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         INTRODUCTION – WHY A BOOK ABOUT GRAVEL RIDING IN BRITAIN?

         ‘I’ve ridden many thousands of miles on my bike all these years and I can’t say I regret anything … There were rough times but also good times. You just know it’s a challenge that you’ve got to overcome.’ Ron Bartle

         One of the first articles I published about gravel bikes was titled ‘Gravel joy’. Up until that point, my opinion about gravel riding was mixed. I had ridden 34,000 kilometres around the world on a rigid single-speed mountain bike. Before the summer of 2017 when I picked up a Surly Straggler, I didn’t see the need for another bike and thought that gravel bikes were simply another marketing move from the bike industry. The bike, which I initially borrowed for mapping a network of routes in Glasgow’s city centre and the Wild About Argyll Trail, stayed with me and became the stalwart in my collection of bikes. And while it has since been replaced by a Kinesis Tripster AT, it still serves me well as a single-speed gravel bike. My conclusion in 2017, and the reason why I was headlining the article ‘Gravel joy’, was: ‘It’s not just about the bike, it is also about what I am able to do with it. The nature of gravel riding, fast and adventurous at the same time.’

         When I wrote my first article, my opinion of gravel riding was still closely defined by the bike I rode. Gravel bikes had drop bars, 700c wheels and a geometry that was close to a road bike. Tyre clearance wasn’t as big as it is now. Back then, the 41-millimetre tyres it had were much larger than those on my road bike, but still significantly smaller than my mountain bike would allow me.

         By the time I was researching this book in the summer of 2021, my own definition of gravel riding had changed significantly. Gravel riding was no longer defined by a certain type of bike, but much more by the opportunities it offered and the community around it. Since I picked up my first gravel bike, I hardly touched another bike. I have successfully finished the Silk Road Mountain Race, which at times was much more intense than my round-the-world trip, on a fully-loaded drop-bar bike. When I look back on my round-the-world trip now, more than 5 years after completing it, I think that in the truest sense my longest ever journey on a bike was a gravel bikepacking trip.

         For me, gravel riding isn’t defined by the shape of bars or tyre width, nor by geometry or clothing style. The technological developments since the term was coined around 2012, when Kinesis introduced the Tripster ATR and Salsa introduced the Warbird, have been significant. Both tyres and bars have become much wider and bikes have become even more capable.

         But the idea of gravel riding wasn’t born with the Tripster or the Warbird. It didn’t start on 29 May 1955, when ‘forty members who, in pursuit of their pastime, traverse the rougher and less beaten ways’ attended the inaugural meeting of the Rough-Stuff Fellowship.

         What we call gravel riding has been around ever since people took their bikes off the beaten track, often in pursuit of adventure. As early as 1919, Wayfarer, as he was known to a large cycling audience, wrote scores of articles and gave lantern lectures about his cycling exploits. x

         From the cover of the 1933 C.T.C. Gazette, published on the Rough-Stuff Fellowship website, I learned that the moorland and valley roads in Wales were as popular then with cyclists looking for some peace as they are nowadays allowing them to get away from the ‘sophisticated horrors’ of the Devil’s Bridge, a popular tourist attraction to this day. Wayfarer’s passion for this type of cycling was infectious. A century later, this is exactly what was mirrored on my rides with the people who made this book happen.

         ‘It is a convenience to be able to carry or push a bicycle six miles instead of retracing 40 or 50 miles of a roundabout route.’ Harold Briercliffe

         Gravel cycling also offers an insight into the history of Britain. When I picked up the three editions of Harold Briercliffe’s Cycling Touring Guides from the 1940s, I found the wonderful quote above in there. While most of the road routes that Briercliffe describes in his book are no longer suitable for cyclists, much of the landscape in national parks like the Peak District described by him in the 1940s and the off-road routes have remained unchanged. And while ‘Beeching’s Axe’ resulted in the closure of around 6,500 kilometres of railway branch lines, some of them have been converted to make excellent gravel routes.

         After having spent most of 2020 in close proximity to my doorstep, I initially approached Vertebrate Publishing with the idea to write a book. I wasn’t interested in just writing a guidebook. I wanted to write a book that portrays the huge variety of routes suitable for rough-stuffing in Britain. Even though we are often no longer able to enjoy the quiet and peaceful roads, we can still easily get away from the ‘sophisticated horrors’ as they were described in the early magazines. Even in a city like London, one of the most populated places in the world, there were times on my ride with Dalila when the noise of the city was drowned out by beautiful birdsong. I was curious about the places gravel bikes take us to, but I was even more interested in the people whose infectious enthusiasm makes gravel riding as vibrant as it is.

         I am very grateful for the time and enthusiasm of the people who kindly shared their favourite gravel routes with me. Everyone I interviewed and photographed for this book, and captured in moving pictures for the documentary accompanying it, is representative of how colourful and diverse gravel riding in Britain is. While we still have a long way to go to make cycling more inclusive and diverse, I hope this book portrays the gravel riding community as one which has made a good start towards a journey in which neither race, gender or age present a barrier to participation.

         Cycling’s popularity has surged during the various lockdowns we have endured since a virus changed our lives. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, far-flung places like Kyrgyzstan, Morocco or Chile got me excited for gravel bike rides. The Silk Road, Atlas Mountains or the Carretera Austral provided not only dream routes, but also material for magazines and films. All of a sudden, my world became so much smaller, but it was my bike and the community of people around me that still made it richer. Even though most rides in 2020 started at my front door, I could still have adventures, no matter how small they were.

         I used the journeys I undertook for this book to discover Britain from a different angle and understand better what connects us as human beings. I was warmly welcomed wherever I went, and discovered a country that has much more to offer than just good gravel riding. Researching the routes and speaking to people gave me a good insight into the country which I made my home in 2009, and personally I think I learned much more from this than any news programme would manage to teach me.

         I tried to produce this book in as sustainable a way as possible. Most of the trips to research this book were done by train or bus. Due to time constraints, I couldn’t research everything by public transport and bike, but I made sure that most of the routes in this book are accessible for people who choose not to own a car.

         I am hugely grateful for the support from Schwalbe Tyres UK, who not only believed in my idea from the very early stages, but also produce sustainable and durable products with long service lives, and are a leader in the bike industry with their efforts to reuse and recycle. I am also grateful for the additional support from Kinesis UK, who provided me with the right bike to enjoy the gravel rides in this book.

         I hope this book brings you as much joy as it has brought to me and that we can share our passion for xinot just for gravel riding, but for cycling in general, with the same enthusiasm as the early trailblazers did.
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         For me, there is nothing better suited to finish this introduction, and send you off on your very own journey, than with the words of Ron Bartle, whose remarks I included earlier. Now in his mid-eighties, over 60 years ago he was one of the members of the first-ever unsupported ride across the Sprengisandur in Iceland, a pioneering expedition inspired by the rough-stuff riding in Britain and presented in the film The Further Away, the Better.

         ‘It’s a grand way to spend a life.’

         
             

         

         Markus Stitz

Edinburgh, December 2021
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         ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

         This book wouldn’t have been possible without the great input from all the featured gravel cyclists who have dedicated their time and in-depth knowledge to make this happen, for which I am really grateful: Stefan Amato, Mark Beaumont, Gail Brown, Jo Burt, Louise Chavarie, Andy Dix, Naomi Freireich, Jenny Graham, Steven Groom, Walter Hamilton, Rory Hitchens, Charlie Hobbs, Josh Ibbett, Guy Kesteven, Francis King, Emma Kingston, Dalila Lecky, Kerry MacPhee, Aneela McKenna, Katherine Moore, Emma Osenton, Matt Page, Richard Pearson, Warren Saunders, Esther Tacke, Olly Townsend, Grant Wildman and Jaimi Wilson. xii

         
            
[image: ]GRAVEL TRACK IN THE SOUTHERN CAIRNGORMS (ROUTE 02).

            

         

         Big thanks also to Kirsty Reade at Vertebrate Publishing, Tim Ward at Schwalbe Tyres UK, Philipp Jahn at Schwalbe Tyres Germany, Rory Hitchens at Upgrade Bikes, Carron Tobin at RuralDimensions, Elaine Carmichael at East Lothian Council, Andrew MacNair at CalMac Ferries, Clare Cooper at the Cateran Ecomuseum, Mike Dennison at Sustrans, Gavin Morton at the Green Action Trust, Francisco Perez at Visit Falkirk, Neil Ramsay at Clackmannanshire Council, Grace Wilson and Kelly-Jayne Collinge at Komoot and Ben Hillsdon at Shimano Europe, who have directly or indirectly been involved in the making of this book. And special thanks to my partner Louise, my family and Mark Beaumont and his family, who have provided the framework that allowed me to make this book happen.

         WHAT IS A GREAT BRITISH GRAVEL RIDE?

         This book is neither meant to be a definitive guide to gravel riding in Britain, nor a definitive portrait of the gravel scene in the country. I see this book as a source of ideas to embark on your own journeys.

         A Great British gravel ride is a cycling adventure, but it is not defined by a certain amount of elevation gain or distance. In my opinion, cycling should not be painful; it should be fun. I could try to use my own words, but Mark Beaumont, one of the riders featured in this book and a good friend of mine, described gravel riding perfectly.

         ‘If I was to summarise gravel riding in a sentence, it would be: creating memories. I never come back from my gravel rides and define them by how far I went. I define them very much by moments in time. Gravel riding for me has been about redefining why I ride a bike.’

         This is exactly what I want a Great British gravel ride to be. A ride that creates memories, a ride defined by moments in time, which redefines why you ride a bike.

         PREPARE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE

         HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

         This book provides descriptions of 26 routes suitable for gravel bikes in England, Scotland and Wales and a portrait of the person who chose the route.

         Each route provides you with the following information.

         
            › An insight into why the route was chosen.

            › A detailed route description, which includes information about interesting places passed on xiiithe route with some historic background to add context, as well as details on terrain.

            › Essential information to help you plan your ride including: route grade; start/end locations; distance; ascent; maximum height; and the nearest bike-friendly public transport.

            › A route profile.

            › A summary of the types of terrain encountered, along with a bar chart showing the proportion of the route that is on different surfaces (singletrack, cycle path, path and road).

            › Recommended tyres and best time to ride.

            › Places to eat and details of nearby bike shops.

            › Points of interest.

            › Other routes nearby, which can inspire your own exploration.

         

         ROUTE GRADES

         Easy

         These routes are suitable for all fitness and skill levels. They don’t include any steep sections, either on or off the road. The distance between services (to stock up on food and water) is no more than 10 kilometres. They might contain short sections of singletrack up to level S1, comprising mostly compacted gravel or solid earth with some flat roots and smaller rocks. The surface may become loose at times and periods of stand-up riding may be required to overcome obstacles. There are no sections without an obvious path, but there can be gates along the route.

         Straightforward

         These routes are suitable for riders with a good level of fitness and advanced riding skills. They are generally no longer than 30 kilometres in length and contain no more than 600 metres of ascent. The distance between services is no more than 20 kilometres. They might contain short sections of singletrack up to level S1, comprising mostly compacted gravel or solid earth with some flat roots and smaller rocks. The surface may become loose at times and periods of stand-up riding may be required to overcome obstacles. There are no sections without an obvious path, but there can be gates along the route.

         Challenging

         These routes are suitable for riders with a good level of fitness and advanced riding skills. They are generally no longer than 50 kilometres in length and contain no more than 1,000 metres of ascent. The distance between services is no more than 25 kilometres. They might contain short sections of singletrack up to level S2, comprising a looser surface, as well as many roots and rocks. Narrow curves and steeper gradients are to be expected. Readiness to brake at all times is required, as is the ability to shift your centre of gravity on the bike. They may include sections of up to 1 kilometre without an obvious path, which might require pushing the bike. There can be gates along the route.

         Expert

         These routes are suitable for riders with a very good level of fitness and expert riding skills. They are generally longer than 50 kilometres in length and may contain more than 1,000 metres of ascent. They may include steep sections with a gradient of over 20 per cent off-road and on-road, and there may be sections which are more than 20 kilometres away from the nearest public road. The distance between services can exceed 25 kilometres. They might xivcontain short sections of singletrack up to level S2, comprising a looser surface, as well as many roots and rocks. Narrow curves and steeper gradients are to be expected. Readiness to brake at all times is required, as is the ability to shift your centre of gravity on the bike. They may include sections of more than 1 kilometre without an obvious path, which might require pushing the bike, and can exceed an altitude of 650 metres above sea level. They can contain gates and stiles along the route, which may require lifting the bike over fences.
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         NAVIGATION AND ACCURACY

         Alongside the route directions and maps, GPX files can be downloaded for all the routes. You can sync the GPX files directly on to your GPS device, or use a route planning platform.

         A separate GPS device and a mobile phone are highly recommended to ride the routes described in this book. Make sure you always have a back up available, so if one device stops working, you can rely on the other. Sync the route to both devices before the ride and, if possible, make the route available when offline, so you don’t have to rely on a mobile phone signal.

         If one of your navigation devices stops working or runs out of battery, it is advisable to cut the route short and finish the ride in the quickest possible way, especially in remote locations. Carrying a paper map, compass and cue sheets are a great back up too. Make sure to attach your navigation device to your handlebars or stem so it is clearly visible but doesn’t obstruct your knees.

         While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy within the directions and descriptions in this book, things change and we are unable to guarantee that every detail will be correct. Please treat stated distance and elevation as guidelines and exercise caution if part of a GPX file or some information in the text appears at odds with the route on the ground. A comparison between the GPX file and mapping should see you on the right track.
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xvPICK YOUR ROUTE

         This book offers a wide spectrum of routes. Take your time and choose the ride that’s right for you. If you are in a particular region featured in this book, your choice might be influenced by the nearest available route. Please read the route descriptions carefully and decide if the route suits your expectations and riding ability. Most of the routes in the book are loops. There are two point-to-point rides included, which are both well served by public transport. For some routes, public transport can be used to shorten the routes. Wherever possible, this is mentioned in the route description.

         Don’t overestimate the distance that you want to tackle in a day. Gravel riding is meant to be fun. Plan enough time for stops, and allow time for when things go wrong. Fixing a puncture isn’t a big task, but it takes time. You are likely to enjoy your gravel ride more if you have time to enjoy an ice cream on the beach, a hearty pub lunch or a coffee in a cosy cafe while you wait for the rain to pass.

         GRAVEL WITH CHILDREN

         If you are accompanied on a ride by children who are too young to cycle on their own, a tag-along bike (a bike that attaches to the back of another bike) may be a good alternative to a child seat or bike trailer, particularly for older children – some can be detached and cycled independently. There are also gravel bikes available in smaller sizes for kids.

         THE BIKE

         CHOOSE YOUR BIKE – SUPPORTED BY KINESIS

         Kinesis G2 (entry level)

         The G2 is offered as a complete bike and built on an aluminium frame with carbon fork and 700c wheels. The semi-sloping frame is a great feature, especially for smaller bikes as it reduces the stand over height. Short chainstays and the revised geometry give the G2 first-class road characteristics, while the low bottom bracket makes the bike very capable off-road. The bike has clearance for 700c x 45 millimetre tyres. It features internal cable routing and thru-axles on the front and rear. Flared handlebars, a short stem and full pannier rack mounts make this a very versatile gravel bike that can double up as a bikepacking, touring or commuter bike as well. It weighs about 10 kilograms as a complete bike.

         
            
[image: ]THE KINESIS TRIPSTER AT OUTSIDE THE FOX GOES FREE (ROUTE 20).

            

         

         Kinesis Tripster AT (advanced)


         The Tripster AT was closely developed with the late Mike Hall and features a number of enhancements based on his input. These features make it not only a very capable gravel bike, but also a great choice for those multi-day bikepacking adventures Mike was well known for. It is different to the G2 as it offers additional mounts for a third bottle cage on the down-tube and a flattened edge on the top-tube to stabilise a filled frame bag. The flip-chip plates on the Columbus carbon fork can be adjusted to alter the rake of the fork between 47 millimetres and 52 millimetres. For smaller frames or longer bikepacking trips you will benefit from a longer wheelbase; for more technical day rides a shorter wheelbase is recommended. The bike has clearance for 700c x 45 millimetre tyres or 650b x 52 millimetre tyres. A complete bike with similar components as the G2 would weigh slightly less at 9.75 kilograms.

         Kinesis Tripster ATR V3 (enthusiasts)


         The Tripster ATR titanium bike was one of the first gravel bikes available the UK in 2012. It has since been refined a number of times to follow developments and is currently in its third incarnation (V3). xviA titanium frame along with a carbon fork makes this a very durable and comfortable bike for many uses. The Range fork features additional mounts for cages. Frame and fork are compatible with 700c x 45 millimetre tyres, or 650b x 50 millimetre tyres. Three bottle cage mounts, improved cable routing and flattened seat stays for greater comfort complete the package.

         Kinesis Range Adventure E-Bike

         The Range electric bike comes with drop bars or flat bars. The aluminium frame has a bigger tyre clearance for 700c x 50 millimetre tyres, using the same fork as the Tripster ATR with luggage mounting points. This is paired with a Fazua Evation drive system with a top-tube remote control and a removable 252Wh battery. The drive system has three different support modes, and the battery supports up to 1,000 metres of elevation with one charge (up to 55 kilometres using mixed modes). The frame has mounts for racks and mudguards and a complete bike weighs around 15 kilograms.
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         OTHER BIKES

         There are loads of other options for what could be your gravel bike. Standard frame materials include steel, aluminium, titanium or carbon, with different wheel sizes and a wide variety of components to build the bike that best suits you. There are a number of other bikes that can be suitable for some routes, including tandem bikes, recumbent bikes, handcycles, tricycles or unicycles. Some routes have gates or obstacles that will make them unsuitable for bikes that cannot be lifted.

         CHOOSE YOUR TYRE – SUPPORTED BY SCHWALBE TYRES UK

         To guide your riding, each route has a recommended tyre choice to best suit the terrain. Tyre choice is very personal; it depends on your bike and wheel size, but also on your riding ability. As Schwalbe Tyres UK have supported the research of the book, the tyre choices are based on their extensive tyre range. Listed are specific gravel tyres, as well as tyres that are suitable alternatives from their mountain biking or touring ranges. In general, gravel tyres have a much more pronounced tread design than classic road or touring bike tyres, and are mostly lighter than mountain bike tyres. xvii
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         A minimum width of 40 millimetres is recommended. As some older frames won’t be able to accommodate that width, especially on the rear, there are also some skinnier choices listed. The same applies to the other end of the spectrum, with some gravel bikes able to accommodate much wider tyres, especially on the front. Fast-rolling and light mountain bike tyres can often be a good choice for more technical and challenging terrain. It is also possible to mix different tyres; for example, using a more pronounced tyre on the front and a faster rolling tyre on the back. In general, back tyres wear more quickly than front tyres, and will need replacing more often.

         Most modern tyres and rims support a tubeless set-up. The biggest advantage of tubeless tyres is that they allow for much lower tyre pressures, which in return improves comfort and grip in critical situations and poor road or trail conditions. Tubeless systems also provide higher puncture protection, as the risk of a sudden loss of air pressure, caused by burst tubes or a valve tear off, is significantly reduced.

         Setting up a tubeless tyre requires airtight rim tape (often already standard on wheel sets), valves and the use of puncture protection liquids, which are able to reseal small cuts in the tyre within seconds. Tubeless tyres can be run with tubes, but will often be more difficult to fit, as they sit together on the rims to seal. Mounting fluid (such as Schwalbe Easy Fit), a good track pump and the Schwalbe Tyre Booster will help inflate the tyre and seat it properly on the rim, so no air can escape. If you are not confident with tubeless set-ups, please consult your local bike shop.

         Minimum pressures depend on the individual tyre and are displayed on the sidewall. When out riding, it is always recommended to carry a repair system to fix bigger cuts with a plug (such as the Dynaplug Micro Pro). You are also advised to always carry a spare tube, for the scenario that the tyre cannot be sealed with plugs or puncture protection liquid.

         Tubeless tyres also need to be properly seated on the rims. A small puncture will often not result in the tyre popping off the rim, but if it does and reseating fails, a spare tube will come in handy as well.

         Most bicycle tubes are made of butyl rubber. A Schwalbe tube is 100 per cent recyclable. Used tubes provide the raw material for the recycling process. In Great Britain you can return used tubes to your local bike shop free of charge, and the recycled xviiibutyl rubber is used in the production of new tubes without any loss of quality.
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         Much more expensive than butyl are thermoplastics, like Schwalbe’s Aerothan. Those tubes are extremely light and pack very small. They offer puncture protection close to a tubeless set-up and allow for running low pressures. On the flipside, they are much more expensive and harder to repair, but can also be fully recycled.

         The last consideration when it comes to bicycle tyres is whether to buy a folded or a wired tyre. Most modern gravel tyres only come folded, where the wire bead is replaced by a bead of kevlar strands. This enables the tyre to be folded up and, depending on the tyre size, makes it approximately 50 to 90 grams lighter. Wired tyres are heavier, but less expensive.

         GRAVEL-SPECIFIC TYRES

         G-One Speed

         This tyre has a homogeneous round knob profile for optimal rolling on the road and safe grip on gravel. It is not suitable for most routes in the book, except in very dry conditions.

         G-One Allround

         The versatile tread of this tyre rolls easily and with low vibration, but grips safely and reliably on gravel tracks and smoother, dry trails.

         G-One Bite

         The open tread design and strong outer blocks give stability when cornering and provide this tyre with the perfect grip. This is the most universal gravel tyre, which still feels good and rides reasonably fast on roads, but its true strength shows off-road, in both wet and dry conditions.

         G-One Ultrabite

         The aggressive tread design of the tyre makes it best suited for use on gravel roads, forest tracks and trails in challenging conditions. The compact tape knobs in the middle of the tread provide full grip and traction, while the strong outer blocks provide safety when cornering. It’s a slower tyre on roads, but still runs fairly smoothly. This tyre offers great performance as a front tyre in combination with the G-One Bite or G-One Allround on the rear wheel.

         G-One R

         The G-One R is predominantly a race gravel tyre, made for use on light terrain, gravel roads and asphalt. The angled side lugs create great cornering grip in xixconjunction with the Super Race carcass, which offers a particularly smooth ride with low rolling resistance and high impact protection. It combines souplesse, speed and control at the highest level. This is the most expensive tyre in the range.

         OTHER TYRES SUITABLE FOR GRAVEL RIDING

         X-One Allround/X-One Bite

         Designed for cyclo-cross use, these tyres can be a great alternative for frames with smaller tyre clearance, which can’t accommodate wider tyres. The X-One Allround has pronounced side studs for high cornering speed in dry and wet conditions, while the X-One Bite has coarse, round studs for the optimal ‘bite’, even in the poorest conditions.

         CX Comp

         At a lower price point, this is an easy rolling tyre with good cornering grip.

         Smart Sam

         This is a very durable mountain bike tyre which is well suited for gravel riding. The dense centre lugs provide comfortable rolling with low vibration and long durability, and the edged outer blocks simultaneously provide safety and optimum off-road grip.

         Thunder Burt

         The low weight and rolling resistance make this a good choice if a wider tyre fits your bike. The tyre has multiple small, flat studs for fast and quiet rolling, numerous grip edges for hard ground and edged shoulder studs for good grip and control on curves.

         Marathon Mondial

         Designed as an extremely robust cycle touring tyre, the Marathon Mondial is also suitable for some of the easier routes in this book. The tread pays homage to its legendary Marathon XR predecessor, which has been the tyre choice for many off-road bike expeditions.

         Winter tyres

         Some of the routes described can be ridden in winter conditions. Especially in icy conditions, a studded tyre is recommended, such as the Marathon Winter Plus or Marathon Winter. For modern frames with big clearances, the Ice Spiker Pro on 650b wheels might be another option for more aggressive riding. In snow, the G-One Ultrabite and Marathon GT 365 offer much greater traction than a normal gravel tyre.
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         GETTING TO A ROUTE

         To facilitate people who don’t own a car, or to encourage you to leave your car at home if you do own one, the routes in the book have been chosen with bike-friendly public transport access in mind. Around 60 per cent of the routes start and finish at either a railway station or a ferry or bus service that offers bike transportation. Roughly another 20 per cent start and finish less than 10 kilometres away from the nearest bike-friendly public transport. For the remaining 20 per cent, you can combine the route with other routes to get to some appropriate public transport. The train, bus or ferry services that take you to the starting point will transport bikes free of charge, but pre-booking is often essential, normally up to two hours before the departure time. Make sure to either lock or supervise your bike on the whole journey and it’s best keep all bags normally mounted on the bike with you.

         When booking train tickets in advance, you will xxoften benefit from a better price. Splitting up longer journeys is usually cheaper than booking a ticket for the whole distance. There are a number of websites that can help with that. Where needed, bus and ferry options are listed in the route descriptions.
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         PREPARE YOUR BIKE

         Make sure you clean and service your bike at regular intervals. How often depends on your bike, the amount of riding you do and the conditions you ride in. Be careful when using a pressure washer for cleaning your bike. If you are not confident in maintaining your bike, it is best to book a service at your local bike shop well in advance. Don’t rush to the bike shop on the day before you want to set off.

         It’s worth learning the basics of maintenance, as some of the routes are remote and require you to perform the following basic fixes yourself if needed.

         
             

         

         
            › Check and lubricate the chain

            › Remove front and rear wheel

            › Replace or repair an inner tube

            › If tubeless: plug a small hole in the tyre

            › Place a tyre boot

            › Fix a chain with chainlinks (unless you are using a carbon belt)

            › Replace brake pads

            › Carry out basic gear adjustments (manual or electronic)

            › If using non-hydraulic brakes: adjust brakes

            › If using cleats: tighten or replace a cleat

            › Tighten bolts properly (not overtightening them)

         

         
             

         

         Being able to do these things will help you to fix common problems yourself and prevent you from having to walk a long way. Local bike charities often offer bike maintenance courses, which will help you to learn the skills if needed. Otherwise, online tutorials are a good idea too.

         Checking your chain regularly for wear will potentially save you a lot of money. A worn chain, which is not replaced in good time, will wear out your drive train, and will result in much higher repair costs.

         Especially in autumn and winter, mudguards will protect you from the worst of the spray from the tyres. Most gravel bikes have fittings for them, but they will impact the maximum tyre size you can fit. xxi
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         THE M-CHECK

         Before setting off on each ride, you should always perform the M-check to check everything on your bike is working properly. Check your bike in the following steps, starting at the rear wheel and finishing at the front wheel. (Figure 1)

         Rear triangle (frame) and wheel

         Check that the thru-axle, quick release or bolts are tight and in a secure position. Check the rear wheel for play or cracks in the rim. Check all spokes by plucking each one with your finger – the sound should be similar. Check the tyre tread, sidewalls and pressure. Recommended tyre pressures are normally engraved on sidewalls. Check seatstays and chainstays for visible cracks.

         Seat tube and saddle

         Check the saddle, attachment and seatpost. Normally you don’t need to tighten the saddle clamp or adjust the saddle height. If you do, make sure you don’t exceed the limit marked on the seatpost and be careful not to overtighten the saddle clamp.

         Chain, crankset and pedals

         Check the chain for wear and lubrication. There are different lubes for various conditions; your local bike shop or online tutorials can help. Check for any cracked or stiff links. Check the crankset and pedals for loose bolts or play. Both cranks and pedals should spin smoothly.

         Main triangle (frame), headset, stem and bars

         Check for any play in the headset and make sure that bolts on the stem or handlebars are tightened properly. Check the down tube, head tube and top tube for cracks; check bottle cages or top tube bag fittings (if applicable) for loose bolts.

         Brake and gear levers

         Check brake and gear function. Hydraulic disc brakes normally adjust themselves; cable disc brakes need manual adjustment. If you have hydraulic brakes and you can pull your brake lever too close to the bar, your pads might be worn or the brake needs bleeding. If you have cable breaks and you can pull your brake lever too close to the bar, the pads might need replacing or adjusting or the cable tension might need adjusting. Manual gearing systems might xxiineed an adjustment of cable tension; electronic systems can normally be adjusted via an app. For other brake and gearing issues, it is best to consult your local mechanic or bike shop.

         Fork and front wheel

         Check that the thru-axle, quick release or bolts are tight and in a secure position. Check the front wheel for play or cracks in the rim. Check all spokes by plucking each one with your finger – the sound should be similar. Check the tyre tread, sidewalls and pressure. Check the fork and any cages or racks for loose bolts.

         
            KIT LIST – BIKE REPAIRS

            
               › At least one spare tube

               › Box with multiple patches (check if usable with tube)

               › At least two tyre levers

               › Multi-tool

               › Chainbreaker (can be part of multi-tool)

               › Spare mech hanger (if applicable)

               › Tubeless repair kit with sufficient plugs

               › CO2 cartridge (to reseat tubeless tyre if needed)

               › Chainlink (correct size for the chain)

               › Pump (with some duct tape wrapped around it)

               › One spare cleat and bolts (if riding clipless)

               › At least one set of brake pads

               › Cable ties and tape

               › Small bottle of lube

               › Toothpaste wrapper or tyre boot

            

         

         REPAIR HACKS

         If you are out on a ride having forgotten something, here are a couple of hacks for trailside repairs using basic items.

         
            Gel wrapper

Keep your used energy gel wrappers close at hand, as they make a great tyre boot if your sidewall is pinched. If needed, a bank note will work as well.
Fix a cleat with your bike’s ‘back-up bolts’

If you are losing a cleat bolt, you can replace that with a bolt from the brake rotor. To mitigate risk, take a rotor bolt from the rear wheel, and practise clipping in and out a few times before you start riding again to ensure there are no interference issues between the new bolt and the pedal.

         

         CHOOSE YOUR CLOTHING

         With the rise of gravel biking in recent years, many bike clothing manufacturers have added gravel-specific collections to their range. A quick browse online will make the choice easy. Often gravel apparel is a mixture between tight-fitting road bike kit and more comfortable and loose-fitting mountain bike gear. Recommending specific clothing is beyond the scope of this book. Wear what you are most comfortable in, and be prepared for the weather you are likely to encounter.

         Check the weather forecast before you head out and base your kit choice on how likely you are to encounter a variation of temperatures and weather conditions. The longer the ride, the more likely you are to face changing conditions. Britain enjoys a wide range of weather conditions, but you are unlikely to experience extreme heat or arctic cold. Wearing multiple layers gives you much greater flexibility to adapt to various weather conditions.

         In all seasons try to avoid getting wet, either by sweating too much or from precipitation. Should you get wet, especially in colder conditions, make sure to protect yourself from losing too much body heat. As a rule of thumb, synthetic clothing will dry quicker than wool-based clothing, but will also start to smell more quickly than natural fabrics.

         CLOTHING HACKS

         If you are out on a ride and have forgotten something, here are some hacks which may help if you get cold.

         
            Newspaper

A newspaper can act as a windproof layer if stuck under your jersey.
Single-use gloves

These disposable gloves can act as liner or waterproof gloves if your hands get cold or wet.
Aluminium foil

If you have cold feet, aluminium foil under your insoles reflects the heat from your feet. xxiii

         

         
            KIT LIST – CLOTHING

            Essentials

            
               › Shoes (comfortable, ideally waterproof)

               › Socks

               › Suitable cycling shorts/skorts, bib shorts, leggings or bib tights

               › Fast-wicking base layer

               › Jersey (short or long sleeve)

               › Windproof and waterproof jacket

               › Gloves

               › Helmet

            

            Extras – useful in some conditions

            
               › Shoe covers

               › Knee or leg warmers

               › Waterproof legwear

               › Arm warmers

               › Additional gloves (liners or outers)

               › Headwear

               › Buff (which can double up as face mask)

               › Sunglasses

               › Gilet

            

         

         OTHER KIT

         In addition to a working bike and suitable comfortable clothing, you should always carry some basic safety equipment.

         A long day in the saddle is best enjoyed if you are prepared. If you carry the items in the extras list, you should be able to enjoy a spontaneous meal in a pub or a side trip to visit a castle.

         FOOD AND WATER

         Nutrition is as individual as what you wear, so giving specific tips would be well beyond the scope of this book. Check your route before you set off, and don’t completely rely on services, especially in rural areas. Either bottles or a hydration bladder can provide you with sufficient water for a shorter ride. For longer rides, it’s usually possible to fill up bottles or bladders at pubs or cafes. Water purification (chlorine dioxide) tablets can help to sterilise water from natural water sources, but it will be around 30 minutes before you can drink the water. There are also water bottles and hydration bladders with water filters included – a good solution for more remote rides. Whatever you eat or drink, make sure you leave no trace and carry out all packaging.

         
            KIT LIST – SAFETY

            
               › Basic first aid kit

               › Emergency blanket

               › Mobile phone

            

            KIT LIST – EXTRAS

            
               › Sufficient lights, with a back-up for front and rear (such as a head torch with red light function)

               › A dynamo and charger fitted on the bike and/or a powerbank and cables to charge phone or GPS, or spare batteries

               › Trowel and toilet paper

               › Down jacket and beanie

               › Spare socks

               › Extra tubes

               › Sunscreen

               › Chlorine tablets or water filter

            

         

         BAGS AND RACKS

         Additional clothing, spares and food can be carried on a variety of bags, either attached directly to your bike frame, handlebars, saddle, seatpost or forks, on a rack or in a backpack or hip belt. As with anything else, there are no rights or wrongs. Try out any bags or additional equipment before you go on a long ride. Some fittings and closing mechanisms of road-specific bikepacking bags might not be suitable for gravel riding, especially if you choose a very bumpy route. Most mountain-bike-specific bags will be just fine, as they have been designed with rough tracks in mind. Be aware that most bikepacking bags will rub on the frame and fittings. Self-fusing silicone tape will help you to preserve the paintwork.

         Racks, either on the front or rear of the bike, have become popular again. Modern carbon racks weigh less than traditional aluminium racks and can increase the luggage carrying opportunities on smaller bikes, which often don’t have enough xxivclearance between the bars or seatpost and the tyres.

         A lightweight hydration pack, either in the form of a backpack or hip belt, can be useful for longer rides.
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         TEST YOUR KIT

         Small changes can make a big difference to your comfort on any cycling adventure. Find the saddle that suits you best; discover the food that makes you happy; check that your waterproofs keep you dry; work out what is missing from your toolkit. Try to find out what suits you best, not what others prefer. The more you ride, the more you know what works for you – don’t expect your first gravel adventure to be perfect!

         SAFETY

         Do not rely on a single form of navigation (see Navigation and accuracy for more advice). Always carry a mobile phone in order to alert the emergency services in the event of an accident. Be aware that phone signal may be intermittent or non-existent, particularly in remote or mountain areas. A satellite GPS messenger will be a valuable addition if you are planning to ride in very remote regions. When buying the device, it is worthwhile considering additional costs such as annual subscriptions.

         IN THE EVENT OF AN ACCIDENT

         If you do get into difficulties and require help, dial 999 or 112 and ask for the Police and then (if you are in a remote location) Mountain Rescue. Calls are free from any public or private phone, but they should be made only in real emergencies. xxv

         
            
[image: ]MARK BEAUMONT SYNCING HIS PHONE AND GPS DEVICE IN EAST LOTHIAN (ROUTE 08).

            

         

         Another option is to contact the emergency services by SMS text – useful if you have a low battery or intermittent signal. Texts can often get through when a call cannot. Register your phone first by texting ‘register’ to 999 and following the instructions. Do it now – it could save your or someone else’s life. This should only be used when voice call contact with emergency services is not possible. www.emergencysms.net

         Mountain and other countryside rescue services in Great Britain and Ireland are provided as part of national emergency services by voluntary organisations. Charitable organisations such as Mountain Rescue and the Royal National Lifeboat Institution are financed by public donations and reliant on volunteers.

         Mobile phones let you store a medical ID, which will help emergency services with basic information. Make sure it is up to date.

         In the event of needing to call for rescue, prepare the following information.

         Your name – normally you are asked your full name, and sometimes your address, to identify you. Your mobile number will show on the emergency operator’s screen, but you may be asked to confirm it.

         Where you are – make sure you know how to locate your UTM coordinates using your mobile phone or smartwatch. The free app OS Locate is a fast and highly accurate means of pinpointing your exact location anywhere in Great Britain.

         Phone number – if you are low on battery, tell the operator and provide an alternative phone number of another group member.

         What occurred – detail the event that occurred in terms of numbers involved, their ages, and injuries and how they were sustained. Provide any detail you feel pertinent, such as fractures, medication, or the time elapsed since the accident. xxvi

         Rescuer details – you may be asked various details that the rescue teams might require, such as local weather conditions.

         Try and remain calm when providing this information, as your clarity and quality of the information is of vital importance to the rescue team.
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         LEGALITIES AND ACCESS

         Routes in this book have been researched to respect the current legal frameworks in Britain. Please note that they can change.

         ROAD CYCLING

         In Britain, cyclists are obliged to adhere to the Highway Code. Although no speed limits are applicable to cyclists, you may be charged with cycling carelessly or furiously. Cycling on pavements is illegal, unless it is also a cycle path. Helmets are not mandatory. At night, your bike must have a white front and red rear lights (flashing lights are permitted), and also needs to be fitted with a red rear reflector and amber pedal reflectors. You can be charged with cycling under the influence of drink or drugs.

         OFF-ROAD CYCLING

         For off-road cycling, access to the countryside is different in England and Wales from the access rights in Scotland.

         ENGLAND AND WALES

         In England and Wales, bikes are permitted only on the following public rights of way:

         
            › bridleway

            › byway open to all traffic

            › restricted byway (not for use by mechanically propelled vehicles)

         

         There are also other routes with public access, like cycle routes or permissive bridleways, where landowners have permitted public use. These are not rights of way. All the above are liable to change and may not be clearly defined on the ground. Please check with the relevant local authority for the latest xxviiinformation. It is trespass (currently a civil offence, although this is under review) to cycle on footpaths in England and Wales, unless the landowner gives permission.

         SCOTLAND

         In Scotland the Scottish Outdoor Access Code gives people the right to access most land, including private roads, tracks and paths, for recreation and to get from place to place. This right is conditional on people acting responsibly. The main exceptions to the new right are: people’s gardens, farmyards (although access is often possible – if in doubt, ask), and land in which crops have been sown or are growing (but you can use field margins as long as you avoid unnecessary damage to the crops). You can access golf courses (except greens and tees), but only to cross the area and without interfering with play. On golf courses, cyclists need to keep to paths at all times. You are also allowed to cycle off-path, but are encouraged to avoid going on to wet, boggy or soft ground, and churning up the surface. Take care not to alarm farm animals, horses and wildlife and do not endanger walkers and horse riders: give other users advance warning of your presence and give way to them on narrow paths. More information can be found at www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot

         BE RESPONSIBLE

         Leave only tyre prints, take only photos and leave a positive impact on the communities you travel through.

         Keep it clean – clean your bike and shoes before travelling to another region to avoid transporting weeds and diseases such as Phytophthora ramorum, which attacks larch trees, and is present in South West England, Wales and Scotland.

         Pack it out – do not leave any rubbish on trails. Take it with you and, where available, use recycling facilities.

         Toilets – plan your day to take advantage of public toilets or facilities in cafes and so on. If necessary, do your business well away from waterways and bury your waste and toilet paper with a trowel.

         Share with care – be mindful that you share the routes with walkers, drivers, horse riders, wildlife and livestock, and show respect. Never ride towards stock; instead pause and give them time to get out of your way. Give any cows with calves a wide berth, or change your route if necessary. Always leave gates as you find them.
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         Respect our cultural heritage – many places in Britain have special spiritual and historical significance. Treat these places with respect.

         Climate change – reducing carbon dioxide emissions is the most critical challenge of our time. You can play your part by taking public transport, sharing cars with others and avoiding flights.
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