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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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The world wasn’t built flat. So it’s just as well that bicycles have wheels and humans have legs. Show any cyclist a road that points uphill – or, for that matter, tips downwards – and they will want to explore it.


There are few greater thrills in life than simply jumping on your bike and going for a ride somewhere new, somewhere unexplored. But where to go? That’s where we come in. We have picked 50 rides from the pages of Cyclist magazine, every one of them ridden from start to finish by our intrepid writers and documented by some of the very best photographers, to help you discover some of the most glorious ride destinations in the world.


There are, of course, the giant European mountain ranges of the Alps, Pyrenees and Dolomites, made famous by the great riders of the past in races such as the Tour de France and Giro d’Italia. But we go beyond those, for example, to what is technically the biggest mountain in the world, in Hawaii; to the mighty Pikes Peak in Colorado; and even to the lowest road on Earth, in Israel. And that’s in addition to some of the finest places to ride a bike in the British Isles, including the roads that brought Yorkshire global fame when it hosted the Tour de France in 2014.


The choice is yours. All you need is a bicycle.





[image: Illustration]





Southern Europe




[image: Illustration]








ITALY


Dolomites


Distance: 130km (81 miles)


Elevation: 3,989m (13,087ft)


Renowned as some of the most beautiful mountains on the planet, the Italian Dolomites also deliver as tough a riding terrain as you’ll find anywhere.


There can be few better seals of approval for the region of Alta Badia in the Italian Dolomites than the fact that a host of pro riders use it as a training playground. Vincenzo Nibali – one of only six riders in history to have won the Tour de France, Giro d’Italia and Vuelta a España – has often sent the locals into a frenzy with his appearances here. But even without that commendation, the savagely beautiful landscape would be enticing.


The Dolomites are a rugged realm of stark, serrated mountains, glacial landforms, echoing valleys and pristine meadows festooned with bluebells and edelweiss. There is a bewildering array of climbs to choose from, but this ride starts in Corvara, nestled in Val Badia at the foot of the horseshoe-shaped Sella Massif. As well as tackling the mighty Passo Giau you will also battle the 2,057-m (6,749-ft) Passo Fedaia, the summit of which is adorned by the sparkling waters of the Lago Fedaia.


First, however, you must cross the Passo Gardena and Passo Sella. Fresh and fun but with a surprising kick, the 2,121-m (6,959-ft) Passo Gardena feels like the glass of Prosecco before the hearty primo and secondo of the Fedaia and Giau. The climb involves a 9.6-km (6-mile) ascent out of Corvara and crosses meadows dotted with clusters of pine trees, piles of firewood and mountain chalets. The tarmac is smooth and the gradient averages 6.2% as you climb ever higher into the gnarled peaks.


The descent to the base of the picturesque Passo Sella lasts for 6.2km (4 miles) before the road rises 373m (1,224ft) over 5.45km (3⅓ miles) at an average of 6.8%. The climb hits 9% in the middle, but you’re rewarded with sweeping views of the mountain scenery on the drop to the valley town of Canazei.


Next up is the slow, steady eastward assault of the 2,057-m (6,749-ft) Passo Fedaia. The climb averages 4.4% over 14km (8⅔ miles) but you will be hot as you ascend through a natural amphitheatre of snow-covered rockfaces, occasionally diving through pine forests and mountain tunnels. Eventually the azure water of Lago Fedaia appears up ahead like a tropical oasis, the surface shimmering in the intense sunlight.
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The Fedaia sits at the northern base of the colossal Marmolada, at 3,343m (10,968ft) the highest peak in the Dolomites. The white tongue of the Marmaloda glacier unfurls down the side of the mountain and a bridge stretches across the lake. At the end is a cluster of restaurants and cafés; this is an ideal spot for lunch.


Sustenance is a good idea before you tackle the fearsome Passo Giau, the approach to which is made even more difficult by a 3-km (2-mile) drag where the gradient hits 18% before an electrifying descent to the ski resort of Malga Ciapela.


There’s a sharp rise from the riverside town of Caprile to the mountain commune of Colle Santa Lucia before the Passo Giau itself. This silent, brooding hulk of a mountain is guarded by 29 hairpin bends. The 10-km (6-mile) climb involves 922m (3,025ft) of relentless, thigh-stabbing ascent at an average gradient of 9.1%. There’s no respite from the second you start until the divine moment you finally reach the summit. When French rider Laurent Fignon tackled it at the Giro of 1992, he lost 30 minutes and was so crippled by the experience he even had to be pushed on the descent.


The hairpins are all numbered (tornante 1, tornante 2, and so on), which feels either inspiring or depressing as your mood fluctuates. About 2km (1¼ miles) from the summit, the stark majesty of the climb begins to wash away the pain. The pass lies in a vast mountain pasture at the foot of the even higher, 2,647-m (8,684-ft) Nuvolau Alto peak, and you’re surrounded by sharp columns of rock that jut out of the ground like knives. The beauty of the terrain seems to pull you uphill while gravity does her best to slap you back down. At least the top of the pass offers a panoramic view of the entire mountain region, including many of the distant peaks that you crossed earlier in the day.


The descent is broken up by countless hairpins, so it’s worth conserving energy for the final pass of the day – the Passo Falzarego, which rises for 12km (7½ miles) to a height of 2,105m (6,906ft). After the drunken twists and turns of the Giau, the Falzarego seems to slice through the landscape in long, straight surges.


From the Falzarego the climb continues further up, past the mirrored surface of a lake to the 2,168-m (7,113-ft) Passo Valparola, and then there’s just a direct run back to Corvara on the SS244. As you head for home it’s easy to see why the legendary Everest climber Reinhold Messner once told the Guardian newspaper, ‘Each mountain in the Dolomites is like a piece of art.’


The top of the pass offers a panoramic view of the entire mountain region
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ITALY


Lake Como


Distance: 36.5km (22⅔ miles)


Elevation: 1,678m (5,505ft)


Near the glamour and serenity of Italy’s Lake Como lies a climb that for 50 years was considered too hard for the pro peloton. That sounds like a challenge…


When you’ve arrived somewhere unfamiliar at night, you approach the window the following morning expecting the view to bring some clarity to proceedings. Not here, though. Here you will tell yourself you’re in one of those annoying dreams where you think you’ve woken up but, in fact, haven’t.


Panoramas like this don’t exist in real life. The lake is too blue, the saw-toothed mountains too perfectly capped with snow and the lush scenery too green, bar the terracotta roofs. But after a good hard pinch you will realize you’re not dreaming. That really is Lake Como and those are the Alps in the distance, with the houses of Bellagio in the foreground.


The ride starts with a tribute to the Giro di Lombardia and its most famous climb, the Ghisallo. Pronounced with a hard ‘G’, Gee-zar-lo, this ascent inspires images of a twisting road soaring up into the clouds. Yet it begins in unprepossessing fashion at the SP41–SS583 junction before passing a ‘start’ line painted on the road. The gradient isn’t too tough at first, but soon the road narrows as it begins to switchback between thick banks of deciduous trees that disguise the gradient, which by now has ramped up considerably. Eventually you reach the small group of houses that makes up Guello, and the gradient eases – for now.


The bald stats for the Ghisallo state that it is 10.6km (6½ miles) long with an average gradient of 5.5%. The key word, however, is ‘average’. The gradient early on is a much more punishing 9%, and the final 1.5km (1 mile) also rears up to well over 9%, but in between there is an average-reducing false summit. For 3km (2 miles) you will pick up speed as the road flattens and the lake appears dramatically to your left.


Then there’s a sting in the tail until a tightly packed set of hairpins signals that the end really is in sight, and eventually you reach a line on the tarmac saying ‘finish’. Here it’s worth a stop at the church of the Madonna del Ghisallo, with its four busts outside. The names Bartali, Binda and Coppi need no introduction, but the fourth bust is of Father Ermelindo Vigano. It was he who proposed that the apparition of the Madonna (which saved the medieval Count Ghisallo from bandits) become the patron saint of cyclists.


[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]


Inside the church is the most incredible Aladdin’s cave of cycling history. Signed rainbow, pink and yellow jerseys, photos and bicycles with the names of their legendary riders attached all cover the silent walls. You could spend hours in there.


Back on the bike you’ll head towards Asso, a fast descent on a wide road, until you turn right onto the SP44 towards Sormano. Coming just 6km (3¾ miles) after the Ghisallo, the climb of the Colma di Sormano zigs and zags up through 11 hairpins at around 5–6% en route to the halfway point at the town of Sormano itself. From here the Colma di Sormano continues for another 4.5km (2¾ miles), but not for you, because hidden in the trees is your next challenge.


The Muro di Sormano appeared in the Giro di Lombardia for just three years, between 1960 and 1962, before being removed for being too difficult, until finally returning to it in 2012. It might be only 1.7km (just over 1 mile) long but muro translates as ‘wall’ and it’s not much of an exaggeration. You need to turn left off the SP44 just after you pass the sign saying ‘Sormano’ with a big red line through it, and descend for about 100m (328ft) on a narrow side road. The start is next to a large stone trough.


There is no polite preamble to the climb and your heart rate soars upwards as quickly as the road. You’re straight out of the saddle and trees crowd claustrophobically around as you negotiate the first corners into woodland, which at least provides some shade from the sun. There are also markers ticking off every metre in vertical ascent that you make. They are horribly close together. The climb has blasts of 25–27%, but it’s the Muro’s crippling average of 17% that ensures there is simply no rest, no let-up, no chance to relax.


Once you’re out of the trees, though, the setting is stunning. Wild flowers fill the overgrown banks, butterflies flap lazily, and there are sprawling views of distant mountains. To a bystander the scene would look so tranquil, yet on the bike your body is inhabiting a world of noise as the sound of pumping blood fills your ears and your tortured muscles silently scream. After that you descend to the bottom, and back to the start of the ride – unless you fancy tackling the Muro again.
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FRANCE


Corsica


Distance: 199km (124 miles)


Elevation: 3,400m (11,155ft)


The starting venue for the 100th edition of the Tour de France has much more to offer than simply the chance to follow in the pros’ wheel tracks.


It’s more than a century since Henri Desgrange, organizer of the inaugural Tour de France of 1903, promised to ‘fling across France today those reckless and uncouth sowers of energy who are the great professional riders of the world’. Yet logistics, economics and politics meant the island of Corsica was for 110 years the only one of the 27 regions of France not to play host to the race.


As part of the patriotic celebrations that marked the centenary edition of the Tour in 2013, Corsica was chosen to host the opening three stages of the Grand Départ. It was long overdue, because the island’s bewildering range of scenery provides an extraordinary backdrop to roads that could have been built purely for bikes.


This route runs from Calvi on the northwest coast to Corte in the mountainous interior. It takes in the best parts of the jaw-dropping third stage of the 2013 Tour de France (in reverse), including beautiful seascapes, snaking corniche roads and the extraordinary red coastal cliffs of the Calanches. But the route also features some extras that the pros didn’t get to enjoy: the 1,477-m (4,846-ft) Col de Vergio (the island’s highest climb), the Gorges de Spelunca (Corsica’s most dramatic road journey) and the Scala di Santa Regina (a high-speed and challenging descent through a desolate valley).


The diversity of the landscape becomes immediately apparent in Calvi, because in a single glance you can see white beaches, palm trees and, inland, the snowcapped 2,706-m (8,878-ft) peak of Monte Cinto. The first 40km (25 miles) are gently undulating as you fly up cliffs that never top more than 120m (394ft) in altitude and glide past sandy coves, sea caves and secluded bays, while, below, waves detonate against the rocks with explosions of white foam.


Near the Golfe de Galéria the route darts inland and you cross a bridge over the River Fango. Here begins a stretch that offers a momentary glimpse of the forests of the Vallée du Fango, framed against the stark grey mountains of the interior.
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Over the next 10km (6 miles) the asphalt climbs up to the 400-m (1,312-ft) Col de la Palmarella with an average gradient of 4%. It’s followed by a gentle 40-km (25-mile) stretch along the corniche road that hugs the western coastline. Here you pass jagged rocks covered in green and orange lichen and dip under the shade of the island’s ubiquitous laricio pines. Looking towards the coast you can see rust-red cliffs, pebble beaches, crescent-shaped bays and the volcanic mass of stacked slabs and rocky outcrops that form the Réserve Naturelle de Scandola.


Next up there’s a tunnel of gum trees to the coastal town of Porto, which curls around a sandy cove beneath a 16th-century Genoese watchtower. From here there’s a 12-km (7½-mile) climb south towards the coastal town of Piana to take in one of the most arresting natural landscapes in Corsica: the Calanches. These fiery red and orange pinnacles rise up along the coastline like the towering ramparts of a rock-hewn fortress. Some of their peaks have been eroded into bizarre shapes – look out for a heart, a monocled bishop, a devil and a bear – and the rocks change colour in the shifting sunlight, glowing deep red at sunset. The climb is punchy, with gradients of up to 14%, but the eerie landscape makes every bead of sweat worthwhile.


Zipping downhill, you start a 30-km (18½-mile) inland journey to the 1,478-m (4,849-ft) Col de Vergio, the highest point in Corsica traversable by road. The scenery changes dramatically as you head east and carve through the Gorges de Spelunca, surrounded by steep granite walls, boulder-strewn rivers and rugged valleys lined with conifers and chestnut trees, to the pretty mountain village of Évisa, which appears as a vivid cluster of terracotta roofs amid the greenery.


The expansive views shrink away when you head into the shade of Corsica’s giant pines in the Forêt d’Aïtone. There are crystal-clear natural pools here that you can swim in, but it’s cooler at this altitude, so jackets and gilets are preferable to swimwear. The stunning Col de Vergio at the top is by no means the final highlight of the ride. The 1,000-m (3,281-ft) descent takes in the stark Forêt de Valdu Niellu, the shimmering Lac de Calacuccia and a rugged gorge known as the Scala di Santa Regina, which meanders for 21km (13 miles) beneath sheer granite walls reaching 300m (984ft) in height. It’s said locally that if Corsica is the work of God, the Scala is the work of the Devil.


The route finishes in the town of Corte, where you can stay the night or arrange for a luggage transfer or pick-up. We’d recommend the former so you can continue exploring from here after a good night’s rest. Corsica is a place of infinite variety, which deserves to be enjoyed with your eyes wide open.


The island’s bewildering scenery provides an extraordinary backdrop
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SPAIN


Tenerife


Distance: 188km (117 miles)


Elevation: 4,473m (14,675ft)


A favourite training ground of Britain’s Tour winners, Tenerife is also perfect for the rest of us mere mortals thanks to year-round sun, empty roads and the occasional volcano to climb.


Located 300km (186 miles) from Africa and 1,300km (808 miles) from Spain, Tenerife is at the same latitude as the Sahara Desert but in the same time zone as the UK. It’s also home to the spectacular 3,718-m (12,198-ft) Pico del Teide, a volcano from which a solitary road stretches out like a solidified river of lava.


The Teide National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is perfect for scientists. NASA tested robotic vehicles on the unusual terrain here before sending them to Mars, and the observatory here is one of the world’s best. But the landscape is also a magnet for cyclists thanks to its endless climbs, faultless climate and fitness-boosting altitude. It was on Tenerife’s smooth, sun-baked roads that Bradley Wiggins, Chris Froome and Geraint Thomas all sculpted their Tour de France successes. This route showcases the geographical diversity of the island, and your journey begins in Puerto de la Cruz on the north coast of the island, the best region from which to explore Tenerife’s mountainous heartland. Start early in the day to enjoy the best views by zipping past the beaches of Puerto de la Cruz and loosening your legs with a steady climb to the town of La Orotava at 400m (1,312ft). Then carve through the Orotava Valley with its deep ravines, banana plantations, palm groves, vineyards and clusters of pink, blue and green houses, before descending into the town of Los Realejos. A sharp climb to the town of Icod el Alto at 580m (1,903ft) snakes high above the coastline, offering wonderful views of the Mediterranean as it shimmers in the morning sunshine.
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From the cobbled fishing village of Garachico you can take a short diversion to the Punta de Teno lighthouse – the most western point of Tenerife – via a 6-km (4-mile) out-and-back dash along a precipitous coastal road with cliffs of black volcanic rock that plunge into the frothing surf below. It will likely be windy, but it’s a worthwhile jaunt to a deserted corner of the island.


From the town of Buenavista del Norte you climb 10km (6 miles) inland through El Palmar, Las Lagunetas and Las Portelas, weaving through lush farmland before ascending into the clouds. Because of its dramatic geography, Tenerife has a range of microclimates. This means it’s not unusual to encounter both blazing sunshine and thick fog within a very short distance.


Over the crest of the hill the mist will fade away to reveal the beauty of the Masca Gorge and the smooth, fast descent into the town of Masca below. The only drawback is that you then have to climb out of the gorge, from 600m (1,968ft) to 1,055m (3,461ft). There are cruel segments of 14% that make it a punishing but satisfying climb.


Don’t feel too pleased with yourself yet, though, because following a descent into Santiago (where you may want to refuel) you begin the epic 40-km (25-mile) climb up the volcano from 731m (2,398ft) to 2,300m (7,546ft). This is the kind of ascent that has made Tenerife such a popular training destination. It’s long – relentlessly long – but the gradient of 4–7% is mild enough to switch speeds, gears or intensities according to your training goals.


On the journey into the Teide National Park you pass vast lava fields, pine forests and rust-red boulders. What with the sharp, coral-like volcanic stones by the side of the asphalt, there can’t be a more painful place to veer off the road and crash. The region is almost totally deserted, except for the odd lizard scuttling through the arid scrubland. When the altitude kicks in, it feels like invisible hands are pulling you back downhill. You feel about 10kg (22lb) heavier, and every pedal revolution saps more energy. At this altitude the body learns to produce more red blood cells and distribute oxygen more efficiently – particularly if you sleep at altitude – but nobody said it would be easy.


There is a short, 1-km (⅔-mile) section of cracked, bumpy road. However, it’s worth withstanding the posterior pain. Braving this section will enable you to complete a full loop back to Puerto de la Cruz, which simplifies logistics for any visiting cyclist.


Eventually you reach the triangular peak of Teide, the volcano that dominates the island. One side is lined with the wires of a cable car. It’s not possible to cycle to the 3,718-m (12,198-ft) summit because the roads only reach the cable car station, at 2,356m (7,730ft), although it is possible to hike to the top. Either way, it has a fearsome appearance, and it’s no surprise that the indigenous Guanches people of Tenerife used to believe Teide was the gate to hell, with the devil trapped inside.


The air up here is thin and the climb is hard, but there’s good news: all that remains is an epic 30-km (18⅔-mile), 2,300-m (7,546-ft) descent back to the beach. It is – quite literally – all downhill from here.
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SPAIN


Las Alpujarras


Distance: 126km (78 miles)


Elevation: 3,500m (11,483ft)


With billiard-table smooth roads to rival the best in the world and not a car to be seen, the undiscovered Alpujarras is the hidden riding treasure of the Spanish mainland.


Cyclists love their food, and the roads of the mountainous Alpujarras region of southern Spain appear clean and smooth enough to eat your dinner off. Their quiet remoteness is a big part of their appeal, and this region really does live up to the label ‘undiscovered’. Even the Spanish weren’t in any hurry to live here, preferring Granada and its fertile plains to the north or the Mediterranean coast and its rich fishing grounds to the south. The mountains in between just seemed like too much hard work.


The villages of Las Alpujarras cling to the Sierra de la Contraviesa mountains that run between the southern slopes of the Sierra Nevada and the Mediterranean. This ride begins and ends in Cádiar, a large village geographically at the heart of Las Alpujarras. There are few stretches of flat road in the region, but cunningly this loop starts and finishes with lengthy downhill sections. You can worry about the 3,500m (11,483ft) of climbing in between when you come to it.


Start by heading east on the A-348, gathering speed for 18km (11 miles) before turning right at a roundabout onto the AL-6400. The narrow but smooth road twists and rolls gently between craggy outcrops of rock and scattered clumps of trees before emerging into a wide valley alongside a dried-up riverbed. You pass through two villages before the road starts a gentle, sinuous descent towards the glistening Benínar Reservoir. Beyond that is the first obstacle of the day: the 22-km (14-mile), 1,000-m (3,281-ft) climb to the top of the Sierra Contraviesa.
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