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PAGE 1: Twilight over the Apennines on the border separating Le Marche and Umbria, as seen from Monte Catria in central Italy. PREVIOUS PAGE: The magnificent Susten road swings past the Stein glacier as it approaches the pass from the west.

THIS PAGE: The unpaved road that loops around the upper slopes of the Monte Crostis in northeast Italy.
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Understanding the graphics

Each climb or variation thereof is summed up within a detailed fact box, giving the reader all the essential facts as well as a locator map. The profile of each climb uses clear colours, ranging from green to black, to illustrate the gradient steepness in per cent.

REGION: The region in which the climb is located

ACCESS: Short directions to the start of the climb

HEIGHT: The maximum altitude of the climb

LENGTH: The overall length in kilometres

ALTITUDE GAIN: The difference in altitude between the start and top

AVERAGE GRADIENT: The average gradient of the climb given in per cent

MAXIMUM GRADIENT: The maximum steepness as well as its kilometre mark, given in per cent

OPEN: The months of the year the road is open

REFRESHMENTS: Where, if any, refreshments are to be had

ALTERNATIVE ROUTES:

Sometimes, alternative, less well-known routes to the summit will be given

Porta Saragozza – Key locations along the way 1,500 m – Altitude

Madonna di San Luca

Altitude in metres

Porta Saragozza

– All possible ascents and descents

– Route Nationale/autostrada/B-roads

– Starting point(s) of the climb

– Finish and also normally highest point of the climb

QuercusEye

This book is enhanced with exciting new technology, allowing you to unlock moving video footage from images in the book using most web-enabled smartphones or tablets. Simply download and open the free QuercusEye app, and look through the book for pictures with the QuercusEye icon. Hover the camera above the image so that the picture fits the screen and watch it come to life.

Go to www.quercuseye.com for more details




www.quercuseye.com
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introduction

BELOW: High on the hardest stretch of the Bealach na Bà, probably the hardest climb in Great Britain and as challenging as many a venerable pass in the Alps or Pyrenees.

Charles Freeston is not a name commonly whispered among the great pioneers or fêted exponents of cycling in the mountains.

Freeston, as we’ll touch on again later in this book, was by profession a mere (although evidently well-respected) newspaper subeditor, but he also had a great passion for the Alps and exploring them. In the 1860s he wrote what is still one of the most exhaustive motorist’s guides to the main road passes of the range. Three and a half decades on from that, in 1900, Freeston produced an even more groundbreaking tome on cycling over those same roads, a notion that at the time must have seemed barely less fanciful than space travel. In 1910, then, Henri Desgrange, the father of the Tour de France, dispatched his brilliant young assistant Alphonse Steinès to the high Pyrenees and specifically the Col du Tourmalet. ‘Is this famous pass viable or not in July?’ was all that Desgrange wanted to know. Famously, Steinès would report back that yes, it was. Less famously, for a decade thereafter, Steinès would continue a painstaking quest for new heights, new roads, new thrills for the Tour de France with the spirit of Freeston in his heart and maps drawn by the Englishman in his luggage.

Things have changed a lot in 100 years, but the same spirit, the same flame, illuminates our search for new routes into and over the mountains today. Steinès and Freeston were great pioneers with substantial legacies, but there is something of them in every cyclist whose gaze and imagination wander towards any saw-toothed skyline, and who sees not barriers but possibilities. And begins to wonder.

And covet. As with most things, the greater the challenge, the more powerful the attraction and the greater the reward.

This book, then, even more than its predecessor, Mountain High, is inspired by, and will hopefully cater for, the explorer in all of us.

In our selection of 50 climbs, there are certain well-known and ballyhooed names, but in the main these are mountain roads whose attraction derives from elements of mystery or remoteness. Either parts of their history are unknown or ignored, or the climbs themselves lie off the beaten track. Or, in a third instance, their sheer scale or difficulty calls irresistibly to our adventurer’s instincts.

As with Mountain High, we don’t claim that the list is definitive. The more time one spends in the great ranges, on a bicycle or otherwise, the more one realizes that they are each their own wonderland of secret doors, and that one discovery behind one entrance almost invariably leads to another. Where possible, we have alluded to alternative routes, detours and nearby hidden gems, but the permutations are endless, much like our curiosity. With regret, we had to stop somewhere.

We can promise that the compilation of this guide took us to sublime locations, sometimes choking us with awe at earthly marvels and manmade masterpieces. You will also read hints in here of an uneasy harmony, of environmental abuses, but these are outnumbered and overpowered by our superlatives for landscapes that remain largely untouched. For the most part, one of the most compelling arguments for cycling in the mountains is still the chance to breathe in the ‘ampler ether and diviner air’ that Charles Freeston said belonged to their magic.
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Oude Kwaremont

111 m

Belgium

It could only happen in Belgium, a land whose DNA is encoded in wretched, rutted cobbled roads with a collective name, hellingen, that tells us much about the ordeal of struggling up their slopes.

Nowhere else could one of these scarcely used, scarcely useable farm tracks become a nation’s – and possibly an entire sport’s – greatest arena. This, though, is Belgium, and more specifically Flanders. It is a cliché to say that cycling here is the first religion, but also a statement grounded in empirical fact: recent studies show that in an average week, just over one in 20 Flandrians will attend church, whereas on one Sunday every April approximately one in seven will be at the roadside cheering on riders in the Ronde Van Vlaanderen, or Tour of Flanders.

BELOW: Hard to believe that this stretch of innocuous-looking farm road descending towards the village of Kwaremont is one of professional sport’s great theatres.

Since a controversial route change in 2012 and the abandonment of an old icon, the climb known as the Kapelmuur, the Oude Kwaremont or Old Kwaremont has become the Ronde’s focal point, its Via Crucis. Introduced to the Ronde in 1974, nine years and several disappointing races after the parallel-running Kwaremont (now widely known as the Nieuwe Kwaremont) had its cobbles replaced with smooth asphalt, the Oude Kwaremont features in a host of other prestigious one-day races including Kuurne–Brussels–Kuurne, the Omloop Het Nieuwsblad and the E3 Harelbeke. It is with the Ronde, though, that its name and reputation are inextricably linked, now more than ever.

As of that 2012 revamp, the last of three ascents comes just 17 kilometres from the finish line and immediately before the final hill of the Ronde, the steeper but much shorter Paterberg. Fabian Cancellara’s 2013 victory provided what will now in all likelihood be the tactical blueprint: plunge the dagger on the Oude Kwaremont, twist it for the coup de grâce on the Paterberg.
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Cancellara had the brawn to make it look simple, but there is a science or an art to riding each and every one of the Flanders hellingen. Andreas Klier has never won the Ronde Van Vlaanderen and hails from Germany, not Belgium, yet his fellow professionals would take Klier’s advice on mastering the cobbled climbs over anyone else’s. His knowledge of the Belgian roads is such that, having lived in the heart of Flanders early in his career, he acquired a nickname: GPS Klier.

‘In a race, the most important part of the Oude Kwaremont is the approach, just before and after Berchem,’ Klier explains. ‘If you’re not in the first 15 or at most 20 positions there, you’re really in trouble.

If you do the Oude Kwaremont in training it seems quite easy, but it’s different from the other Ronde climbs. On the Oude Kwaremont, you can get one rider going at almost double the speed of everyone else. That can’t happen on Alpe d’Huez in the Tour de France or on the Paterberg. If you try to go harder on the Paterberg and some of the other really steep cobbled climbs, you just end up bouncing around and hardly gaining any ground.’

Judging by its map and profile, the Oude Kwaremont is a straightforward, straight-running ribbon of cobbles with only subtle changes of gradient. In Flanders, though, that word – ‘subtle’ – is never synonymous with insignificant. As Klier confirms:

‘Fifty metres before the climb starts, everyone is already in their small chainring. You stay in it until the first flatter part, just before the village [of Kwaremont], where a stronger rider can perhaps change into the big ring. If you’re really strong, you might try to do the whole second part of the climb in the big ring. The other consideration is where you ride on the road. This is much, much less important than it was 15 years ago, though. The way that

equipment has improved has changed things so much. These days almost everyone is riding 25-millimetre tyres, so much wider than what we used to ride. The guys who really knew the roads used to have a real advantage, but not so much anymore. For example, on the Oude Kwaremont, you needed to know exactly where to be on a really rough stretch of cobbles, maybe no more than ten metres long, just before the village, or else your tyres could slip between the stones. If it was dry and the mud from the fields had hardened on the side of the road, you could also use the gutters – on the right at the start of the climb, on the left as you leave the village, and on the right where the road steepens again near the top. You still see guys trying to do that, but it also depends how close the barriers and the crowd are to the road.’

There is perhaps one contemporary professional who knows the Oude Kwaremont better than Andreas Klier, or at least a different side to it. Dries Devenyns is one of around 600 inhabitants of Kwaremont village, the midpoint of its eponymous climb. Devenyns calls it ‘a lovely place to live’, albeit one whose usual tranquillity is lost for one week a year – the week culminating in the Ronde.

‘People associate it with cycling,’ Devenyns explains, ‘but it’s actually a village of artists. We have painters, writers and sculptors. After the Second World War a lot of artists came here, apparently. I don’t really know why except that it’s an inspirational, rustic place. It’s a typical village where everybody knows everybody. My father has seven brothers and sisters and five of them live in Kwaremont!’

For the Devenyns family, it may well be just another road. As Belgians, though, they should know that the Oude Kwaremont is in their flesh and blood.

Oude Kwaremont Fact file

From Berchem

REGION: Municipality of Kluisbergen, East Flanders, Belgium

ACCESS: From Berchem, take Broektestraat off the Brugzavel. Climb begins 700 m after turning

HEIGHT: 111 m

LENGTH: 2.2 km

ALTITUDE GAIN: 93 m

AVERAGE GRADIENT: 4.2%

MAXIMUM GRADIENT: 11% after 0.7 km

REFRESHMENTS:

In Berchem and

Kwaremont

OPEN: All year

ALTERNATIVE ROUTES: Note that the Nieuwe Kwaremont is accessed on the Stationstraat, heading south out of Berchem. Climb begins after 1 km on this road, is 1.5 km long up to intersection with Oude Kwaremont and has an average gradient of 6.2%. It is fully tarmacked
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Madonna di San Luca 274 m

italy

Perhaps more than his three straight victories in the Tour of Flanders, the most enduring memory of Fiorenzo Magni will be

a photograph of him climbing to the Madonna di San Luca in the 1956 Giro d’Italia. When he died in January 2013, 91 years old and until a few weeks earlier full of zip, barely an obituary or homage wasn’t accompanied by that picture: Magni, already bald, pounding grimly up a slope with his teeth clamped on a strip of tyre wound around his handlebars.

Everyone who knows anything about cycling history knows why Magni was riding like that. The previous day, he had crashed and broken a collarbone and shoulder blade, but still refused to abandon the race; he would continue, Magni decided, as long as he could come up with a way of tugging on the handlebars going uphill. That was where the tyre, his mechanic Faliero Masi, a bit of imagination and a lot of determination came in.

What almost no one ever mentions is where this, one of the most famous Giro d’Italia episodes, took place. Perhaps they would if the press had paid more attention at the time. Hidden deep in La Stampa reporter Vittorio Varale’s half-page report on stage 16 of the 1956 Giro, a 2.5-kilometre time trial out of Bologna and up its Colle della Guardia to the Madonna di San Luca, were these few cursory lines: ‘The public was moved by the spectacle of Magni who, unable to pull with his wounded arm, had fastened a kind of tow rope to his handlebars, which he yanked with his teeth on the steepest sections. But his time was only mediocre, eight minutes and 23 seconds, no better than riders usually far inferior to him.’

No, the journalists were much more interested in the winner of that stage and the 1956 Giro, Charly ‘The Angel of the Mountains’ Gaul. Gaul had flown up the course in a time of six minutes, 56 seconds, three seconds quicker than his great climbing rival Federico Bahamontes. ‘Those who saw him won’t easily forget. Pushing a tiny gear, each pedal stroke propelling him just 3.6 metres, he climbed with astonishing agility, as though going about a routine task, barely rising out of the saddle and swaying over the frame,’ Varale effused. Perhaps more importantly, he wrote, ‘In a theatrical sense, the stage was a resounding success. The large crowds crammed into the porticos which follow the road in an uninterrupted line.’

Those porticos are the San Luca’s defining trait, a continuation of the glorious, 40-kilometre web of arched walkways criss-crossing Bologna. The San Luca portico, though, is the longest not only in

RIGHT: Heading towards the curva delle orfanelle on the first of two savagely steep ramps. The San Luca portico, the longest in the world, provides a handsome adornment.
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ABOVE: The Santuario della Madonna di San Luca, seen from the back side of the Colle della Guardia.

Bologna but also the world. Starting from Porta Saragozza in the middle of town, its 666 arches concertina 3,796 metres, all the way to the Santuario della Madonna di San Luca basilica at the top of the hill. Construction on the flat lower part began in 1674 when it was decided that the pilgrims making their way to the then-primitive Santuario needed shelter from the rain. Only three years later did the bolognesi start hauling red bricks up the slope; or, to be more precise, passing them up a two-kilometre human chain formed mainly by dogsbodies from local silk mills. In 2003 the process was symbolically recreated in the ‘Passamano per San Luca’. That, though, only lasted a day; the feat that it mimicked took 47 years and only ended in 1721.

Six hundred and sixty-six arches. The diabolical three digits. The Number of the Beast – Satan, the Antichrist, Lucifer. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? Many at the time and over subsequent centuries thought it couldn’t. They noted that the portico kinked like the serpent of Genesis towards the Santuario and its Madonna, where it died as though crushed under her heel, as in the Bible. A sign, surely. That or a myth, another one, like the ‘miracle of the rains’ in 1433. When, in the spring of that year, three months of downpours threatened to wipe out the harvest, the bolognesi carried the icon of the Madonna from the Santuario down the hill in a plea for mercy from the rains. The moment they arrived in the city, the clouds gave way to bright sunshine. So, at least, goes the story. No one ever mentions how soon the wet weather returned.

After that, pilgrims started arriving immediately and have come ever since, trudging up the 500 steps that feed through the portico and to the Santuario. But the reason for their journey is at the summit, whereas the draw for cyclists is the ascent itself. Describing that climb is fairly easy: the San Luca consists of two steep ramps, the first 900 metres long and the second slightly shorter, split by the savage curva delle orfanelle or ‘corner of the little orphans’ and followed by a much gentler last 500 metres. The porticos flank the road all the way, first on the left, then on the right after it has passed through one arch, then the left again when it has ducked under another. The views back over Bologna are sublime. The Santuario, itself quite a sight, rises where the climb ends.

After its first appearance in the Giro and Magni's heroics in 1956, the San Luca again hosted stage finishes in 1984 and 2009, with Moreno Argentin and Simon Gerrans the winners. In between those visits, in the 1990s, the climb had been added to the route of the Giro dell’Emilia one-day race. Often it was decisive, with the bravest and quickest riders attacking on the climb and then bombing down the Via di Casaglia towards the finish line in the Giardini Margherita park. Gianni Bugno in 1992 and Davide Cassani in 1995 did just this, both of them crossing the line alone.

From his office next to the Santuario, though, race organizer Adriano Amici wasn’t totally satisfied. He thought he and his race could do better. Say, by moving the finish line to where he could see it from his window. Who knows whether he was also influenced by something else: in the summer of 1998, an investigation was launched into the sports doctor Michele Ferrari and a chemist, Massimo Guandalini, operating out of his shop in the Giardini Margherita, mere metres from the Giro dell’Emilia finish line.

14 | Madonna di San Luca
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A magistrate believed that Ferrari was supplying his star-studded portfolio of pro cyclists – which unbeknownst to most at the time included Lance Armstrong – with Guandalini’s drugs. What Guandalini told a customer in a tapped telephone conversation seemed to confirm it: ‘Don’t bother coming today. Ferrari’s cleaned out the shop!’

Hey presto, the next edition of the Giro dell’Emilia finished not in the Giardini Margherita but at the Santuario. Coincidence again? Well, all that mattered to Amici was that he now had what he calls ‘one of the most beautiful finishes of any professional race’. Because of that finale’s difficulty, he was also almost guaranteed a champion of the highest class. The first four winners on the new course were Michael Boogerd, Gilberto Simoni, Jan Ullrich and Michele Bartoli. Since then Frank Schleck, Robert Gesink and Ivan Basso have added their names to an impressive lineage.

Amici still swoons at the recollection of Ullrich on the San Luca in 2001, just as fans, or tifosi, probably did at Gaul in 1956. Ullrich was famed for churning huge gears, but even for him, using a 53-tooth chainring for the first 400 metres and last 600 of the final climb (and covering the 2.1 kilometres in six minutes, 15 seconds) was some effort. ‘I tell you, it looked as though his chain was going to snap at any moment,’ Amici says. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’ Luca Mazzanti, who was born and bred in Bologna and raced against Ullrich that day, concurs. ‘He was amazing that day. Usually a pro would use a 39x25 or 39x27 on there…’

Mazzanti describes the San Luca as ‘short, but extremely hard’. Repeated four times before the desperate last lurch to the top – as it must be now in the Giro dell’Emilia – he says it becomes ‘lethal’: ‘The Giro dell’Emilia is the hardest one-day race in Italy now, and that’s down to the San Luca. Only a really top rider can win there. People have compared it to the Mur de Huy, but that’s 800 metres shorter. The San Luca is much harder. There’s nowhere to hide. It’ll break your legs, whatever you do.’

Sadly, Amici warned in 2013 that the Giro dell’Emilia will soon go the way of an alarming number of Italian races and disappear due to lack of funding. ‘It’s a certainty,’ he said.

On a hill above Bologna it will be missed and not forgotten, like that day in 1956 when Fiorenzo Magni got the bit, or a tyre, between his teeth.

ABOVE: The road swings out of the curva delle orfanelle to face another 12 per cent incline. The view back down to Bologna is liable to induce vertigo.

Fact file

Madonna di San Luca/Colle della Guardia

REGION: Emilia-Romagna (Italy)

ACCESS: Take Via di San Luca at junction of Via Porrettana, Via Irma Bandiera and Via Saragozza, 3 km from the centre of Bologna, on southwest edge of city

HEIGHT: 274 m

LENGTH: 2.1 km

ALTITUDE GAIN: 204 m

AVERAGE GRADIENT: 9.7%

MAXIMUM GRADIENT: 16% after 0.9 km

REFRESHMENTS: At the foot of the climb. Restaurant 1 km beyond summit and Santuario

ALTERNATIVE ROUTES: From Via Saragozza, go north on Via di Casaglia then right on Via di Monte Albano after 3.6 km. Length 6.5 km, average gradient 3%

Madonna di San Luca | 15
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Stalheimskleiva 378 m

norway
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LEFT: Peering down the Nærøydalen valley, with the 20 per cent switchbacks of the Stalheimskleiva coiling wildly in the foreground.

It may not be the steepest road in northern Europe, as the blurb claims, but no one can deny that the Stalheimskleiva is quite a sight and quite a climb. Just a couple of kilometres long, this driveway to the Stalheim Hotel in Norway winds via 13 hairpins to a plateau hemmed in between glowering cliffs and roaring cascades. We would call it a miniature Stelvio, but the setting is possibly more dramatic and the slope, of course, much steeper. We would call it a matchbox Monte Zoncolan, only that, too, would be doing both the incline and the surroundings an injustice.

Norway has many mountains but a relatively small number of famous mountain roads. Among those regularly used and fêted by cyclists, only the Trollstigen or ‘Troll’s Ladder’ connecting Åndalsnes and Valldal has truly earned international recognition. Eleven kilometres long and reaching an altitude of 852 metres via its own dizzying succession of switchbacks, this road has deservedly been dubbed ‘Scandinavia’s Alpe d’Huez’. Its location between two huge walls of Trollveggen mountain is certainly impressive. In terms of gradient, it can well be compared to the famous climbs of the Tour de France – but not to its country cousin, the Stalheimskleiva.

The irony of the Trollstigen’s greater popularity is that tourists have been coming to Stalheim for much longer. The precursor of the present hotel was a postal inn in the mid-18th century. A semblance of the surviving road was added a little later – some say 1835, others more vaguely estimate that it was the mid-1840s – and by 1885 the building at its top end was a fully-fledged hotel. As soon as it opened, it could already trade on a vista back down the Nærøydalen valley that had been attracting artists for decades. Of the many who painted that scene, Johan Christian Dahl, the ‘founder’ of Norwegian painting’s golden age, is the most famous. His 1842 Fra Stalheim is currently exhibited at the National Gallery in Oslo.

In those early years, the landscape was the only luxury available to guests in the Stalheim Hotel. But what a luxury. The Norwegian poet, Per Sivle, grew up nearby, and gave the new hostelry the best possible advertisement in one of his compositions in 1887. ‘A view so grand and wild, there is hardly a home in Norway that can match it!’ Silve trilled. His short story, Just a Dog, telling the tale of an Englishman who fell to his death from the Jordalsnuten or ‘Sugar Loaf Mountain’, added to this valley’s mystique. Unfortunately, the
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more people who came, the more Stalheim and its hotel seemed cursed. In 1900, a fire tore through the building. No one was hurt, but the hotel burned down again just months after it had reopened in 1902. After another rebuild and relaunch, business then boomed until the Nazis arrived and took control of the premises during the Second World War.

The saddest and most notorious event in the Stalheim Hotel’s history, though, would come in the early hours of 23 June 1959. It was another fire, but this time the flames wreaked death as well as destruction. A guest from Georgia, USA, was woken at 2a.m. by what he said were ‘roaring, snapping sounds’, whereupon he ran outside to find a billowing inferno. Twenty-five people ended up losing their lives, of which the majority were American. Some had perished not in the blaze but when they jumped from windows in a bid to escape. Two years later, the tour guide whose cigarettes and matches had allegedly caused the tragedy, Hogne Riisnes, was acquitted. The actual cause of the fire was not established.

As you would expect, the fire of 1959 and the memories of lives lost there have remained indissociable from the hotel built in the aftermath, which still stands today, overlooking those heinous hairpins. The road, like the hotel, is only open from May to mid-October, and even then only to bikes and buses. As a climb, you could liken it to other terrible ‘walls’ such as the Mur de Huy in the Belgian Ardennes or the Madonna di San Luca in Bologna, but neither has quite the same feel of a true mountain ascent, shrunk in dimensions but tilted and stretched to make every angle more acute.

Neither do they end between 1,000-metre mountains on a natural terrace peering through towards Norway’s narrowest and, according to some, most beautiful fjord, the UNESCO-listed Nærøyfjord.

It’s just a shame that there isn’t too much cycle racing in the Norwegian mountains – which is why nine years ago an amateur cyclist named Geir Ellingsen decided to set up the semi-competitive Viking Tour. The Stalheimskleiva does not feature on the route every year but, says Ellingsen, when it does, it never fails to shock and awe. When the climb has been included, the Viking Tour peloton has started its day on the southern tip of the Nærøyfjord in Gudvangen. It has then rolled gently down the valley, gazing up at base jumpers raining down off the mountains as it goes, before the left turn onto the Stalheimskleiva, where, Ellingsen says, ‘the shit really hits the fan’.

‘You get lactic acid flooding your muscles as soon as you hit the first hairpin, which is the hardest part,’ Ellingsen says. ‘We have a group of very mixed abilities and I’d say that at least one third has to get off and walk. Some are prepared for it and have trainers stuffed into their jersey pockets, while others hope they’ll get up, think they will, but get onto that first hairpin and have already lost all momentum. They end up getting off their bikes and walking or running. It’s so steep that even zigzagging across the road, as you do on other steep climbs, doesn’t really help. It’s also very narrow, especially when the tourist buses are coming down. The only ‘nice’ things about it are the waterfall that mists into your face as you pass and cools you down in hot weather, how lush it is, and of course the view…

‘It’s not the hardest climb in Norway – I’d say that was Juvasshytta from Galdesanden, near Lom [13.8 kilometres at 9.3 per cent] – but it is the steepest I’ve ever come across,’ Ellingsen concludes.

Scandinavia’s ‘Stelvio in miniature’, the ‘matchbox Zoncolan’… all epithets dissolve into that fjord of lactic acid that engulfs the legs as the climb begins. Hotel? They’d have been better off building a hospital.

OPPOSITE: Photographed in early May 2013 from where the road flattens just below the Stalheim Hotel, the scene is still decidedly wintry.

Fact file

Stalheimskleiva

From Nærøydalsleva

REGION: Voss municipality, Hordaland county, Norway

ACCESS: Arriving in from the east on the E16/ Nærøydalsvegen, turn left onto the Stalheimskleiva, following signs for the bicycle route to Voss

HEIGHT: 378 m

LENGTH: 2 km

ALTITUDE GAIN: 228 m

AVERAGE GRADIENT: 11.4%

MAXIMUM GRADIENT: 30% after 1.0 km

OPEN: May to mid-October

REFRESHMENTS: At the

Stalheim Hotel, at the top
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Côte de Stockeu 415 m

Belgium

Eddy Merckx didn’t want a monument at the top of the Côte de Stockeu, and not only because the greatest cyclist of the 20th century was too modest. It was more because Merckx had already been immortalized countless times, in countless ways – by books, souvenir trinkets, his many unbreakable records, by the grainy film footage, or failing that, just the memories of him destroying his rivals on this very knoll overlooking the town of Stavelot in the Belgian Ardennes.

Nonetheless, when he saw the six-tonne slab and his bronze silhouette bursting through its side, Merckx’s expression softened to a smile. It was April 1993 and he had now been retired for 15 years, but Belgium and cycling hadn’t forgotten. A special paskèye, or folk ballad, had been written for the occasion. ‘We can still see you burst forward like a flood,’ sang Michel Lemaire, honorary bishop of the town of Stavelot, in an ancient local dialect. ‘Pebbles used to fly, like you were grinding through the earth.’

Lemaire and the ditty referred to Merckx’s prodigious efforts here in the oldest of cycling’s one-day Classics, Liège– Bastogne–Liège. Merckx won La Doyenne, as it is also known, on five occasions.

He has said since that ‘in every one of those races the Stockeu was decisive in some way’. For the first three of his victories, in particular, the Stockeu was his trampoline and the most graphic yardstick of his supremacy on the world stage. ‘Only two places in Belgium are really lodged in my brain, for things I did there: one is the Oude Kwaremont, because of what I did there in the 1975 Tour of Flanders, and the other is the Stockeu – but the Stockeu has more of a hold on me,’ Merckx said in 2001.

By 1969, aged just 23, he was already the greatest cyclist on the planet, but hadn’t yet proved it by winning the sport’s hardest one-day race, La Doyenne. Critics said he never would. Merckx wasn’t prone to bombastic statements of intent – he didn’t need to be – but five days before the race he answered the sceptics with a warning: ‘I’ll show them what I’m capable of. I’ll show them who Eddy Merckx is.’ And so he would, detonating the peloton as the road climbed over roofs and into the oak wood above Stavelot, still 100 kilometres from the finish in Liège, and then storming clear with team-mate Vic Van Schil to an eight-minute rout.

One of the casualties, the Englishman Barry Hoban, still sounded shell-shocked over 40 years later. ‘It was like Muhammed Ali,’ Hoban said in 2011. ‘Even if Merckx wasn’t saying it like Ali did, you could tell he was thinking, “I’ll take the man in the fifth round!” In other words, “I’ll drop them all on the Côte de Stockeu and win by eight minutes.” Basically, he was doing exactly what he wanted.’

Two years later, Merckx treated, or rather subjected, his rivals to more of the same. Swooping into Stavelot off the back of the Côte de Wanne, he cocked all weapons and prepared to fire. ‘The start of the Stockeu is terrible,’ he wrote later in his Carnets de Route for the 1971 season. ‘The bend before it is so tight that you have to brake hard at the bottom of the descent and start climbing almost from a dead stop.’

All this meant was that he would wait 50 metres, the distance it took his henchman Joseph Bruyère to stretch and tenderize the

LEFT: The monument to Merckx and his exploits unveiled in 1993. OPPOSITE: A typically gloomy scene in the Belgian Ardennes. Eddy Merckx loved the ‘deadly’ Stockeu. For others these gradients are an acquired taste.
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‘I’LL SHOW THEM WHAT I’M CAPABLE OF. I’LL SHOW THEM WHO EDDY MERCKX IS.’

Eddy Merckx

opposition, before Merckx pulled the trigger. A short-lived crisis on the road into Liège couldn’t deny him his second Doyenne. Twelve months later, a tweak to the route brought the race finish 50 kilometres closer to the Stockeu and further into Merckx’s hands. Sure enough, he again launched his winning move on what the French now called his montée fétiche, the climb he most cherished. Further victories followed in 1973, with the Stockeu reverting to its traditional position, and in 1975. As the seasons wore on, though, having previously been the touchstone of his dominance, the Stockeu came to exemplify his gradual decline: the insouciant 100-kilometre escapades of his first three Liège wins were by now the stuff of his fading legend.

The Stockeu, of course, remained an icon of Liège–Bastogne– Liège long after his retirement – only not quite in the way that Merckx would have liked. In 1997, a lorry rattled down the Côte de Wanne and into a row of houses at Stavelot. It wasn’t the first accident of its kind. The authorities’ reaction was to demand changes not only to the road layout but also the Liège course. The Côte de Wanne was to be cut in half, the Stockeu climbed via the nondescript parallel road that it had previously descended, and the Haute-Levée scrapped

completely. ‘It’s a real shame,’ said Merckx in 2001. ‘The real Stockeu was deadly. A real wall where you could really change the race. The peloton used to explode…A lot of people used to get the Stockeu all wrong. It’s a climb you need to know from bottom to top. Above all, you couldn’t get the first corner wrong because you could lose precious seconds there.’

Happily, there were enough people who felt the same way to force the three climbs’ full reinstatement, and in the right order and direction, in 2005. The effect, it’s true, has been somewhat neutered by the addition of the difficult La Roche aux Faucons late in the race – this loading the drama towards the finale – but the 20 most punishing kilometres of the hardest Classic remain the ones either side of Stavelot. In the rain, even descending the Stockeu can be perilous. Andy Schleck and numerous others found that out when the Tour de France visited the Belgian Ardennes in 2010, crashes scattering riders as they continued over the summit and towards Werhai.

For Eddy Merckx, of course, the Stockeu was rarely anything other than 1,100 metres of pure exultation. Proof of that, if it was required, is now set in stone.

Fact file

Côte de Stockeu

From Stavelot

Route de Somagne

REGION: Province of Liège, Wallonia, Belgium

ACCESS: In Place du 18 Décembre 1944 take Stockeu. Liège–Bastogne–Liège course turns hard left at Eddy Merckx monument, down the Rue de Somagne

HEIGHT: 415 m

LENGTH: 1.1 km

ALTITUDE GAIN: 136 m

AVERAGE GRADIENT: 12.4%

MAXIMUM GRADIENT: 20% after 700 m

REFRESHMENTS: In Stavelot

OPEN: All year

ALTERNATIVE ROUTES: Climb continues after the turning for the Route de Somagne, where the Liège–Bastogne–Liège course turns hard left. This climb measures 2.4 km, with average gradient of 9.5% and final altitude of 506 m
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