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Now with a young son and alongside his work as an established illustrator, he continues to ride, fettle and occasionally race his bikes around the countryside and hills of his adopted home in Somerset.
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ABOUT THE BOOK


The climbs in this book are ordered alphabetically. Each description starts with a table of acts about the climb, including the address of a local café or tearoom where tired riders can compare their own experience over a tea or coffee and slice of cake.






	Difficulty
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	Distance

	2km






	Av. Gradient

	11%






	Max. Gradient

	20%






	Height Gain

	226m






	Start Point

	Beck Side. GR: 235 822 (OS Landranger 96)






	Local Cafés

	The Coach House Cafè Ford Park, Ulverston, LA12 7JP[image: image] 01229 581666 www.ford-park.org/uk/cafe,asp








A map shows the start and finish point of the climb and the route it follows. We would recommend taking an OS map or a GPS system to help in plotting your route in more detail.
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Art the end of the book is a list of bike shops in the region. Each shops relates to one or more of the climbs listed in the book so there will be one nearby if you are in need of spares, repairs of just good local advice.





INTRODUCTION


It was August 1976. I was ten. Up ahead, through tear-filled eyes I watched miserably as my best friend Richard and his dad pulled inexorably away, working their pannierladen bikes up the side of one of the biggest hills the French countryside near Cherbourg in Northern France could chuck at us. Just ahead, with me on his wheel, my dad toiled stoically, trying to ignore my whimpers and whinings as he concentrated on the silent fight being waged in his sleep-starved head to get himself and his over-geared, second-hand Sun ten-speed to the top of the hill before he stopped on the spot, threw the whole lot in the ditch and announced he was taking the first ferry back to Southampton.


The four of us were on a cycling holiday and things had begun badly. The day before, in a spectacular and not untypical failure of planning, we had arrived in Cherbourg to discover that it was a bank holiday and every guesthouse and hotel in Northern France was jammed to the rafters with French holiday-makers. Consequently we had spent a chilly and rainy night swathed in our voluminous cycling capes trying to snatch a few hours sleep amongst the discarded beer cans, carrier bags and roadside detritus of a tatty strip of woodland beside a French B-road somewhere just outside Cherbourg. The experience had left none of us feeling ready (if we ever were) for the 30-mile ride we had planned for that day. It had done nothing either for the chest-aching homesickness to which I was then so often prone.


So as the new morning sun began to trickle through the leaves and branches, we had opened bleary eyes, extracted ourselves from our condensation-soaked capes and pulled our bikes from the undergrowth where we had resignedly let them fall in the unfamiliar woodland dark the night before. Apart from just going home, the only thing on our minds that chill, damp early August morning was to get out of that fetid wood, warm up and find something to eat.


But it was that hill nearly forty years ago that stuck hardest in my memory on that day. The tiredness, the misery of my freezing hands, the hunger, the pain in my legs, the sight of my best friend pulling away from me, the sense of defeat and hopelessness as I rode alone, my only thought the desperate wish to be anywhere but on that terrible hill, at the back. Last. It was a defining moment.


After that otherwise completely idyllic week-long adventure in Northern France I didn’t really ride a bike again until my early twenties when I found myself, in a late-80s post-degree career hiatus, weaving around London as a cycle courier, any memories, sore or otherwise, of French hills by then so distant as to be forgotten.


Forgotten that is until I came to bumpy Somerset. It was here in 1989 that I pitched up with my bike and a keen ambition, inspired by Channel 4’s new interest in professional cycle sport, to try a bit of amateur racing. It was here too that I re-discovered hills. And it was here I stumbled upon the still-smouldering ashes of my private defeat on that little hill in Northern France. Failure, I resolved, on these new English hills was no longer an option. But my re-discovery of cycling and its inevitable hills was to be a painful journey. I began at first alone, on over-sized gears, straining to turn cranks up steep muddy lanes, often finding myself grinding to a halt on the steepest parts of the toughest climbs and shamefacedly pushing my bike alone the rest of the way. I then graduated in a year or two to finding I could hold my own in a group of decent clubriders on the hardest of local hills.


So now, after many thousands of miles riding these roads and climbing their hills and after several summer seasons racing and occasionally competing in the local hill climbs, I find the glowing recollections of one of the best holidays a ten-year-old boy can have remain intact, while the misery of those five minutes on that Northern French hill in 1976 has been expunged finally and for ever. In fact, nearly forty years later, I find I’ve even managed to write a book celebrating fifty of the toughest.





Technical Matters


THE TERRAIN


As areas of England go, Bristol and the South West are not enormously hilly. There are areas where big hills certainly predominate, most notably Exmoor, the northeastern corner of which features in this collection. While the Mendips also harbour some impressive challenges, Exmoor can probably hold its own amongst the toughest, in terms of their exposed nature, their length and their steepness, of any in England. Generally though, with a few notable exceptions, most of the hills in this book are manageable by anyone with good fitness, riding an adequately geared bicycle and with sufficient resolve. Getting up them quickly is of course quite another matter.


GRADIENTS


You’ll notice this book is full of endless references to gradients. Satellite-linked cycle-computers and barometric altimeters have made this possible. In the recent past, unless the local council had installed a sign, cyclists had no precise idea of how steep any hill was. In fact, since the introduction of this technology it has become apparent that a lot of these warning signs are woefully inaccurate. They may give a driver adequate notice that they’ll need to take extra care, but when a claimed 15 per cent hill has clearly taken no account of the 100-metre bit that touches 20 per cent near the top, you know that not only are the signs usually just estimates or averages at best, you can also be sure they haven’t been thinking of cyclists when they put them up.


I quickly noticed when I was researching this book that almost without fail the most popular websites that allow cyclists to upload their ride data significantly underestimate gradients. This has something to do with the shortness of most British hills as well as the way these sites extract data, often missing or failing to record short sections of a climb or even, on some of the shortest climbs, barely reporting a gradient at all. All of the gradients I give are taken from my bike-mounted, barometric-equipped Garmin. While I know, due to its own idiosyncrasies these may not always be precise, they will still give people a very good understanding of what they are going to encounter on the road.


GEARING


As with other aspects of cycling, what is otherwise a perfectly understood subject when applied to bicycles has become imbued with myth and unfounded theories. Happily however, with the increased application of science to the engineering and physiological aspects of cycling, particularly at the elite competition level, a few valuable facts have emerged. Perhaps the most important of these is that on any hill over about 200m, lower gears are quicker. Assuming you can do it at all, no amount of heaving your way to the top of a 2km 9 per cent climb on a fifty-three tooth chainring will get you up quicker than if you select a far smaller gear, spend less time out of the saddle and learn to spin the pedals faster. This will save your legs, probably save your knees and most importantly, save you time.


This is not to say higher gears aren’t quicker. At any given cadence (see below) they obviously are, but the tendency for cyclists to select big gears regardless of their ability to actually turn them at anything like an efficient cadence is legendary. This is probably a habit that particularly afflicted a slightly earlier generation of cyclists before lower geared compact transmissions and mountain bikes were widely available, but nevertheless the principle is still true. As you get fitter and stronger, you’ll then find you are able to use a bigger gear, but without changing your cadence. This is how you’ll get up the hill quicker.


Hills shorter than 200m are often an exception and can be ridden – by those who want to – as a sprint or ‘power climb’. Here the rider works, out of the saddle, pushing a bigger gear, at or close to their maximum effort (anaerobically) all the way to the top. You’ll find a few climbs in this collection that can be ridden this way. Be aware though, this type of climbing is inefficient and uses a lot of energy. On a long ride you should be very careful how often you do it.


TERMINOLOGY


There are a few words and phrases I use in this book that most seasoned cyclists will be familiar with. But for those less used to the language, here’s a brief run-through.


Attack


Approach the hill (or part of it) aggressively. In cycle racing, also used to describe a sudden effort by one rider or group of riders to move away from the other rider or riders.


Break


Short for ‘breakaway’ in cycle racing. A group of riders that has moved ahead of the main bunch, often as the result of an attack.
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Bunch


The peloton or main group of riders.


Cadence


Pedalling rate in rpm (revolutions per minute). Research has discovered that the most efficient cadence on a flat road is somewhere between 80 and 110 rpm. This apparently wide range allows for differing physiological factors in individuals as well as the vagaries of the terrain they may be riding over. When climbing you should expect your cadence to fall to between 60 and 80 rpm. If it falls much below this for any significant length of time and you’re already on your bottom gear, then you should consider getting some lower gears.


Drag


Slightly steeper than a false flat (see below), but usually undemanding if it’s not too long. Probably between 3 and 5 per cent. May be a problem if encountered immediately before a large climb.


False flat


A very shallow up-hill gradient, no more than 2 or 3 per cent. Not necessarily enough to immediately notice, but if it’s long enough, very wearing. If it features in the approach to a hard climb and is long, like the drag (above), it can be a significant factor.


Steady


An even cadence, not necessarily slow, but remaining as comfortable as possible. Usually in the saddle.






THE CLIMBS


While all the climbs in this book offer a challenge, this is not the only reason they have been chosen. Certainly some are very demanding, but many are also worth riding for other reasons. Several offer glorious views of this beautiful part of England, while others are in an area linked closely to interesting local or social history. As you’d expect in such a lovely area, folded in places so deeply and so richly grained with the history of its inhabitants, a few of these climbs can offer all these things at once - a tough physical challenge, a glorious view and all while telling an excellent story.


I have graded each hill by difficulty with a mark out of ten. For two I have gone further and added a star to their maximum rating to set them apart and denote a further level of difficulty. I’m confident that these hills rank among the toughest in the region and cyclists should only attempt them clear in the knowledge of what they are likely to face.
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