
   [image: Cover: Cycling Climbs of Scotland by Simon Warren]


   
      
         1

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            SIMON WARREN 

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Vertebrate Publishing, Sheffield
www.adventurebooks.com

         

      

   


   
      
         
            About the author

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Simon Warren has been obsessed with cycling since the summer of 1989 after watching Greg Lemond battle Laurent Fignon in the Tour de France. A few weeks later, he rode his first race, a 10-mile time trial on the A1 from Newark to Grantham and back, and was hooked for life. Although not having what it took to beat the best, he found his forte was racing up hills, and so began his fascination with steep roads. After years in the saddle, up and down the UK, his quest to discover Britain’s greatest climbs resulted in 2010’s bestselling 100 Greatest Cycling Climbs, followed to date by a further 14 guides to vertical pain. Covering the British Isles, Belgium, France, Italy and Spain, Simon has now been riding and racing up hills and mountains for over 30 years. He gives talks, guides rides, has written columns for magazines and in 2020 released his first book of cycling routes, Ride Britain. Simon splits his time between working as a graphic designer and running his 100 Climbs brand, and lives in Sheffield on the edge of the Peak District with his wife and two children.
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         Thanks to my family and friends for their continued support and patience, and in particular to my Dad, who accompanied me on my research trips – two weeks of wild weather, birdwatching, vicious hills, and single malts. Thanks also to all the Strava users and X followers who have suggested climbs for me to seek out, especially Duncan Firth for leading me to a couple of absolute belters.
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         Back in 2013, my father accompanied me on an epic research trip for 100 Greatest Cycling Climbs of the Tour de France. We crossed the Pyrenees from west to east and, as I bagged mountain climbs, he indulged his passion for birdwatching; while I battled the Col du Tourmalet, he – aged 75 – went in search of the last of the season’s snow buntings. On the journey from the gruelling slopes of the Port de Larrau and the vicious Col de Marie-Blanque all the way to Andorra, accompanied by soaring lammergeiers, we were both like pigs in mud.

         It was the perfect trip, so when I was planning my research for this book, I knew he would want to join me. Together with mountains, Scotland is home to not just one, but two types of eagle. It wasn’t just the prospect of spotting raptors that lured him in, though, he was also keen to revisit the many places he had ventured to in the area as a young man. There was not a 6loch we passed or a glen we crossed that he didn’t have a story about. Back in his youth, with just a few jumpers on their backs, he and his mates would take the train from the Black Country into the Highlands to camp in old canvas tents in the harsh wilderness. Equipped with little else but a thirst for adventure, they were a bunch of intrepid birdwatchers with a passion that few could stand in the way of. Today, Scotland still presents many of the same opportunities for exploration, and thankfully the clothing needed for it is much improved. On quiet roads and under giant skies, you can ride beneath towering peaks, surrounded by nature and blissfully removed from modernity.

         Much like on our trip to the Pyrenees, each day I would ride mountains while Dad tramped off into the woods. However, in Scotland we would end the day by indulging in our shared love of whisky. Whisky comes alive in Scotland – when you have a glass of Talisker on the Isle of Skye, it is like drinking the blood of the island. We insisted on sampling the local tipple in every town we stopped in – in one sip, we were instantly connected to the land, the water, the peat, and the weather. Oh yes, the weather … I should probably mention the weather. Did we have any rain, you wonder? Just a bit! Researching 100 Greatest Cycling Climbs and its sequel, I did not see clear sky once. And by day five of the first research trip for this book, it felt like I had been living under the sea. With one day left, I had zero kit remaining, and my best efforts 7to turn the hotel room into a giant airing cupboard hadn’t worked. The car stank, my shoes squelched, and the bike was hidden under a film of dirt – it almost broke me. But then came the second trip. Admittedly, we had a damp first day, but the forecast for the following few was very optimistic. The next morning, eyes closed, I tentatively drew back the curtains. I was almost too scared to look; I wanted an empty sky, I wanted dry feet, I wanted to be able to take a picture without having to shield the camera from a constant stream of drizzle. Slowly, I opened my eyes … A miracle! The curse had been broken. The sky was a deep blue and the morning was awash with sunlight. I immediately got my kit on, woke up Dad, and told him I would be back for breakfast. In the early morning light I rode up Fairlie Moor (page 106), and the views out over the ocean were incredible. Scotland may be beautiful in the rain, but it is off-the-scale fantastic in the sun.

         For the next three days I was able to wear the same pair of cycling shoes and I didn’t have to wrap everything in endless plastic bags to keep the moisture out. Best of all, I could concentrate on putting some proper effort into the climbs.

         And what climbs they are, running all the way from the windswept Western Isles, across the Highlands and into the agriculturally rich East Scotland. Do not be put off by the conditions, and do be excited by the open spaces and clean air. With this book as your guide, head north and keep heading north until the South is just a dot on the horizon.
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         In the 1990s one of my favourite bands was the Scottish outfit Idlewild. Drawn to their unbridled energy and explosive live shows, my future wife and I managed to catch them seven times in one summer. Their first two albums were packed to the gills with short eruptions of violent yet melodic anthems, but such youthful bursts of energy, like the mayfly, rarely last long. Nevertheless, they did not fade away completely – they evolved and returned with their third album, The Remote Part, and a masterpiece of music in the track ‘Scottish Fiction’. Starting gently and building up to a euphoric finale, it painted in sound an epic vision of the simplicity, the space, and, of course, the remoteness of the Highlands.* For many years, ‘the remote part’ for me was just a picture in my mind, the lyrics in a song. That was until I ventured north of Fort William and deep into Sutherland where I, at last, experienced it in the flesh.

          ‘We stop in every passing place,

to watch the world move faster than we do’

         Idlewild, 2002

         I have travelled a fair bit in subsequent years and been to a few remote parts of the globe, but all of these have required a long-haul flight to get to. But the Scottish Highlands, no matter where you are in the British Isles, are just a (sometimes very long) car drive away. And the further north you travel, the more you feel the weight of the modern world lift from your shoulders; the air becomes fresher, the pace of life is slower, the roads are clearer, and the weather is wilder. Yes, it can be hostile up there, especially on the west coast, but a wise man once said: ‘There is no such thing as bad weather, only unsuitable clothing.’ Or something like that. On the approach to the first climb in this book, over Quinag mountain, the purity of the landscape and its exquisite ruggedness are simply stunning. Every stubborn blade of grass that withstands the howling winds, every exposed rock that has been worn bare from years of exposure to the elements is a jewel. And the roads: the roads are amazing. They are empty and quiet, sweeping and flowing their way through hills and valleys, connecting far-flung villages and towns. They are freedom, and they are adventure.

         After living in London for over 20 years, it is very easy to become London-centric. But up in Sutherland, London might as well be on a different planet. It is crazy to think that two such drastically different environments inhabit the same tiny island. So, whether you are looking for hills, or just an escape, I urge you to leave your towns and cities, to pack your best waterproofs and warmest base layers, and head north, to The Remote Part.

         
            * Of course, the song is actually about a girl.
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