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			For Macsen, my greatest adventure to date.

			Riding these climbs is a lot easier than some of the long nights we’ve had together, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Maybe we’ll ride them together one day, or maybe I’ll just bore you with stories about them. But let’s definitely ski down Alpe d’Huez.

			I Macsen,

			Fy antur fwyaf hyd yn hyn.

			Mae reidio’r dringfeydd hyn dipyn yn haws na rhai o’r nosweithiau hir ry’n ni wedi’u cael gyda’n gilydd ond byddwn i’n newid dim byd. Efallai y cawn ni eu reidio nhw gyda’n gilydd ryw ddydd neu efallai y gwna i dy ddiflasu di gyda straeon amdanyn nhw yn lle. Ond yn bendant, gad i ni sgïo lawr Alpe d’Huez gyda’n gilydd.
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			Introduction

			Mountains are special. You ride your bike, you want to ride up mountains. Maybe to race, maybe to train, but always to get to the top – to prove that you can do it, to take on the tarmac and the elements and the fear and beat them all.

			That’s why we climb on our bikes. For the challenge, for the satisfaction. For the views, for the stories afterwards. To share the experience of our heroes, to maybe write a few epics ourselves.

			Mountains are where the biggest races are won and lost. They’re where the atmosphere is best, where the fans can watch for free and see more of the riders than anywhere else. They’re where the Tour and the Giro and the Vuelta are decided, where names are made and where men and women can break. Because they’re scary, too, climbs. It can feel impossible getting up them and crazy getting down. You experience heat so intense you’re tipping bidons of water over your head. You can get hail and snow so heavy that you lose all sensation in your fingers and feet. You see valleys below and peaks up ahead. You feel the wind and see the drops and you feel more alive than anywhere else on your bike.

			But all that makes them hard is also what makes them so appealing. The tougher they are, the longer the memories last. The more riders’ names ring out: Anquetil, Merckx, Induráin. You cannot hide on a mountain, and the truth they bring is inescapable. You can’t bodge it on a big climb. It’s you and the road and what you have in your heart and your legs. They’re pain and they’re magic. They punish you but they reward you with so much, too.

			You can love football and never get the chance to score a goal at Wembley. You can love rugby and never get the chance to dive over the try line at the Principality Stadium, or watch tennis all your life yet only dream of making a volley at the net on Centre Court at Wimbledon. But in cycling you can ride exactly the same climbs as those legends. You can experience exactly what they went through. You can ride up Alpe d’Huez and the Koppenberg and everything in between.

			And so this is my book about them. How I get up them, what they do to us in the pro peloton. How you can get up them, where the attacks come, where the danger lurks. What we eat and drink, the mental privations we go through as well as the physical. The great days I’ve enjoyed, the horrors I’ve gone through, too. The secret data, the secret names, the reason they stay with us long after we’ve returned to the flat and the prosaic.

			It’s a personal list. It’s the ones that have mattered to me as a child, a junior aiming high and a pro racing higher. They’re spread across the world and they range from the small and lumpy to the big and brutal. But they’re all special, and they’re all magical. And they’re all out there, free to ride and waiting for you to have a go.

			Enjoy, and suffer, and enjoy a bit more. My mountains are your mountains. Let’s climb.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			UK
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			Rhigos

			An insider tip to start us off: the proper Valleys pronunciation of Rhigos is not the ‘Regoss’ that you might hear in the cosmopolitan coastal areas of Wales, but ‘Rick-oss’. And the Valleys has naming rights, so that’s how I’d like it in your head for the duration of this climb.

			Rhigos has clout in south Wales. This and the Bwlch, over towards Bridgend, are your rites of passage. The Tumble? That comes later. You cut your teeth on Rhigos. You make your name on the Bwlch. You establish it on the Tumble.

			And so I knew about it, and what it meant, when I was on one of my first Sunday morning runs with the Maindy Flyers Club, fourteen years old. I just wasn’t expecting to see it. I’d never been so far on a bike, and had already experienced a feeling of intense panic when I’d recognized the Storey Arms outward bounds centre, which in my experience was a long coach ride away from my school in Cardiff. To have gone that far on a bike was both something to be proud of and a potential disaster. I was so far from home that there was no way I could be dropped and still hope to survive. All that, and then the realization that I’d have to summit Rhigos to have any hope of seeing Cardiff or my family ever again.

			It was never easy then. The first time I attempted it without adult supervision was in a small escape with a couple of mates, riding out to watch the big boys in the Five Valleys race – one of the highlights of the British cycling calendar, part of a national series which went all over the UK. One of the toughest and most attractive of races, taking in all the major climbs South Wales can throw at you, an annual highlight for those of us in love with road racing and hills.

			We rode out to the biggest climbs to watch the race, Tour de France style. A beautiful day, blue skies, sun shining, not enough water or sunscreen. And so we were wasted by the time the Rhigos and Bwlch had finished with us, and we still had the recurring issue of getting back to Cardiff afterwards. In what was to prove a precursor to my early days with the pro ranks, I suffered enormously, but blew up slightly later than one of the other lads, so was able to recount the tale later with my morale high. It’s amazing how good finishing not-quite-last can feel.

			And because of the way that cycling obsessions can work, I found myself racing Five Valleys a few years later as a pale junior. We were due to approach Rhigos from the Hirwaun side, to the north. As an eighteen-year-old, the goal was just to survive. Our coach, Darren Tudor, was realistic: lads, get to 100 miles. That’ll get you to the finishing circuit in Port Talbot. Do that and you’ve had a good day.

			The nerves were clanging, partly because it was Rhigos, partly because it was Five Valleys, partly because of the riders I found myself going up Rhigos in Five Valleys with. There were the local tough guys of the Welsh scene, guys you rode with only on rare occasions. Small men with sinewy legs and an ability to suffer in silence. ‘Jeez, he’s turned up for the club run today! This is going to be tough. Glad I had that extra round of toast this morning . . .’

			There were younger under-twenty-three riders who were being talked up on the British scene, like Dan Fleeman. And there was Magnus Bäckstedt, an actual stage winner at the Tour de France, shortly to triumph at Paris-Roubaix, which would really have done for me. And yet going up Rhigos, I was in the lead group with all these men. Not leading the lead group – I was eighteen, I was on restricted gears, I was only meant to be getting to Port Talbot – but sitting third or fourth wheel, hanging on, living the dream.

			There’s a long final hairpin on Rhigos, of which more shortly. But as we swung round it, I glanced down to my left and saw Bäckstedt – actual Magnus Bäckstedt, elite pro rider, Swedish superstar, clever enough to marry a Welsh girl – 15 metres back.

			Whoah. This, I thought to myself, is now unbelievable. This is too good. Forget the bright lights of Port Talbot, its quaint, picturesque charms. Nothing else that happens today can ever top this. Even as we went over the top of the climb and began the descent, and I realized that with my restricted gears I would have to pedal my nuts off to keep any of my glorious gains in hand – even as I tried to find the slipstream of a bigger man, or an actual man – I knew that Rhigos had a place in my heart for ever.

			The details. There are two ways you can climb Rhigos, the more customary being from that same Hirwaun side, out of the village on the A4059 and then the A4061. You’ll be climbing for about six kilometres, the gradient averaging just over 5% and never ramping up beyond 7%. That’s a decent gauntlet to have thrown down but not quite a slap in the face. You and Rhigos can get along.

			The usual run-in takes you over Penderyn Moor, dropping down into the village, past the distillery. Now is not the time for fine Welsh single malts, but perhaps consider it for a treat when your day in the saddle is done.

			You’ll come through an industrial estate. You’ll see the old mines, the valleys that they nurtured, a very Welsh vista for a very Welsh climb. You turn left off the roundabout and then it’s on you – a long, straight drag, a grind while seated in the saddle, open to the winds that come in from the west. Sometimes they manifest themselves as a crosswind, which is awkward. More often they’re a headwind, which, when you’re going uphill, is just plain unfair.

			That’s the first third of your climb. Gritting your teeth, getting it done. Gradually, you’ll see the road start curving round to the left, and up to your right you can see the road switching back right, another long drag and then a long hairpin back to your left. The road snakes across your eyeline, and being able to see everything that lies in wait can come as a blow. Especially if you’re fourteen, you’re already nailed and the headwind is bringing a load of snow with it too.

			When the trees start the gradient kicks up but it’s easier to ride – out of the wind, more all around to distract you, rather than a road going on and on in front of you. You can see tracks off through the pines and grass to your right, trails where the Welsh Rally used to race every October, and it’s hard not to dream of being in a car, a gentle press with the sole of the right foot accelerating you up these slopes rather than the endless pedalling and all that road still to go.

			Back round to the right, and it begins to flatten off. You might find yourself wondering where the actual top is, because it’s so open now, so here’s the second key insider tip: look for the ice-cream van that’s always parked up in the lay-by on your right. It’s saved me a few times, that van – a cheeky can of Coke to stuff in my back pocket if I’m out of energy, the occasional ice cream if it’s after the season’s ended and I’m allowed to be Normal Geraint rather than No You Don’t Geraint.

			My mate Andy Hoskins once tried to hand us up some ice creams there during Five Valleys, a lovely if misguided thought. But logic doesn’t have much place on Rhigos. It was coming down there as a kid, broken, where we stopped at a shop in Treochy to buy us the sugary drinks we needed to get home, only for my mate to blow our entire £3 on diet lemonade. It was after going down the other side and another day where we stopped in the petrol station in Hirwaun and ended up buying microwave burgers. We used to ride out there and back from Cardiff when I was in the sixth form at school, returning in the dark with one rear light between us. We’d go over it, descend, turn around, climb back up, descend and then do it all again. We lost our minds on Rhigos, in a beautiful way.

			It’s probably twenty minutes of effort for a good club rider, maybe twelve or thirteen for me if I’m in shape. I tend not to ride it flat out as it’s usually a nostalgic trip out for me when I’m back in Cardiff in November or December, and with time I’ve also found myself favouring the ride up from the other side, the Treorchy road. I’m aware this is slightly sacrilegious, but for a place called Treorchy it has an unexpectedly European feel: a busy little town, the climb ramping up straight off the high street, a couple of long hairpins and some first-class tarmac up through the trees.

			When you race in France, you become accustomed to fighting for a good position coming through a town or village at the foot of the climb, diving through a few narrow, twisty corners, jumping out of your saddle to stay with the initial acceleration as you leave the buildings behind and head into the woods. This is the Treorchy vibe, and it’s steeper and angrier than the Hirwaun side but far less bleak and with much more to distract you, so it works. There’s even a mystery halfway up, a little white house so small it looks like it was built for a Borrower – almost like a weird shrine. There were often flowers left outside, the occasional wreath, as if someone met a cruel end here. It puzzled me for so long that I had to look it up in the end: turns out it was a watchman’s hut, used by a lovely old boy who used to clear the road of sheep and rocks for the council, and who made little sculptures from old plastic and copper wire to add a touch of colour to the landscape.

			And by the time you’ve mulled that over – the scene, the number of bouquets, the backstory – you’ve banged out another kilometre, and all is good in the world. That doesn’t happen on the Hirwaun side. A third of the way up you leave the oak trees behind. For a few sweet fleeting moments, you can fool yourself into thinking you can see the top, but it’s a cruel optical illusion. You look back down into the valley and you can see the dark slate roofs of the houses you came through a few minutes ago, and it all feels a little like a Welsh version of the Col du Portet in the Pyrenees: rock face on your right, fresh air to your left, a long view out over the valley if you’re dawdling and losing your climbing focus.

			When the weather’s good, it’s a joy up the top of Rhigos. Since it’s in south Wales, I’m used to it not being so nice. Riding it as a junior one morning with three mates, coming up from the Hirwaun side, the weather was terrible. Rain coming in sideways, hitting us directly in the face – but we were young and keen, thinking: this is what it’s like in the pro peloton when the weather is bad; this is great.

			And it was, until we hit the descent and Rob punctured. Nobody bothered to help him. It was too cold. Instead we huddled together behind a rock trying to hide from the elements, leaving him to sort it himself. Not that we could have helped too much, even if we had tried. None of us had any feeling in our hands, let alone the strength to pull off a tyre. Instead we shouted abuse from behind our rock, which is the sort of thing boys do to their mates. When I then punctured in Treorchy, Rob actually helped me fix mine. Which is not the sort of thing boys usually do for their mates.

			You get a good sweat on when you’re climbing Rhigos hard, but you never slip too many layers off, because the odds on it raining at the top are high. It’s not one to linger on for the same reasons. Having an ice cream? You may well savour the top bit and then smash down the lower half as the cold kicks in. Reaching for the emergency can of Coke? You’re likely to slightly rush it and spend the next twenty minutes burping gently like your grandad after a few too many pints down the local.

			There’s a term in the peloton for a rider considered strong but quite thick: Domestos. I’d describe the Hirwaun side of Rhigos in similar terms. He’s not the most fun character most of the time, and time in his company can drag, conversation something of a grind. When you get to know him a little more, though, he becomes friendlier, and you appreciate his charms. But you still prefer his brother over the other side in Treorchy – a hard man, too, but with much more to say. Treorchy is the guy you hear at the bar as you walk into the pub, throwing a few stories out, giving you a slap on the back that’s quite stiff but meant well. Meanwhile, Hirwaun is sitting by himself in the corner, drinking pints of old man’s ale.

			That’s Rhigos.

			When you turn pro, you tend to have a checklist in your head of all the great races you want to ride before you’re back down to civilian ranks. The Tour de France, of course. The other two Grand Tours, at least once. The Monuments, one after another. Flanders and Paris-Roubaix, before the others.

			It’s the same as an amateur rider in south Wales. You have to tick off Rhigos, then the Bwlch, then the Tumble. Any club you join will first tell you its tales and then take you up it to make your own. Which makes it such a disgrace that my father-in-law has yet to take it on. He’s happy to give me grief for not being the purest of pure climbers, but now he’s riding himself – albeit only in the fairest of weather – he’s still riding scared of Rhigos. And, as a result, cannot yet consider himself a proper rider. His choice, his outcome.

		

	
		
			The Tumble

			There’s something about the Tumble that gets to you. Before you’ve even ridden it, you’ve heard the stories. You’ve heard the myths. The old boys in your cycling club – they’ll whisper about it to you young ones. Boys, it’s brutal. Toughest climb in south Wales, this one. You’ll find nothing longer and nothing steeper, lads.

			You know about it, but it’s mysterious, too. Rhigos – that’s much closer to home, if you’ve grown up in Cardiff or along the coast. It’s familiar from early on. The Tumble is much further on – deeper into the countryside, a much longer ride, a destination rather than something you could do on the way to somewhere else. The Tumble? It’s out there. Waiting.

			It’s got history, the Tumble. And it wasn’t even always the Tumble. Back in the old days it was known as the Keepers. It was only when the Kellogg’s Tour of Britain started going up it in the mid-1980s that the race organizers looked at it on an Ordnance Survey map and saw the word ‘Tumble’ halfway up it that it was reborn. There used to be a Tumble Inn there. Maybe that’s where the name came from. But because the Tumble Inn tumbled down a long time ago, there’s no regulars to ask. Just the myths.

			So. The raw details. It’s 512 metres up at the top. It’s about five kilometres in length, depending where exactly you measure the start from. And it drags – an average gradient of just over 8%, ramps of up to 13%, very little respite at all.

			Those numbers are why the Grand Prix of Wales used it from about 1987 onwards and the junior Tour of Wales loves using it as the set-piece finishing climb on the final day of the race. As a junior back then, that was one of the best races you could hope to do. It was the one that made you feel most like being a proper pro rider in one of the Grand Tours. Lots of individual stages, days where different types of young riders could shine – the big units, the sprinters; the power boys, the ones who would have made good centres down at the local rugby club; the in-betweeners, who could hang on to both; and then the skinny ones, the mountain goats who would wait and wait for the grand finale up the Tumble on the Bank Holiday Monday. We’d be talking about it all week. The local club warriors – in our heads like pros who just happened to have day jobs – would be peppered with questions. The experts would be sought out and held in the highest regard. ‘Oh, you know Pete?’ ‘What, old Pete?’ ‘Yeah. Went up the Tumble yesterday.’ ‘No way! He’s mental!’

			It starts by the village of Govilon, just out to the west of Abergavenny, in Monmouthshire. If you’re asking for directions, pronounce it ‘G’vylon’, rather than ‘Govvy-lon’, or else the locals might send you somewhere far away. And then it’s a technical run-in, from that direction, with a few too many speed bumps to be entirely happy if you’re on a bike, especially in a frantic peloton racing to the start of the climb. It narrows in sections as well. Through the stone arch of a railway bridge, left turn and a kick over a little humpback bridge.

			No matter how many times you ride it, it always seems to start from nowhere. One moment you’re on the flat of the B4246, the next you swing round a left-hand corner and you’re going up. There’s a big hedge on the left, a white house on your right, and boom – you’re up and going, the road black and menacing in front of you at close to 10% already.

			Your positioning in the peloton or little group doesn’t matter too much at this stage – there’s so much climbing ahead of you – but you shouldn’t let yourself drift too far back, because the further back you go the more little accelerations you’ll have to make to hold your position, or you’ll drift back even further. Neither could you then choose your line around the first real corner, a tight right hairpin. You want to go round the outside line here, rather than hugging the inside. It’s too steep the shorter way and takes too much out of you. You might save a few metres, but it’ll take it back from you. Stay on the left side of the carriageway, trust your tactics, trust your knowledge of what lies ahead. Too far back and you’ve no choice. You’ll be sprinting to regain contact, and no one wants to be sprinting at this point on the Tumble.

			Now it’s the trees. The road surface is getting worse, lumpier and slower, and if it’s the wrong time of year, the dead leaves under your wheels can make it slipperier and nastier. For the first time you don’t really feel like you’re in south Wales. It’s not just the steepness and it’s not just the length. It’s the forested hillside, in an area where the lumps are more gradual and usually quite bare. That’s the thing about the Tumble – it doesn’t make sense, even where it sits. It’s like Mont Ventoux in the way it just sticks up from its surroundings, an ominous presence in the foreground as you close in on it. You can’t miss it. And so the whisper goes round the group again. ‘Phwoar. There it is. There’s the Tumble . . .’

			Through the trees, then the cover gradually thinning out. It’s the cattle grid around halfway that you’re waiting for. It’s still a grind from here, still a long way to go, and if you’re racing, the last thing you want is to be blowing and have too little left for the slog and headwinds up ahead. This can even feel like the lowest point mentally, because of what has already been taken out of your legs and what is still to come. The gradient is going to get easier but the road surface is about to get stickier and heavier and now, if there’s wind and there’s rain, they’ll both have you in their sights. No cover from trees, from hedges or rock formations on either side. Just that same sense you get on Ventoux when you pop out of the trees and on to the lunar landscape towards the top: right, be nice to me, there’s nothing I can do if you want to turn bad.

			There’s no magic trick for the next few kilometres. You just have to get through them. They will come to an end, even if on bad days they feel like they never will. Wait for the first corner you can see up ahead. Anything that takes your attention away from the long road stretching away in front of you.

			It’s quite weird, up there. No trees, no vegetation except scrubby grass and damp, dark green moss. As it opens up even more you can look down to your right and see the valley below. Glance to your left and there’s no great cliff wall, just that wet grass going up and away at a mind-numbing gradient. In winter it’s a cruel place. There’s always wind. It’s just a question of how strong it is, how straight-on it wants to be, how much rain it’s carrying with it. I’ve had days up there when the wind has done a deal with the rain to come in at exactly the right angle to get under the rim of your helmet and right into your face. Scouring you, freezing your nose, dripping down your chin and neck and trying to infiltrate your jersey and jacket.

			It’s never entirely dry up there either, even in the middle of summer. There is always a dampness in the air. The road doesn’t look that wet – it’s rare to see large puddles – but that’s partly because it has such a heavy feel to it. I know very little about the ideal mix when trying to slap tarmac on an unfriendly mountain, but it feels like they added extra sand to the recipe for this one. It’s the opposite of an Italian road, which is typically smooth, almost polished, and as effective at absorbing rain as a marble table. It could rain all day at the top of the Tumble and the road would just drink it all in. And it’s rough, too – like they had such a nightmare getting it to set that they couldn’t be bothered to bring the heavy roller on. It’s a road that would be dreadful to crash on. It would rip you to shreds.

			So it’s horrible. But it’s always rideable. This is not a climb that should force you off your bike. And it’s a beauty, in its own way. The top of it is so different in character to a normal, humdrum environment that it leaves a mark on you every time. There are hills you ride up and instantly forget about. You never forget the Tumble. You never wake up the next morning and think, what was it I did yesterday?

			I said there are no magic tricks. There is something you can do, something that kept me going through the three consecutive days of 12-hour rides I did for the NHS during the Coronavirus outbreak in early 2020. You break it all down. You don’t think about what you have left, you think about what you’ve done already. Four kilometres to the top? Right. Just focus on this first kilometre. It’s a thousand metres. It’s probably a lot less than 500 pedal strokes. Look, in the time we’ve been talking you’ve done twenty. And that was without even noticing. You will get there.

			Soon you’ll see the top. And while you might not be there yet, you know now that the pain is almost over. It has a proper top, too, the Tumble. Rhigos – that plateaus. You can wonder if you’ve made it. On the Tumble there’s no mistaking it. The cold blue of Keepers Pond on your left, a little junction on your left and you’ve made it.

			Have a look around when you have. You’ll feel the height. Have a listen, too. On the big Alpine climbs, it’s the strange chirping and whistling of the marmots that accompanies you at the summits. On the Tumble, it’s the bleat and baa of sheep. Luke Rowe once had a sketchy sheep-related moment just over the top, at the start of the descent, when a stray lamb bolted straight off the verge and under his bike. He was only thirteen at the time (Luke, that is – it’s a rare sheep that makes it to its teens), and for a moment he feared the worst, only for the lamb to roll to safety, clouted by the big ring, but saved by the fact that Luke had just shifted his chain from the smaller ring with all the climbing done. No cyclist likes the idea of a high-speed crash, let alone one with an animal on a road surface as rough as sandpaper, so there was a giddy sense of relief as we careered down the other side with both man and beast still upright.

			I feel slightly as if I have a debt to settle with the Tumble. I’ve never had an amazing day when racing up it. When I was eighteen and riding the Tour of Wales, sitting in second overall, Dan Martin beat me up there. I’ve struggled to let that go. An Irishman from Birmingham beating a Welsh boy on the Tumble. It’s angered me ever since.

			We also used the top part during the time-trial at the Junior Tour, starting just outside Brynmawr and heading along the moor on the B4248 towards Blaenavon before turning sharp left on to the backside of the Tumble for a couple of kilometres to the top. My late aunt and uncle, Chris and Ade, would always support me by coming out to cheer me on here, and so when I ride it now, I ride it with warm memories of them, too.

			I have ridden it the other way. Come up from Big Pit, do a monstrous there-and-back. Very few tend to do this because it’s even harder and steeper, and if you want to start from the southern end, the ride into it is along busy, dangerous roads. The gradient you climb at the bottom near Govilon – it’s that all the way up from the Big Pit side, after a more gradual ascent on the road from Pontypool. You can do it, but you won’t do it often.

			So it’s all about the Govilon side for me. And if I had to compare the Tumble to a rugby player – which I should, bearing in mind we’re in south Wales – I’d have to say that it was Alun Wyn Jones. It keeps going whatever happens. It’s full-on from start to finish. The harder it gets, the more enjoyment it takes from it.

			And it does not care what you think of it. It will throw everything at you, and you will not be able to escape. But here’s the thing – the more time you spend with it, the more respect you have for it, and the more it drags out of you. You might not be sure if it likes you; it’s such a long ride from Cardiff to get there that you’ll be vulnerable every time you renew acquaintance, and you’re never looking pretty at the top. But it’s enjoyable, too, in its own brutal way. You don’t ride your bike to have it easy. It’s not snooker. It’s not bowls. You want to be tested. And the Tumble will take great pride in pushing you all the way.
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