event is beginning to 
draw riders from outside Central Oregon. 

And while everyone rides for different reasons, Gary Bonacker, at heart, is still a young boy with a cycling 
magazine. 

“For me, exercise — and specifically cycling — is a huge part of who I am,” he says. “When I was 12 years 
old, I was taking a magnifying glass to Eddie Merckx’s chain ring. 

“And that never went away.” 

Heather Clark can be reached at 541-419-8053 or at bulletinheather@gmail.com 

 


