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To all cyclists who love to get out the maps
and go where they have never ridden, don’t ever lose
your wonder about what is down that road, behind
that hill or beyond that horizon.
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WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT AND
SOME THINGS TO CONSIDER




This book follows on from Wild

Cycling, a pocket guide to fifty great

rides off the beaten track in Britain.

It adds an element of challenge to the

joys of finding, planning and following

routes that are quirky, adventurous or

simply away from the mainstream.

As with the rides described in Wild

Cycling, those in Really Wild Cycling

are not necessarily prescriptive; they

are not a list to be ticked off, but

suggestions. They are meant to show

the wild cycling potential of different

parts of the country, as well as acting

as templates for wild cycling

challenges you put together yourself.

Just take two examples. Ride 15,

On the Beaches, could be copied in any

coastal area. As can ride 13, Spinal Tap,

in any upland region. There are many

more rides like them, challenges that

can be repeated in similar areas

throughout the UK and the wider world.

The other attraction of this kind of

wild cycling is planning the rides. I find

planning new routes as much fun as

riding them, and I know I’m not alone.

We are very lucky, too, with so much

computer software and so many apps

these days designed to help us navigate

around the planet on our bikes.




My favourite maps, and the ones

that I think best suit the needs of

adventurous cyclists, are the Ordnance

Survey (OS) 1: 50,000 scale Landranger

series, which is available on memory-

map GPS navigation software www.

memory-map.co.uk. Using Memory

Map software you can have the whole

OS 1: 50,000 scale Landranger Map

series on your PC, lap-top or other

device. You can then upload any routes

you plan to GPS navigation devices.

There are other very good maps and

systems you can use, but I realise my

preference for OS maps is because

when I started going out and exploring

on two wheels they were by far the

best. I was a teenager then, and even I

have to admit that was some time ago.

I still enjoy it as much as ever, though.

I know there is other mapping software

out there, and I’ve heard good things

about lots of it, so go with what you

think is best to plan your routes and

find your way.

You might already plan your own

routes and bike adventures. If not, I

really hope you start doing so. There’s a

joy to be had from looking at a map and

seeing a way to cross it by cycling

off-road trails and back-country lanes.
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Then there’s the satisfaction of having

ridden the route you planned, and the

bonus of setting yourself a challenge,

as I’ve done with the rides in Really

Wild Cycling.

Before you plan your routes,

though, there are some things you

need to know about access rights. The

main off-road rights of way for cyclists

in England and Wales are along

bridleways, which are represented on

the OS 1: 50,000 Landranger 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, there are moves to open up

some footpaths to cyclists, and you can

often shadow big long-distance-

footpath walks. In fact, I set that as one

of the challenges in this book with Ride

21, Wolds Way by Bike. Cyclist access

in Scotland is different and a little less

restrictive, so long as you follow the

guidelines you will find on www.

outdooraccess-scotland.scot.

Many of the rides in Really Wild

Cycling use bridleways, but I have also

used tiny lanes (shown in yellow on

Landranger maps, the width of the

yellow strip being broadly proportional

to the width of the lane), as well as

designated cycle routes created by

bodies such as the creator of the

National Cycle Network, Sustrans.

I have used some designated cycle

routes for part of or the whole way

because they are really enjoyable to




ride, and in the case of rides like 24 and

25, parts 1 and 2 of the Coast-to-Coast

Route, they are challenges worth

completing simply to say you have done

them as well as for the sheer enjoyment

they offer. Some of the rides in Really

Wild Cycling are all on roads, but such

roads are those only locals know, and

even they use them infrequently.

There are other small lanes,

depicted on Landranger by parallel

narrow black lines. However, those

lanes sometimes have local rights in

force, and occasionally they are the

private drive to a house or farm. The

ones I use in Really Wild Cycling are

those where I’m sure there is a right of

way for cyclists. Where you have to use

a surfaced lane it’s better to stick to the

yellow ones on the map, or those that

are part of a designated cycle route.

I have used a few B-roads where it’s

unavoidable, and very occasionally a

short stretch of A-road, although I

tried to do so only if there was a cycle

path running alongside it. Sometimes

when you’re planning a different type

of challenge, as I did with Ride 1,

Around Your Town, the first ride in

Really Wild Cycling and a one-off, you

have to compromise.

Around Your Town reflects the

book’s spirit. It’s a ride right around my

nearest town, Doncaster, and I did it by

staying as close to the town as possible

without entering it, while at the same

time using bridleways, trails and back

roads. I’m not expecting many people
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to do this one; instead I hope you use it

as a template for a ride around the

margins of your nearest town. It’s a

fun thing both to plan and to ride.

Finally, before moving on from

planning and finding your way, there is

one more big thing to mention. GPS

devices are a great help, but you should

not rely on them. You should still take a

paper map with you, and a compass,

especially when going high or far.

Satellite coverage cannot be guaranteed

everywhere, especially in remote

places. Paper maps and a standard

compass will never let you down. You

can print the maps from your screen if

you don’t want the bother of unfolding

and folding a standard map. Always use

a plastic map sleeve to put your map or

maps in. They are cheap and available

in most outdoor shops




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 align the vertical grid

lines with the direction of the compass

needle, with the top of the map

representing north. Face that

direction. The map is then roughly

oriented, and you should be able to

relate the features illustrated on it to

the features you can see around you.

It’s not an exact method, but it’s a

helpful start.

It’s worth getting to know much

more about maps so you are highly

skilled at using them. There’s a lot

about map reading online; the website

www.maptools.com is excellent. You

could also enrol on a good map-

reading course – it’s really worth





[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]

8 | WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT


signing up to one if you are unsure how

to get the most out of OS maps.

A map and compass fit easily into

standard cycling jerseys, and it’s

important to wear specific cycling kit,

not just 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 a big rucksack, but it

should contain a full set of water and

windproof clothing, and extra gloves

in case the weather turns really bad.

You can’t be too cautious when taking

on a bit of wild cycling. In the one

competitive event I’ve included in

Really Wild Cycling, the Three Peaks

Cyclo-cross, the organisers insist

competitors carry a survival blanket

and a whistle. Both will help them stay

alive if they fall or get lost.

High wild places are a joy to

experience, but the potential danger

is real. Even on bright, warm, sunny

days in summer the weather can change

quickly in high places. If you are above

300 metres or 1,000 feet in Britain it can

suddenly get cold, even in summer,

especially if it rains. Extra clothing and

extra food are both essential. Take

a first aid kit and whistle to attract

attention if you have an accident. It’s

safer to do high, lonely rides in company

with others, especially if you are

inexperienced in such an environment.

A well-maintained bike is another

essential. As I said in Wild Cycling,




I like using my cyclo-cross bike on

these rides. I have fitted it with very

heavy, wide and puncture-resistant

road tyres – my favourites are

Schwalbe Marathon Plus. They have

less rolling resistance than knobbly

off-road-specific tyres, and I find them

far less prone to puncturing than

knobblies. Punctures not only involve

stopping and messing about to replace

the inner tube, but in bad conditions

they can also result in your body

cooling a lot, which is unpleasant

at best and at worst potentially

dangerous. The grip on these

heavy-duty road tyres isn’t as good as

an off-road tyre’s, but I’m not after

performance, I’m after dependability.

Less grip just means taking corners a

little more slowly and losing traction

uphill on loose surfaces. If you get

wheel-spin going uphill don’t fight

it, just get off and walk a bit. It gives

you a chance to catch your breath and

take in the view.

But a cyclo-cross bike, even fitted

with off-road tyres, is not the best bike

for every ride I’ve suggested in Really

Wild Cycling. Some are better done on

a bike with off-road tyres that have

good grip, and some really rough rides

would be better done on a bike with at

least front suspension. That means

some are best suited to mountain bikes

– there aren’t many, and I’ve indicated

in the text which ones they are.

You can also reduce punctures by

checking your tyres regularly.





[image: image]

REALLY WILD CYCLING | 9


Certainly check them at the first

opportunity after you’ve done any wild

cycling. Tyres can get cut while riding

on trails, or pick up tiny bits of sharp

rock or thorns that embed in the tyre.

They might not cause a puncture

straight away, but they will. Tyre treads

and walls are far more robust than they

used to be, but you should still replace

any tyre that is cut or has been

penetrated in any way, even if the

penetration isn’t deep. Not doing so

means the tyre will let you down

eventually, and you can bet that will be

at the worst possible moment.

Checking tyres for wear is also

crucial. You must replace worn, scuffed

or bulging tyres. Clean your bike

regularly, and whenever you do check

the bike’s frame and parts for cracks

and dents. Anything cracked will

eventually fail, so get it replaced. For

dents you should get the opinion of a

qualified bicycle mechanic, who should

be able to asses if it might compromise

the bike’s safety.

On the subject of bike mechanics,

some people love it and are skilled at it,

but not everybody. If you’d like to

become skilled at maintaining your

bike there are plenty of maintenance

courses and some good books on the

subject. On the other hand, if you are

not into bike mechanics take your bike

to a shop with a good reputation, and

have it service your bike regularly. One

thing you should learn to do yourself,

because it’s something you must do on




a regular basis, is clean and maintain

your bike’s drive train.

The drive train is the bike’s cranks,

chainrings, chain and cassette. These

moving parts collect grit and dirt while

riding, especially when riding off-road

and/or in wet conditions, and if grit

and dirt are allowed to stay on them

they combine with lubricant to create

a very effective grinding paste which

grinds down the components of the

drive train so they wear out quickly.

So essential drive-train maintenance

involves regular cleaning, then

lubrication, of all those parts. It’s quite

simple to do, and once you get used to

it it’s a quick job.

First, clean the chain, chainrings

and sprockets of any old lubricant and

grit or dirt. Use hot soapy water or

some form of de-greasing agent. A stiff

brush helps you work the water or

de-greaser into all the hard-to-reach

bits, like between chain links and in

between sprocket teeth on the cassette.

Once you’ve cleaned off all the muck

and old lubricant, rinse off the soapy

water or de-greaser with plain water,

then dry the parts thoroughly with an

old cloth. Let them air-dry for a bit as

well, before applying new bicycle-

specific lubricant to the chain. You can

get different sorts: light lubricant for

summer and heavier for winter.

There are a few skills required for

off-road riding that will keep you safe

and increase enjoyment. You should

certainly learn and practise them if
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you want to follow some of the tougher

off-road rides in this book. I went over

the skills in detail in Wild Cycling, so

I’m not going to repeat them in detail

here. If you aren’t confident with riding

your bike over rough surfaces, hopping

it over low obstacles, riding over low

drop-offs, cornering on loose gravel or

riding through mud or sand, then I

suggest you buy a copy. You can also

take courses in off-road cycling skills,

and off-road cycling magazines often

contain features about riding skills and

how to improve them.

The key skill – the one all others

follow from, really – is trail reading.

The biggest thing to master is

focusing on where you want to go, not

what you want to avoid riding through

or hitting. When you come to a bit of

challenging trail it’s worth stopping to




pick the best line, which means the

smoothest and surest route through it.

Then focus on that and nothing else,

while coaxing your bike rather than

bullying it along the line.

The smoothest line on many tracks

is right over to one side or the other,

away from the middle. Tracks often get

worn into concave grooves, so keeping

to one side of a groove will mean riding

high up a camber while 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 your

outside pedal, to help push you back up

where you need to be.

Sometimes it’s necessary to cross

the section of trail you’d rather avoid,

like a patch of deep mud or sand, or an

extra-bumpy or loose surface. Pick the





[image: image]

REALLY WILD CYCLING | 11


smoothest part to cross and head

straight over it; don’t try to turn or

brake while riding through. 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.

After a while you’ll develop a sort of

split screen in your mind, whereby

you’re constantly assessing what is

ahead and picking the correct line

through it, at the same time as coping

with the effect the trail you’re on is

having on your bike.

Understanding the physics of how

your bike works helps you a lot with any

kind of cycling, but it’s crucial when

riding off-road. Weight distribution

needs to be changed, often constantly,

to help maintain control. Un-weighted

wheels don’t grip like they should, so

most of the time when riding on the

road or along an even trail you want

your weight distributed equally

between the front and rear wheels.

That’s not the case riding on rough

trails, where small changes in weight

distribution are often required to

maintain wheel traction when braking,

climbing, descending and cornering.

There are two circumstances that

require quite big shifts in body-weight

distribution and where your centre of

balance is relative to your bike. One is

going down very steep hills, when you

should keep your backside hovering

above and behind the saddle. This is




because the angle of your bike means

that if you stay in the saddle your

weight is distributed much more over

the front wheel. That makes any

rear-wheel braking less effective than

it would be if you were riding on the

flat, while front-wheel braking, though

more effective, could pitch you over the

handlebars. Shift your backside behind

the saddle when negotiating very steep

off-road descents, therefore, adjusting

how far behind to the angle of the

descent.

The other big weight shift is

required when riding uphill out of the

saddle on loose or wet surfaces, both

of which compromise traction. To

counteract this you need to have your

weight back further than you would on

a surface with good grip, like a road.

Ride out of the saddle uphill as you

would on the road on loose surfaces, and

your unweighted back wheel could spin.

These are some of the basic skills

you will need for the rides in Really Wild

Cycling, and to plan and follow your

own so you can explore, challenge

yourself, and enjoy our wild country-

side. I hope doing so inspires you as it

does me. No matter how long I do it I get

great joy from riding my bike. There is a

pleasure simply in pedalling, in moving

quickly and efficiently under your own

power over all kinds of terrain while

leaving little trace that you passed by. I

look forward to doing so for many years

to come. People come and go, but a bike

is a friend forever.
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1 AROUND YOUR TOWN

A model for riding around the margins of
any town, city or other built-up area

WILDNESS RATING VARIABLE HARDNESS RATING VARIABLE




This first ride embodies the

spirit of this book. Riding

around the town or city you

live in or nearby by linking

bridleways and trails, and

adding some back roads where

there is no off-road alternative, is

as enjoyable in planning as it is

in execution.

Some of the rides to come

are particular challenges,

where the fun of doing them is

following a geographical line, or

overcoming obstacles like mountains,

or testing yourself on a classic route

that many others have challenged

themselves on before. Others are

introductions to the wild-cycling

possibilities of different parts of the

country, and can be varied according

to the reader’s needs and desires. But a

large part of what Really Wild Cycling

is about is getting out the maps and

putting together a ride for yourself –

for example, Around Your Town.




I recommend you use Ordnance

Survey 1: 50,000 Landranger maps

with all the routes, either for

reference to check the terrain they

cross in detail, or to invent your

own short cuts or even add extra

loops, as in the case of Ride 1.

I chose riding around the

outskirts of a town or city for

a couple of reasons. First, it’s a

nice thing to do, and I’m not the

only one who thinks so. Many towns

and cities have marked up around-

town circuits. In the region where I

live the Barnsley Boundary Walk is a

long-distance footpath, and the annual

Round Rotherham Run is a 50-mile

trail race around the boundaries of the

South Yorkshire town. The other

reason is because it’s a great exercise

in route-planning with maps. The

built-up area is a fixed feature to

navigate, whose shape varies as you go,

so there will be awkward bits to

negotiate and compromises to be




FACT FILE




Where Doncaster in South Yorkshire

Start/Finish Hurst Lane layby A638

OS reference SK 638 985




Ride distance 56 kilometres (35 miles)

Highest points Balby 41 metres
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