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Chris Sidwells is a freelance writer, editor and photographer whose words and/or photographs appear in every edition of Britain’s best-selling cycling magazine, Cycling Weekly. His most recent project has been to produce and edit ten very successful bookazines in a series called Cycling Legends for Time Inc., which carry the Cycling Weekly brand. Chris also writes for Cycle Sport and Cycling Active. In addition he has carried out commissions for Cycling Plus, GQ Magazine, Men’s Fitness, Running Fitness, the Sunday Times, the Guardian and the BBC.


He also works as a regular cycling pundit for several BBC local radio stations, including working on BBC Radio Sheffield’s live coverage of the 2014 Tour de France Grand Depart in Yorkshire and the Tour de Yorkshire.


Chris has written, or part-written, 17 books on cycling, 3 of them coffee-table guide books, in the 12 years he has worked in this business, supplying photographs as well as words for 3 of them. His books, many of which have gone to multiple editions and been bestsellers in their genre, cover every aspect of cycling, and in total they have been translated into 24 languages.
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His most recent book is a collaboration with Chris Boardman called The Biography of the Modern Bike, published by Octopus in 2015. He is currently writing a book on the history of cycling jerseys, and under his own publishing brand www.cyclinglegends.co.uk in 2015 he published the British pioneer professional Barry Hoban’s autobiography, Vas-y Barry.


Chris has a degree in geology, is a qualified cycling coach and fitness instructor and is an active cyclist with years of racing and riding experience in every aspect of the sport. He has won races in every cycling discipline, road, track and off-road, and in every age group from youth to masters.
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It can be lots of things, from short ambles through country lanes to off-the-grid bike adventures in a far-off wilderness. For me, though, wild cycling means using bridleways, trails and tiny lanes to explore the countryside. Almost any bike, aside from the lightest thoroughbred racers, will do, although rougher trails require bikes with some specific off-road capability. So cyclo-cross, gravel or mountain bikes are the best for wild cycling, but there are off-the-beaten-track rides you can do on almost any bike, if you look for them. This book will help you find those rides.


It presents 50 off-the-beaten-track rides from all over the UK, but they are by no means prescriptive. Wild rides are not like hills: this book doesn’t say, ‘Here are 50 rides – go and do them, tick them off.’ Instead they are suggestions; each one has further routes radiating out from it, as well as being an introduction to the wild-cycling potential of a wide range of locations in mainland UK, and to the concept of wild cycling anywhere.


I chose them because they are in places I know, places I’ve cycled in, and I’ve spread them throughout the country as best I can. In some I remember the people who showed me them, or an incident or feature connected with them. Others are done in the same spirit as the mountaineer’s mantra: ‘Because it’s there.’


Some rides require the inclusion of short stretches of main road, for which I apologise, but they are only used where necessary to link things together and create interesting and varied routes. It was also necessary to demonstrate that there are wild rides almost anywhere, if you look. I’ve even included a few in the heart of a city, and in other built-up areas.


Wild cycling is a release: it’s getting back to nature, and even more to our collective childhoods. That’s when most of us first got bikes. Remember how it felt? The freedom, the means to roam and discover places, and the visceral rush of bombing through the woods and bouncing over the bumps. It’s escaping traffic, living in the moment – but above all wild cycling is child-like fun.


But now you’re older fun requires planning, and your planning documents are the series of British Ordnance Survey (OS) 1:50,000-scale Landranger maps. They are big enough to cover the sort of area a cyclist can range around, and they contain crucial information in an easy-to-assimilate form.


To plan your own wild rides you need to know the rights of way for cyclists. The main off-road rights are along bridleways, which are represented on OS Landranger maps by long-dashed red lines. Short-dashed red lines are footpaths, and at the moment, in England at least, cyclists aren’t allowed to ride along footpaths. However, even as I write, the opening-up of some footpaths to cyclists is being considered in official circles.


The rides in this book mostly use bridleways and tiny lanes, shown in yellow on Landranger maps, with the width of yellow broadly proportional to the width of the lane. Other small lanes are shown by parallel narrow black lines, although there are often local rights in force on these roads. The yellow ones are much more dependable.


You’ll often find that lanes change to bridleways and back again. This is because they were often the earliest roads. You come across a good example of this on Ride 36, Kinder Trespass, where the tiny lane going east out of Hayfield changes to bridleway after Coldwell Clough, then continues up Oaken Clough, ‘clough’ being a north-country dialect word for valley, up past Edale Cross and down Jacob’s Ladder into Edale. This used to be the main route between the Hayfield and Edale, both vital farming areas. It was a hard way, but a much shorter one than the easier routes that have become main roads, like Snake Pass. The Edale Cross route was perfect for walkers and packhorses, which was how goods used to be carried in mountainous areas. Later, when motor vehicles took over transport and travel, roads like Snake Pass came into their own, leaving routes like Edale Cross to feet, hooves and two wheels.


The history of roads is fascinating, although way beyond the remit of this book. Just be thankful that the old ways are impossible for motors – it means they are perfect for cyclists. Drovers’ roads are another kind of old route you find in Great Britain. A place name or road name that ends in ‘drove’ indicates a drovers’ road. These were used for moving livestock to and from markets. They feature in this book quite a lot.


So try as many of the 50 routes I’ve suggested as you like, and use them to plan others and discover more wonderful places. On some rides I’ve indicated places where you could bolt on extra loops, or where there are other interesting places to ride close by. I’ve also avoided making all the 50 rides great and gruelling adventures, because I want them to be accessible to as many people as possible.


The rides are starting-points, templates for further exploration using OS maps, or their digital version Memory Map. Memory Map is quite a thing to work with, because you get the whole of the country on your computer screen, and it’s a lot of fun planning your route at home without having to unfold a lot of maps. I hope you enjoy the book and find it useful, and I wish you many years of happy wild cycling.
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The first thing is a well-maintained bike. Bike breakdowns are a pain, and in remote places they can quickly become a problem. Rough trails demand more from a bike than riding on smooth roads – another reason to get a good maintenance programme established, and regularly replace any component as soon as it shows signs of wear. There are plenty of books for guidance on this, and any bike shop with a qualified mechanic will help, advise and provide a regular check-and-maintenance regime.


Bikes with off-road capability – cyclo-cross, gravel and mountain bikes – are best suited to wild cycling, but a road or touring bike, so long as you can fit wide robust tyres to it, is fine for some of the rides in this book. Tyres, though, are key.


I use a cyclo-cross bike for my wild rides. I find it can cope with most off-road terrain, and on the rare occasions it’s not quite up to the terrain it is light enough to pick up and carry. The one modification I make is swapping knobbly off-road tyres for a more all-round tyre with plenty of puncture protection. I’ve used knobbly tyres, but I find they are a drag on road sections and hard-packed trail. My favourite tyres now are Schwalbe Marathon Plus, and – I know I’ll jinx it by saying this – in thousands of off-road miles I’ve not had one puncture. That’s important.


Punctures are a drag at any time, but punctures in the wild are bad news. So fit good-quality, heavy-duty tyres and check them regularly. Any cuts, bulges, scuffs or excessive wear mean you need a new tyre. It’s a golden rule.


The other golden rule of wild cycling is take an Ordnance Survey map of the area where you are riding, and an old-fashioned compass. GPS devices are a great help, but maps don’t run on batteries, they don’t require satellite coverage, and they never let you down. The same goes for a standard compass.


With a map and a compass you always know where you are. OS maps are orientated roughly north-to-south. So lay the map out, place the compass on top of it and line the top of the map up with where the compass points north. Face that direction. The map is then roughly orientated, and you should be able to relate the features illustrated on it to features you can see. That’s not exact, but it’s a helpful start.


There are variations, and OS Landranger maps can be fully orientated by joining a circle on their bottom edge, south, to the point on the protractor scale at the top of the map at the angle estimated for the current year. Details of this technique are available on sites like www.maptools.com/tutorials/plotting/plotting-a-bearing. You could also enrol on a good map-reading course. It’s worth signing up to one if you are unsure how to use OS maps properly.


A map and compass fit easily into standard cycling jerseys, and it is important to use specific cycling kit, not normal outdoor clothes, and dress according to the weather. Check two weather forecasts before long wild rides, and if you are going high always carry a cycling-specific rucksack. It doesn’t need to be big, but it should contain a full set of water- and windproof clothing, and extra gloves in case the weather turns really bad. It can get very cold very quickly above 300 metres or 1,000 feet in Britain, even in summer. Take a first aid kit, a whistle to attract attention if you have an accident, and emergency food and drinks. You could even spoil yourself: with a rucksack you can do it in style and carry a picnic.


Then there are also things you must take with you on any ride. Two spare tubes and a set of tyre levers, plus a multi-tool, and a puncture repair kit in case you have more than two punctures. These will all fit in a small under-the-saddle bag. Take your mobile phone and some money with you as well.


And if you are going into mountain areas, once you plan your route tell somebody where you are going, and then stick to it. That goes a bit against the free-roving wild-cycling idea, but mountains should be treated with extra respect. If you see a better line or another way, return to explore it another day.


Take enough food and drinks for the level of ride you are doing. Two-litre bottles of liquid can be carried in standard bike-bottle cages. Energy bars, gels, small cakes and bananas, meanwhile, fit nicely into cycling jersey pockets. Take more than you think you’ll need; same goes for liquid.


Finally, there are some riding skills that will help you stay safe and enjoy wild cycling even more. There are books on technique that you can buy, but I’ve listed some basic skills here that will help you.


Avoiding cracks, potholes and loose surfaces


Riding into any of the above should be avoided if possible. The key skill is focusing on where you want to go, not on what you want to avoid.


When you come to a challenging trail it is worth stopping first to plot the best, and that means smoothest and surest, line through it. Then focus on that and nothing else. And coax your bike rather than bully it along.


The smoothest line on many tracks is over to one side or the other, away from the middle. The thing is, tracks often get worn concave, so keeping to one side means riding on a camber, and gravity wants to pull your bike downwards. Counteract this by leaning slightly towards the side you want to stay on, and pushing slightly harder on the pedal furthest from the trail edge: it helps push you back up where you need to be.
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Sometimes it’s necessary to cross a section of trail you’d rather avoid. Pick the smoothest way across, and head straight over it. Don’t try to turn on it or brake; get your speed right before you cross it.


Be light, get out of the saddle, stay loose, keep your weight spread evenly over your bike and let the bike move up and down underneath you, flexing your arms and legs to absorb the bumps and shocks.


Riding rocky descents


Get out of the saddle before the rocky section. Hold the brake levers from above and slightly bend your elbows ready to absorb bumps. Have your cranks parallel with the ground and bend your knees slightly too.


Place your hips, which are your centre of gravity, over the saddle, or just behind it if it’s steep, and only brake to adjust your speed when going in a straight line. The steeper the descent, the further back your hips should go, because descending affects brake bias, effectively putting more bias on the front brake. Pushing your hips back counteracts this.


Pick your line through the rocky bit, steering by using your weight to influence the direction of your bike by shifting your upper body one way or another. Try to keep your bike straight and let it move up and down over bumps, moving your legs and arms to absorb shocks so they don’t knock you off-line.


Bunny hop


Doing a small modified hop is very useful if logs, branches or small rocks are in your path. It means you don’t have to dismount and carry your bike over them.


Approach the obstacle with a bit of speed and aim to go over it where the ground on the other side looks solid. As you get closer, get out of the saddle slightly.


Just before your front wheel hits the obstacle, give a hard pull up and back on your handlebars to lift the wheel. Move your body back a bit at the same time so the front wheel is un-weighted.


Once the front wheel is over, shift your body weight forward and flick both feet upwards to lift the back wheel over the obstacle. It doesn’t matter if it touches it: so long as your back wheel is un-weighted it will follow your front.


Climbing out of the saddle on loose surfaces


Most of the time the best way to climb is sitting in the saddle and using a low gear. That rule is the same on-road and off-, only it’s even more important off-road because sitting in the saddle keeps weight over the rear wheel, loading it to maintain traction with the ground.


However, as with some road climbs, there are off-road slopes that are so steep you have to get out of the saddle, so that back, shoulder and arm muscles can help apply power to the pedals. On the road you do this by getting right over the bike’s changed centre of gravity, so moving your whole body upwards and forwards.


But this unloads the rear wheel, and on loose surfaces you will lose traction and the rear wheel could spin, maybe causing you to stop, or in extreme cases stall and fall off your bike. To prevent this you must shift as much of your weight backwards as possible while climbing out of the saddle on loose stuff. Ride with straight arms and try to keep your bottom hovering just over the saddle.


Cornering on loose surfaces


Approach a right corner well over to your left. Look into the corner and visualise your line through it, cutting into the apex (inside the middle of the corner) and coming out on the left of the trail again. The line should avoid any potholes or puddles. Look for where the surface has been worn by tyres, because tyres form little berms that you can follow to help round the corner. Brake to reduce speed only when you are travelling in a straight line, and shift to a lower gear before you enter the corner to help you accelerate out of the other side.


Keep your inside knee up, press down on your outside pedal and lean your bike into the corner, aiming for the line through the apex you’ve chosen. If you feel your wheels slip, press harder on the outside leg and move your upper body to the outside as well. Do not brake during the corner, because doing so will make the bike track straight, which means you might not get round the corner. It also destabilizes your bike.


Continue freewheeling through the corner, aiming to end up on the left edge of the trail once it’s going straight again. Start pedalling when you are travelling in a straight line.


Hopping a pothole


Potholes should always be avoided. The best you might get from hitting a big one is an impact puncture. A broken wheel is another possibility; so is a trip over the handlebars and an undignified crash. However, potholes aren’t always easy to see, and this is a ‘get-out-of-jail’ skill if you simply cannot avoid hitting a pothole. Basically, you jump your bike over it.


As soon as you see the pothole, get out of the saddle and have your cranks parallel to the floor. Then, just before your front wheel would hit the hole, pull up and back on your handlebars and move your body weight back. Just a split second after you lift the front wheel, close your knees and pull up on the pedals with your feet. This should hop the back wheel over the pothole, but even if the back wheel clips it, this action unloads it, so you should come through unscathed.


Riding through soft sand


It’s impossible to steer through soft sand; you have to let the bike go where it wants. However, there are two factors that help you stay in control: pick the best line through the loose sand, and provide lots of power to blast your bike through. The best line is the one that requires the least change of direction, so locate where you want to go, and aim for that. A couple of subtleties are that the firmest line often has the most tyre tracks through it, or it can be indicated by the presence of standing water. Look for these clues.


Don’t approach too fast, or the change of surface can take your front wheel from under you, but once in the sand apply maximum power. Pedal seated to give your rear wheel good traction. Hold the handlebars firmly, but relax your shoulders and arms.


Give an extra-hard kick as soon as your front wheel makes contact with a harder surface, then you can pedal easy for a bit to recover. If there is lots of loose sand on a ride it’s best to carry your bike over it, because sand wears out bike equipment like nothing else. Always clean your bike after a sandy ride.
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Dismount and carry your bike


Hold the tops of your brake levers so you can control your speed. Brake until you are going slowly enough to jump off and unclip your right foot. It’s possible with practice to dismount while moving, but it’s best at first to come almost to a halt, then unclip your left foot and jump off.


With your left hand still holding the top of the handlebars, grab the bike’s top tube with your right hand and lift it up towards your right shoulder.


Feed the bike onto your shoulder with your right hand, and remove the left from the handlebars. Once the bike sits on your shoulder with its weight evenly distributed, bring your right arm around the front of it and get hold of the handlebars to steady the bike. Start walking.
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1 Chalk Cliffs and Curious Sound Mirrors



East Kent coastal ride along the coast to Dover with memories of war ever-present
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DIFFICULTY RATING 6/10 WILDNESS RATING 5/10



There are so many interesting distractions on this lovely loop around the east Kent coast that it’s worth adding at least an hour for stops at various places to take it all in. As well as the views across the English Channel, with craft of all shapes and sizes plying their trade or pleasure, there’s the Battle of Britain memorial and its recently opened visitor centre. A couple of miles further east there’s a concrete sound mirror, arresting and mysterious as it looks out to sea from Abbot’s Cliff – but more of that later.


Apart from a short stretch of country lane at the end, the whole route follows waymarked routes from the National Cycle Network (NCN), which makes light work of map reading and, in a relatively busy part of east Kent, ensures that traffic is either light or banished altogether. We begin the ride in Folkestone, a revived and sizeable town that services the adjacent Channel Tunnel terminal and, thanks to the new high-speed railway line, is less than an hour from London. Folkestone is a few minutes off junction 13 of the M20. Heading east along the A259, direction ‘Harbour’, will bring you down to the old quayside on the east side of the town. There’s lots of parking, but you will have to pay. Have a pre-ride coffee or post-ride fish and chips in the harbour-side Captain’s Table café – both are good, but don’t forget: the café is cash only.




FACT FILE


Where Folkestone on the Kent coast


OS grid ref TR 2339 3626


Start/Finish Folkestone harbour


Ride distance 28.4 kilometres (17.75 miles)


Highest points Capel-le-Ferne (169 metres), Dover Hill (168 metres)


Approximate time 2 hours





Now for the bad news: from the cobbled alleyways of the harbour there’s a big climb out of Folkestone through residential streets, following NCN route 2, also known as the Chalk and Channel Way. Take your time and keep the gears low; it’s steep in places, but the difficulty is it goes on and on out of town.


At one point you have to dismount to cross the old Dover road, and then it gets interesting, as you leave the urban traffic and pick up the cycleway and minor road that lead to the summit. When you get there there’s a pavement bike path heading east; follow it and you soon reach the entrance to the Battle of Britain memorial. It’s fascinating as well as heroic.
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The memorial commemorates the pilots who in 1940 saved Britain from invasion by the Nazis. There’s a moving statue of a solitary airman seated on the ground in the middle of a big grass circle, looking out to sea. There are also scale models of a Spitfire and a Hurricane, and a new visitor centre with bike parking.


A right fork after the memorial picks up a minor road through Capel-le-Ferne, where an assortment of weather-beaten houses and bungalows sit not far from the cliff tops. No need to rush on this gentle descent as, whatever the weather, views over the Channel never fail to stir the soul of an islander. There’s a fun café along here: the Cliff Top Café, nestled in the cliffs. It’s well worth a stop to take in the view with a comforting cuppa.


In the distance there’s Dover with its rambling castle, the biggest in England, substantially fortified by William the Conqueror, and a vital communications centre and hospital during the Second World War. It’s also where a Tour de France stage started in 1994, during the second-ever visit of the world’s biggest bike race to the UK.
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Stay on the narrow pavement for the short stretch on the B2011. It’s only a few hundred metres before the NCN swings off on a metalled driveway back up towards the cliffs. When I came through, at least one NCN sign was a bit knocked-about, so best to have the local map (OS179) to hand. At the top of this short climb the road becomes a stony track, and stays that way as it wends its way into Dover. In places it’s little more than a muddy path, so take it easy and pick the right lines around the puddles and gloop.
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