The Park City area is a great place to ride a bicycle. The roads are good, route options abound, and the temperatures are a good 10-15 degrees cooler than down in the valley. In the fall, the colors on the hillsides make the riding just that much better. Park City and the roads of Summit County are less than 25 miles from Salt Lake City but most cyclists don’t ride up there, they put their bike on their car and drive. Only the seriously committed, or innocently naïve, ride from Salt Lake to Park City because to do so means pedaling up Parleys Canyon on the shoulder of Interstate 80. This unpleasant and dangerous trip keeps cycling traffic through Parleys to a trickle. But a plan in the works may open things up and change this trickle into a flood.

People do ride bicycles between the two cities, but not many. On any day one might see a handful of hardy souls grinding up the shoulder of I-80, weaving past shredded tires, muffler clamps, road kill, and the stains of oil and spilled antifreeze. Cars whistle past, and semis crawl by just a few feet away. If riding up is bad, coming down can be worse; a bicycle can approach 50 mph and at that speed hitting that muffler clamp can wreck a wheel and cause a crash. The only consolation is the trip down is a lot shorter than the trip up. People grit their teeth and ride this route only because there is no alternative. 

It is, however, currently possible to ride from Salt Lake to within six miles of Parleys Summit, and avoid the interstate, by going up Emigration Canyon and down to the Mountain Dell Golf Course. The frontage road ends at a gate just beyond Washington Park, but if one is not averse to trespassing one could continue up along a dirt double track, cut through the golf course and get all the way to Lambs Canyon. From there a smooth frontage road ascends the canyon on the north side of the interstate to within a mile of the summit. This is as far as you can go, because the road ends. But directly across the interstate, coming down from the summit on the south side, is a lovely old road, the remnants of old highway 40. If these two roads could be connected, and a bit of asphalt trail put in between Mountain Dell and Lambs canyon, an interstate-free bike route from Salt Lake to Park City would spring into being. Making the connection between the north side frontage road and old highway on the south is the key, and the terrain suggests a tunnel. This tunnel would be of the sort found under both I-80 and US 40 up in Summit County, and along the Jordan River Parkway - a relatively small pedestrian and cycling tunnel sufficient to allow two-way traffic, and big enough for the occasional moose. The interstate at this point is built upon a high embankment and there appears to be plenty of room to run such a tunnel from one side to the other. Imagine making the climb up from Mountain Dell on the lightly traveled frontage road, crossing under I-80 through the tunnel a mile from the summit, and finishing the climb through the oaks and aspens on the historic old road. Riding between Salt Lake and Park City would now be viable, safe, and popular trip.

A coalition is developing with the goal of establishing a bicycle route through upper Parleys Canyon along the route described. This fledgling association of bicycle advocacy groups, private citizens, and governmental agencies, does not yet have a name, but it does have a mission, and is united by a common belief that the timing is right to push forward with the linking of Salt Lake and Park City by bicycle. There is much work to be done, many issues to be studied and resolved, and considerable funds to be secured, but the enthusiasm is there on all fronts. There is a common understanding that bicycle access benefits all the communities involved, whether separated by a few blocks or by twenty-five miles and 2000 feet. This project is something that can happen, and in the words of a local trail planner, “This is a project that should happen”. 

If you are interested in lending your support to this project, or would just like more information, please contact Gordon Stam, (435) 901-3965, gstam@xmission.com. 

