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By Claudia Sternba!ch

It is a long way from the canyons of
anhattan to the villages of Ghana, but Craig

Calfee made the journey. While studying
sculpture at New York City's Pratt Institute,
he supported himself as a bike messenger,
navigating the wild streets of the urban
jungle. Lately, however, the 47-year-old
master craftsman has been spending time ;on
the African continent, bringing two-wheeled
transportation to folks who would otherwise
have to hoof it. He leaves his home in Santa
Cruz County, where Calfee Designs has been
located since 1993, and makes the long trilP
with one goal in mind: to teach others hOv.lto
build bikes. Bikes made of bamboo.

Calfeeis known for his carbon-fiber
bikes. He has built them for racing and moun-
tain biking for years. But carbon fiber isn't I
readily available in Ghana. Bamboo is. t

"Bamboo is as strong as steel and never
corrodes or fatigues:' Calfee explains as he
stands next to a beautiful bamboo bike that
looks more like a piece of art than a mOde!

40 I Santa Cruz Magazine

a bus ness grows

Craig Calfee and friends take a s~in on
a "Bamboosero" bamboo bike in Ghana.

of transportationl tt is middky a~d f~g is
billowing outsid~ his Wats9nvilly wqrkshop.
Just past the field and a na~row airstrip, the
Pacific is a cold gray. But Calfee is dressed in

shorts. His hair iSjCUrlYand.h...,.enth".siasm is
infectious. ) I J
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(Above] This special model
was designed for riding on the beach.

Calfee went to Africa for the first time in
1984 and was struck by the fact that so few
people had accessto sorething as simple as
a bicycle. He saw that jobs were scarce in Gha-
na, but bamboo was plentiful. Eleven years
later he built his first bamboo bike. Then he
built a dozen more for friends and asked for
feedback. It was good. B~t back then, in 1995,
h~ was still building a business and raising a
family, so Ghana would have to wait.

Yet the wheels of inspiration were spin-
ning - and visions of Africa would not leave
him alone. Finally, with his business humming
along and his family setJled, he decided to
take the first step. What was to become the
adventure of a lifetime began with a small
posting on his company website: Did anyone
have any interest in spomsoring an experi-
~ent in Ghana? In 2007,/the Earth Institute at
Cblurnbla University offered to fund Calfee's
fi st trip back to Africa. He was on his way.

Calfee has learned a lot in the past year
a d a half. He has come to realize that it isn't
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always financially possible for the residents of
the two villages he visits to buy the bamboo
bikes that are being built there. So while
some of the bikes do stay in the community,
many are brought back to the United States
to be sold, with the proceeds going back to
the Ghanaian villages.

"I'm taking things step by step;' says
Calfee.That goes for designing not just the
bicycles but the business plan as well. No
longer relying on funding from other sources,
Calfee is the muscle and the money behind
the enterprise.

"We have named it the "Barnboosero" pro
ject," he says,pointing over to another bam-
boo bike which is designed to haul cargo.

"We teach them to build the bicycles,
·and then they teach others;' he explains. He
hopes the business plan will take root and
grow as prolifically as the plant it is named
for. All indications are that it will. The people
of the city of Accra and the two neighboring
villages in Ghana seem to be captivated by
the bikes.

"I was riding one of the bamboo bikes
one afternoon and kids were chasing me;' Cal-
fee recalls with a grin. A young boy stopped
him and told him about his uncle, who as a
young man had wanted to go to school but
needed transportation.

"His uncle had cobbled together a bike

and used it to get to school every day;' Calfee
says.He then entered his bike in a govern-
ment sponsored competition which he won.
THe bike, the boy told Calfee that warm after-

I .I. IInoon, ISIn a museum. , '
/ "I /wasa little skeptical;' admits Calfee.

"But it turned out to bJ true.The boy who
wanted an education Silofiercely he built a
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bike to go to school is row a grown man
who, after learning th~ craft from Calfee, now
tellachesothers to build bamboo bikes. His

J. 1/name ISWisdom. I

/ Tre bikes are perf

t
9ctin their simplicity.

TTey are single-gear a, d made from natural
materials. One look ani their workings are
e~sily Lnderstood.

/ "tven people who are not mechanically
inclinJd get them;' sa~sCalfee. He has a grow-
i~g list of customers 1ho want to try them
o~t here in the U.s.There is an allure to the
green/aspect of the biFYCles.I I~ Calfee'scoastal workshop, a craftsman
Ruts the finishing touthes on a frame. The
Jind Is picking up ourside and Craig Calfee
is hea:ded home for a~ate lunch. He'll begin
Jacking soon for his t ird trip to Africa. He
does+t see an end to the project on the hori-
~on. What he does e~:vision is a 10-passenger
bike ~uilt of bamboo!~1One that children could
r,idetp school and back every day. One that
could open up a whol~ new world for them. ?a-


