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         Jordan Matthews has been riding and racing bikes in the North East all his life. He has devised hundreds of routes in the region, and has become something of an expert in gravel cycling in Northumberland and the North Pennines. There aren’t many roads, bridleways or tracks he hasn’t ridden in the area. He has worked in the bike industry since he was 16, as a bike builder in a shop, a mechanic at Recyke y’Bike, a cycling charity, and then for an adaptive cycling charity, working with people with disabilities. In 2024, Jordan worked with a gravel cycling events company as events manager for the north of England and Scotland, organising and running over 20 events. Jordan is currently Cycling UK’s Cycling Development Officer for the North East region, working to get more people on their bikes through the Big Bike Revival and Community Cycling Club programmes. In 2026, Jordan will take over the route coordination roles for the Sandstone Way and Reivers Off-Road route from Ted Liddle. His writing has appeared in Cycle magazine and he contributed routes and advice to Huw Hennessy’s book Cycling in Northumbria (Bradt, 2023). Gravel Rides Northumberland is his first book.
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            All maps reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of The Controller of His Majesty’s Stationery Office. © Crown Copyright. AC0000809882.

            Every effort has been made to achieve accuracy of the information in this guidebook. The authors, publishers and copyright owners can take no responsibility for: loss or injury (including fatal) to persons; loss or damage to property or equipment; trespass, irresponsible behaviour or any other mishap that may be suffered as a result of following the route descriptions or advice offered in this guidebook. The inclusion of a track or path as part of a route, or otherwise recommended, in this guidebook does not guarantee that the track or path will remain a right of way. If conflict with landowners arises we advise that you act politely and leave by the shortest route available. If the matter needs to be taken further then please take it up with the relevant authority.
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            Introduction

         

         For me, gravel riding is an excuse to explore and have an adventure. Ever since I started riding bikes and more so since I started riding gravel, I have always been pondering things such as: what happens if I take that less-used track instead of the well-worn trail? and what is that bridleway like and will it link up with my favourite stretch of byway? and how can I include this cafe on a ride while touching the minimum amount of road? I didn’t know it at the time, but the knowledge I was acquiring of gravel riding in Northumberland was growing, and the culmination of that is packaged up neatly for you in this guidebook.

         Northumberland is a unique and wild area of the country, steeped in history. This book seeks out some fabulous hidden corners of the county where ultimately there are some fantastic places to ride a gravel bike. It is the least densely populated county in England, ensuring you won’t be bumping into many others on your rides, yet you might encounter wildlife such as osprey, deer, red squirrel, curlew and grouse, to name a few.

         This book features 15 gravel bike routes of varying difficulty and over terrain ranging from smooth gravel all the way to rough and challenging off-road tracks; some start to push into MTB territory, but with skill can be ridden on a gravel bike. Be it a technical descent or a steep uphill, don’t be afraid to get off and push – I still do! No matter what stage you are at in your cycling journey, there is something suitable for all, with rides ranging from 10 to over 104 kilometres.

         The routes are graded easy, straightforward and challenging and each route description explains in more detail what to expect on a particular ride with some recommendations on what type of gear you might want to take with you and what to kit your bike out with. Information is also provided for certain sections of routes that may need extra consideration, such as active forestry areas which may be busy with logging trucks, or areas which may be more difficult to ride after heavy rain.

         There are routes in the book that are fully accessible by train, such as 07 Tyne & Derwent Valleys which starts from Wylam, and 04 South Tyne Trail which starts from Haltwhistle; some others are a short ride away from public transport.

         It has been an absolute joy to put this book together, and hopefully the route descriptions, photos and insights will inspire you to get out into the sometimes sunny, sometimes windy, sometimes rainy, but always beautiful county that is Northumberland.

         Enjoy!

         
             

         

         Jordan Matthews
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            How to use this book

         

         Riding in Northumberland

         Gravel riding in Northumberland varies from wide, smooth and fast-flowing forest trails in Kielder Forest, to bumpy, narrow and grassy singletrack in the Cheviots. The variety of the riding in Northumberland is what makes the region somewhere you will undoubtedly keep returning to. Overall, the routes are best suited to a gravel bike, taking in gravel, singletrack, forest tracks, and unpaved and paved roads. It is made clear in the route descriptions, but a warning: you may experience bike pushing, boggy sections, ford crossings and technical descents. These more difficult sections never really last for long and, for the overall route, they are worth including. Some routes are pure adventure gravel at its finest, and will leave you grinning for days.

         The routes

         This book contains 15 of the best gravel rides in the county of Northumberland. They vary in length from 10 to 104 kilometres. So, no matter your ability or fitness, there will be something in the book for you.

         Grades

         The routes are split into sections by difficulty, with the easiest routes in Section 1, moderate routes in Section 2 and the more challenging routes in Section 3.

         
[image: ] Easy

         
[image: ] Straightforward

         
[image: ] Challenging

         Easy routes are suitable for most fitness and skill levels. They don’t include many very steep sections, and the surfaces are mainly compact gravel or solid earth with some smaller rocks, along with roads. The surface may become loose in some areas. Navigation is simple.

         Straightforward routes are suitable for riders with a good level of fitness and more advanced riding skills. All trails will be mainly rideable, although with some tougher sections compared to the easy routes. Navigation is still relatively straightforward, but will be more involved.

         Challenging routes are suitable for more experienced riders with plenty of off-road riding experience and skills. The distances are longer and the terrain and navigation are more advanced. Routes could include hike-a-bike, loose surfaces and larger obstacles. Some of the rides are also more remote.xii

         
            
[image: ]CLIMBING TO SLALEY FOREST (ROUTE 06). © PHIL THOMAS

            

         

         Conditions

         These grades are based on average riding conditions: all routes will be easier in good weather and harder in bad weather. Grades take into account everything from distance, terrain, remoteness, elevation gain and navigational difficulty. Northumberland is a county with a lot of hills and the weather can change in a moment, so, if in doubt, overprepare for the worst conditions. A more challenging route could be shorter with more climbing and more difficult terrain, or another challenging route could be longer but with faster riding. The route descriptions will give you a good idea of what to expect.

         Directions & accuracy

         While every effort has been made to provide accurate directions and descriptions in this guide, things can change on the ground over time and we are therefore unable to guarantee that every detail will be correct. Please treat the stated distances as guidelines, and please exercise caution if a direction appears at odds with the route on the ground. A comparison between direction and map should see you back on the right track.

         The GPX files provided (see page vii) can be easily uploaded on to a GPS device or smartphone to aid navigation. Most of the time a GPS device is accurate, but it is recommended to always take a compass and map of the area.
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            Rights of way

         

         The routes in this book follow public roads, or trails which are either a right of way or where permissive access has been granted by the landowner, in most cases Forestry England (FE).
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