
074 I bikemag.com bikemag.com I 075

perfect getaway
CRAIG BIERLY’S INSPIRED QUEST TO RIDE EVERY TRAIL
BY CHRIS LESSER  I  PHOTOGRAPHY BY DAWN KISH
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Perhaps most impressive of all is the fact that, despite ap-
proaching 21 months of living on the road, he has yet to miss 
a scheduled dentist checkup.  

But Bierly isn’t exactly a slave to convention, and this isn’t 
the first time he has sold his house and taken off in a van. He 
first bugged out back in 1978 after six straight years of work-
ing at his father’s sand foundry in Lancaster County, Pennsyl-
vania. That time he pointed a rusted-out Volkswagen toward 

the West Coast and spent six months back-
packing the Pacific Crest Trail before settling 
in Washington’s Puget Sound and starting a 
28-year career with Boeing.  

Mountain bikes began populating Bierly’s 
garage in the mid-80s, right next to his tele-
mark skis and racks of camping gear. When 
he transferred to Boeing’s new Spokane 
plant in 1990, the skis saw less and less use 
as Bierly dove headlong into 15 years of vet-
eran-class XC racing.  

As a life-long solo act, without any kids to put 
through college or any bathrooms to redeco-
rate, Bierly earned himself a blackbelt in the art 

of weekend warrioring. When he had an opportunity to buy a 
1998 Volkswagen Westfalia, he started taking more road trips. 
He amassed a spreadsheet of trails based on magazine clip-
pings and sought out all he could within a certain radius of his 
home. He rode all the usual suspects in Northern California, 
Utah, Idaho, Oregon, Colorado and Montana, but he always 
had to hustle back home afterwards.  

“I wanted to do this trip before I got too old and before my body 
breaks down, so in 2005 I made a fundamental switch in my life. 
I didn’t buy things that didn’t relate to what I wanted to do …”

craig bierly isn’t your typical rebel. For starters, the 
60-year-old has a penchant for sticking to the rules. Blame it  
on decades spent working in tool and production planning for 
Boeing, but there’s something about running his tire pressure 
lower than the manufacturer’s recommendation that just sort of 
gnaws at the guy. In addition to dutiful blog updates, Bierly keeps 
detailed ride logs, and can report exactly how many miles are on 
each component on his bike. (As of press time in March, he’d 
tallied 5,843 miles in 377 rides over the course of 610 days.) 

temporary home
Bierly liked Sedona  
so much he decided  

to stay for a while
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wings of change
It was a happy, sustainable existence, and may have gone on 
that way indefinitely if he hadn’t been laid off in 2004. Boeing 
had sold its Spokane plant to a holding company in 2003, and 
Bierly’s position was lost in the shuffle. While the union filed 
suit to get his job back, Bierly used the time off to ride five 
days a week and ponder his place in the world. 

“I learned at that time that I enjoyed life much better with 
little money and lots of time, than with lots of money and very 
little time,” he says. “I got it in my mind that I wanted to do this 
trip before I got too old and before my body breaks down, so 
in 2005 I made a fundamental switch in my life. I didn’t buy 
things that didn’t relate to what I wanted to do, and I tried to 
build up some money in the bank.” 

Meanwhile, after 14 months, the union won Bierly’s case 
and he was offered his position back, plus net lost wages. The 
money went straight to buy a 2006 Dodge Sprinter that he 
quietly spent the next three years converting into the perfect 
getaway vehicle.  

On July 9, 2008, Bierly handed over the keys to his house 
and spent his first night in the van. He was officially and in-

tentionally homeless.  
“It’s not like I can just go back and boot the tenants out,” 

says Bierly. “Cutting off that retreat allows for a whole new 
sense of adventure. I have no place to go back to, and that 
keeps me moving.”  

And move he did. Like a wound-up dog let off the leash, 
Bierly made it to the East Coast before he stopped to plan 
how he was going to hit all of the lower 48 states.  

“I drove kind of willy-nilly in the early days,” says Bierly, 
who’s since adopted a more measured travel mode. “I’m liv-
ing on a real small pension and sucking off on my 401k, so I 
have to be frugal.”  

Bierly quickly learned the difference between a vacation 
and actually living on the road. “There is a lot of work in-
volved. Driving, finding a place to stay, a place to ride...finding 
a shower is always a challenge,” he says. “But every day, the 
view from my living-room window changes, and I never have 
to mow a lawn.”  

Eleven months and 15 days after setting out, Bierly notched his 
48th state with a ride outside Ashland, Oregon. He had vaguely 

“It’s not like I can just go back and boot the tenants out.  
Cutting off that retreat allows for a whole new sense of adventure.  

I have no place to go back to, and that keeps me moving.”

continued on page 116

creature comforts
Bierly’s frugality clearly 
doesn’t extend to his 
world-class beer cabinet



planned to take time off and ski when he was done, 
but it was still June, so he just kept going.

laying down roots
Content to stay within the bounds of the conti-
nental U.S. (he says he’d cry if customs agents 
tore his van apart), Bierly is taking a second, 
open-ended pass at the country, this time staying 
longer in each spot.

He spent most of the winter based in Sedona, 
helping build trails and riding five days a week—often 
on trails that require a secret handshake to access.

“Living on the road, I don’t have a sense of 
community. When I was in the Midwest, rid-
ing, driving and camping day after day, I didn’t 
take the time to ingrain myself with the local 
cultures. It’s so much nicer to stop and get to 
know people.”  

But it’s always a balance, and there’s some-
thing about meeting new people and seeing new 
places—constantly—that appeals to Bierly.

“Traveling by myself exposes me to more people. In a group, decisions 

are mostly made common to that group. By myself, 
I create my support network as I go. I interact way 
more with strangers,” Bierly says. “I get adopted.” 

And while most 60-year-olds are set in their 
ways, Bierly’s adopting new ones. For starters, 
he’s converted his bike to tubeless and is loving 
riding his tires at a sub-recommended 23 PSI.  

He’s still a cautious man, and he speaks with 
the measured cadence of a guy who spends a lot 
of time alone. But two years in the currents of the 
open road have softened his edges.  

Where he once may have been embarrassed 
getting ousted from an overnight parking spot, 
today he shrugs off such inevitable encounters, 
philosophically content. 

His trip has physically affected him, too. In 
November, he spent an unintended number 
of weeks in Hurricane, Utah, recovering from a 
crash that left him with a lacerated kidney. 

How’s he holding up otherwise? “My back’s 
hurting right now from attempting a step-up. 
My right elbow has some tendonitis, my left 
foot has some arthritis from a motorcycle 
crash that’s starting to manifest and I’m losing 
my hair…. Other than that, it’s just the usual 
aches and pains,” Bierly says, grinning like 

only crazy old men can grin.
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