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Ken Bruce had been suggesting an adventure ride to northern Quebec for over a year. The reason, or 

rather excuse, was that the magnificent Rupert River was about to be ñturned offò forever, to be diverted 

into the massive hydro-electric system of Hydro Quebec. The final diversion was scheduled for October 

of 2009. 

 

The Rupert River flows west into James Bay, the southern-most part of Hudson Bay, over powerful 

rapids and through scenic rocky gorges. 

The Goal 
So as the summer was drawing to a close, the ñnow or neverò feeling began to circulate among the 

adventurous members of our Mac Pac BMW club (MOA #289) in southeastern Pennsylvania. Five of us 

were able to get leave, from the boss at work or at home.  We began to investigate through excellent 

websites the strange, remote and isolated world of northern Quebec (google ñJames Bay Roadò for a good 

start). We found many fascinating secondary reasons for choosing this as destination for an adventure 

ride: 

¶ The James Bay Road: A paved highway of 385 miles built for Quebecôs huge hydroelectric 

project, it starts in Matagami and takes you as far north as you can go by road in eastern Canada. 

¶ The Cree Indian village of Chisasibi: at the end of a dirt road near the edge of James Bay. 

¶ A tour of the La Grande-2 hydroelectric dam and turbine room, one of the largest in the world. 

¶ The North Road (ñLa Route du Nordò):  A 250 mile gravel road in upper Quebec that has 

challenged previous riders. 

The Plan  
The distance to James Bay was about 1300 miles, including some stretches on dirt and gravel. Clearly the 

bikes of choice would be the GS variety. We expected cold weather and possibly snow in September, at 

this latitude near 54N. And riding at night in the wilderness was not an option. So we figured that 8 days 

would give us time to boogey up to Matagami and then spend a few days camping and viewing the sights 

of the far north. On the ADVRider website we read thrilling, white-knuckle stories of riding the 250-mile 

gravel stretch of La Route du Nord, and decided we could optionally return on this famous road if 

weather, bikes and riders were still in good shape. 

 



 
Ambler PA to Ottawa to Radisson; then back to Nemiscau to Chibougamau to Montreal to Ambler PA 

 

A big concern was the availability of gasoline in this wilderness. The James Bay Road was reported to 

have a stretch of 237 miles without gas stations or any settlement, and the gravel North Road has another 

empty stretch of 190 miles. The bears are interesting to watch, but not if youôve run out of gas. 

The Riders 
The bikes and their riders were: 

R1150GS Adventure, Ken Bruce, instigator and fearless leader of the ride 

R1200GS Adventure, Gary Christman, steady long distance rider and always-ready photographer 

R1200GS, Corey Lyba, new to dirt riding but game to try anything 

K100RT, Rick Cavaliere, bravely unaware that this fine street bike would be over-extended here 

R1150RT, Doug Raymond, also willing to risk his street bike on any adventure 

 

Additionally two amazing riders from NYC (Citibeemers MC Club of NY, MOA # 276) joined us: 

R1200GS, Alberto Arelle, at home on the race track and not afraid of dirt, unflappably looking for fun 



R1200GS, Tim Weiss, of whom Alberto says ñwhere he rides, you should avoidò 

 

The Preparations 
Figuring that we might have to depend on the goodwill of the locals (did we ever!), Doug brushed up on 

his French and made some superficial studies into Cree culture. 

 

The extra gas problem was solved in different ways.  Tim rashly relied on his 1-qt fuel container for his 

stove. Alberto strapped on a 1-gal container for himself, and a second one with which to rescue Tim. 

Corey took no chances and packed a 2-gal gas container. Rick used an old 2-gal Dromedary backpack 

water carrier, for its collapsibility.  He was happy to see it didnôt leak although there was a strong, slightly 

rank, odor of gas about it. Corey called it ñthe farting camelò and the name stuck. Ken, Gary and Doug 

decided they could rely on the GSA and RT bikesô range of more than 250 miles. 

 

We all packed camping gear, hopefully suitable for bad weather near freezing. 

 

We reserved a guided tour of the hydroelectric installation near Radisson. Tours are usually in French and 

stop at the end of August, but Hydro Quebec kindly obliged us and reserved an English tour just for our 

group of seven.  

The Ride North 
In a driving rain, the five riders from PA converged on the New Smithville Diner north of Reading.  

 
Leah and Gary Christman, Corey Lyba, Rick Cavaliere, Ken Bruce and Doug Raymond 

 

From there we slabbed it north on I-81, headed for the Dinosaur BBQ in Syracuse, a mandatory biker stop 

known for its attractive waitresses and baby back ribs that even a cardiologist couldnôt resist. 



 
The Dinosaur BBQ in Syracuse, NY 

 

 
The hardy Mac-Pac adventurers fuel up at Dinosaur BBQ 

 

Riding north of Watertown, we took the scenic Rte 11 along the New York side of the St Lawrence River, 

to the bridge at Ogdensburg. Along the way we took a quick sidetrip on a windy road to Blind Bay, to 

admire the lovely view over the seaway and the miniature marina in the shelter of boulders and pine trees. 



 
The St Lawrence River, at Blind Bay, NY 

 

 
Doug goes iné 

 

 
..and under 

 



 

The suspension bridge to Canada had its own excitement: a curved and high stretch of open steel grating, 

about a mile long. We all know the wobbly traction here is not dangerous (at least when dry), but you can 

hear your heart beating louder anyway. 

 
Bridge to Canada at Ogdensburg, NY 

 

 
Steel grating on bridge 

 



 
Ken is happy to arrive in Canada 

 

In the sunny evening we rode into the West Ottawa Days Inn, where Ken had made reservations as a 

convenient meeting point for Tim and Alberto, who duly arrived from NYC. Over drinks in the bar we 

pretended to make ride plans for the morrow, and exchanged many good PA-NY insults. 

 

 
The arrival at the Ottawa motel 

 

Our goal for the next day was Matagami, where the James Bay Road begins, about 420 miles to the north. 

Our proud cavalcade of gleaming bikes, their riders prickling with excitement, rode off following Ken the 

fearless leader, whose Garmin GPS unfortunately decided to take us south. OK, we got that straightened 

out, and the adventure began. 

 



Once across the Ottawa River into Quebec we knew we were in a foreign land, where the inhabitants 

didnôt care much for our language. However, we had a friendly reception almost everywhere, and the 

basics of food and gas could be had with simple English, and some pointing. 

 
We pass dozens of ponds and lakes in the ñCanadian Shieldò 

 

We paused at Grand Remous (ñthe big eddyò) for lunch and a look at the impressive rapids and 

whirlpools below the bridge. 

 
The big eddy at Grand Remous 

 



 
Doug goes in.. 

 

 
..and under 

 



  
The guys at Grand Remous: Rick, Alberto, Tim, Corey, Gary, Ken, Doug 

 

 
Le Lunch Break at Grand Remous 

 

We continued northwest through La Vendreye Reserve, a forest of rolling hills with a different lake every 

few miles, through Val dôOr and Amos. The settlements began to thin out as we approached Matagami in 

the evening.  Rick had miscalculated the mileage and his K100RT ran out of gas in the dusk, with only 

163 miles on the trip odometer. Doug, who had extra gas and a siphon, made a U-turn to assist but bogged 

down in deep sand down the steep shoulder. The back wheel spun and drifted downhill, until he pulled 

himself together and carefully rocked and rolled out of the hole, back up to the pavement. Tim also 

returned to the rescue after tanking up in Matagami; this was to cost him on the next day. 

 



 
Road hazard north of Val dôOr, Quebec 

 
Gary  

 

Though we were glad to find gas, food and lodging, Matagami was a rather dreary town with two hotels 

that had seen better days, probably as hunting lodges during more prosperous times.  

 


