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         Dave Barter is an author, entrepreneur and obsessive cyclist. In 2010, he sold his first business and spent the next two years researching and writing the seminal road cycling guidebook Great British Bike Rides. His passion for cycling is laid bare in Obsessive Compulsive Cycling Disorder, a worldwide bestseller on Amazon. Dave has contributed numerous articles to Cycle, Cycling Weekly and Cycling Plus, and has appeared on BBC One’s The One Show. An expert on the life of Tommy Godwin – who held the record for the most miles cycled in a year for over 70 years – Dave set out to resurrect interest in this remarkable endurance feat. This led to the publication of The Year, a richly detailed history of the cycling year record. A veteran of numerous races and sportives, Dave has completed events including L’Étape du Tour, the Fausto Coppi, the Polka Dot Challenge, three Land’s End to John o’ Groats expeditions, the Tour Divide, and many others. Dave lives in Devon with his wife, Helen, and their cat, Jan Åge Fjørtoft. His passion for cycling is evident in a basement full of bicycles and an ongoing quest to discover the very best riding the world has to offer. His latest book is Great Scottish Bike Rides.
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            Introduction – genesis and why?

         

         We are often faced with difficult questions or dilemmas that require a long pause to consider before answering. Ask someone to state their ‘favourite place in the world’ and you’ll undoubtedly be faced with a long silence while they consider. Do they pick it on scenery, or climate, or the people? Is convenience a factor, does it have to be easy to reach, or is somewhere remote their ideal? Do they need infrastructure and entertainment? There is a lot to consider when this question is posed.

         I don’t need any time to think as I’ve debated this puzzle in my head for many years. The answer is simple: Scotland. Scotland is my favourite place in the world and that statement is underlined by a huge amount of evidence. I’ve been visiting Scotland annually for over 30 years. There is nowhere else in the world that I’ve holidayed more. I struggle to think of a pastime that I haven’t enjoyed there, from sea kayaking to dominos. It’s a place I’m constantly talking about to friends and family. I’ve even tried to move there but family and logistical ties have prevented that. But over the years nothing has dulled my passion for Scotland. Typing these words, I can breathe the bracken-drenched air of the Highlands, feel the soft touch of snow as I push my bike over a closed mountain pass and hear the bronchitic thundering call of a stag hidden high on a hill.

         Not only is Scotland my favourite place in the world, it’s also my favourite place to ride a bike. Trust me – I’ve ridden bikes in many other countries and many other locations. This world has no shortage of sublime riding, but Scotland has often slipped under the radar due to its quiet modesty. It’s better known for its off-road riding as a plethora of trail centres have sprung up in forestry locations catering for those who like their thrills waymarked and with guaranteed cafes and parking. Yet take a mountain bike to Torridon with a map and a bit of knowledge and you’ll eclipse all of these experiences with amazing riding in a true wilderness. Road riding has become a poorer cousin to MTB. Ask a road rider about Scotland and they’ll invariably refer to the Bealach na Bà or maybe mention Chris Hoy, Graeme Obree or Kirkpatrick Macmillan. They might have done Land’s End to John o’ Groats or ridden round Loch Ness. These hills, people and locations are all part of riding in Scotland but they’re not the reason for it being my preferred destination on a bike.

         For me, Scotland offers the perfect combination of challenge, beauty, seclusion, character and variety to cyclists of all genres. The landscape and climate take direct responsibility for the challenge while contributing wholeheartedly to the beauty. It’s hard to find anywhere in the Scottish countryside that doesn’t make you want to say ‘wow’. It’s a surprisingly big place and very easy to get lost in. The tourist and commuter hotspots are concentrated in relatively few places so it’s very easy to find yourself alone. Scotland’s character is etched all over its landscape by geology, settlement, centuries of conflict and a stubbornness to make road and railway building possible. It’s a country devoid of straight lines both horizontally and vertically. The road and track networks have been constructed at the behest of nature rather than in defiance of it. Man has had a relatively light touch here and it shows in the landscape. But if I’m honest the reason why I love riding in Scotland so much is down to the simple fact that every single ride I do there 10is a different experience. There’s no such thing as a stereotypical Scottish ride as that can only occur when weather and road conditions align perfectly and you meet exactly the same people in the same places. Imagine a tin of Christmas chocolates with every single one your favourite but each one unique. That’s cycling in Scotland for me.

         If you need further proof, then let me tell you that I live with my family on the coast in South Devon. Logistically this is possibly the worst location in the UK for an author writing about Scottish road riding to live. Yet when Vertebrate asked me to write this guide, I said ‘Yes’ without hesitation. What else can you do when you’re given the chance to work and ride in your favourite place in the world? The series of van journeys up the dreaded M5 and M6 didn’t even figure. I simply thought to myself, what a wonderful year or two that would be, researching and revisiting many of my favourite routes and heading out to discover new ones.

         I have previous form with Scotland. In 2013 I published Great British Bike Rides – this includes 10 amazing Scottish loops which firmly cemented my love for riding round Scotland on the road. Each of these are challenging days out on the bike – averaging over 120 kilometres in length and often with over 2,000 metres of climbing thrown into the mix. The new challenge from Vertebrate was to expand these 10 into 25 routes, showcasing the best road riding to be found. That was going to be a lot of weekends in the van and many visits to Tebay Services. Optimistically I thought I could complete it in a year, but weather and a full-time job gently elongated that timescale into two. Don’t tell Vertebrate, but I was having so much fun I needed to drag it out over a longer time period; I write these words with some regret as they signify the end of my quest.

         I needed to write this book. Great British Bike Rides was my clarion call to British riders to stop putting their bikes on planes and start discovering just how great an island we live on for road cycling. Great Scottish Bike Rides distils this message down further. I firmly believe that a wheel once dipped in Scotland will yearn forever to return. I know that this country contains the best riding to be had on our island, and I’ve sought to showcase as much of it as I can through these 25 routes.

         Great Scottish Bike Rides has given me such enormous pleasure to research and write along with an equal amount of challenge. At least three of the rides had to be repeated multiple times when shocking weather prevented photography. The route up Glen Kyllachy deserves an extra special black mark as I walked eight kilometres of it due to unseasonal snowfall. I’ve encountered closed roads, flocks of sheep, errant deer, binding disc brakes, a jammed van door and numerous forgotten items discovered halfway through a ride at a critical moment. However, I’d do it all again in a flash, if only I could somehow replace the monthly commute up the M6.

         So let me introduce you to Great Scottish Bike Rides. You’ll now have a good idea as to the motivations for writing this book and the reasoning for picking Scotland. My next task is to tell you exactly what you’ll find within.

         Acknowledgements

         Thank you to my wife, Helen, for all her patience and proofreading expertise.
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            Great Scottish bike rides

         

         Scotland is old. It began approximately three billion years ago in the Outer Hebrides with the Lewisian complex (named after the island of Lewis) being formed deep in the earth’s crust. Scotland becomes progressively younger as you travel from the north-west to south-east.

         Scotland’s environment has morphed and evolved over the eons, with continental drift causing oceans to open up and lay down sandstones and mudstones, then closing to create the Highlands when Scotland crashed into England causing the rocks to fold and fault, heating them to very high temperatures. Metaphorically speaking, we have a huge argument between Scotland and England to thank for much of the great riding we find in Scotland.

         However, Scotland did not rest easy. Continental drift continued to shift things around, creating an arid desert-like environment followed by a lot of water laying down deposits of sandstones and limestones. Then, to complicate matters, volcanoes formed, the ocean continued to widen, the earth’s crust thinned, and eruptions created the island chain we know today as the Inner Hebrides.

         Then it got colder. Scotland was sculpted by numerous ice ages with huge glaciers ripping across the land. Carving out the glens and valleys, forming lochs, plains, rock outcrops and creating eye-catching vistas. The volcanoes succumbed to the glaciation and weathering – the final act of an immense piece of geological artistry ready for humanity to weave a tapestry of roads and tracks over it.

         The Scottish road network was born from two key influences. Let’s begin with the Romans who invaded Scotland multiple times and brought with them their legendary road-building skills. They constructed an early road network across the Southern Uplands before deciding that Scotland was a little too rough for their liking. A track network across the country continued to expand throughout the medieval period. These were largely unpaved and were used by foot travellers and pack animals.

         ‘Proper’ roads began to spring up in the 18th century. Military engineer General George Wade oversaw the construction of hundreds of kilometres of roads and bridges which were built to suppress unrest in the Highlands and improve military access. These ‘military roads’ laid the foundation for Scotland’s modern transport network. The 19th and 20th centuries saw major expansion and improvement, particularly with the growth of turnpike trusts, government-sanctioned organisations tasked with building roads and recouping their investment via tolls. Thankfully an emerging railway network eroded their revenues, and they became financially unviable. You get to ride on them for free!

         And so, the road network of Scotland was formed allowing me to undertake this magnificent quest to bring you the very best routes for cycling across it.

         Great Scottish Bike Rides describes 25 routes showcasing the very best of Scottish road riding. The routes vary from 44 to 105 kilometres in length with the average distance being around 70 kilometres. I believe 70 kilometres is a sweet spot for a great day out in Scotland as it is within the range of a large spectrum of cyclists and reduces the logistics required for water and cafe stops. Some areas of Scotland are very sparse in terms of services. 12

         Many of the routes are loops, but not all of them. There are a number of rides that include spurs or return legs and I’ve done this on purpose to ensure that you get to see all the best bits of Scottish riding. The Loch Duich & Loch Hourn route (see page 129) is a brilliant example of this. You’ll hate me from the start as it heads up a heinous climb only to take you to a dead end, but what a great dead end it is, one you probably wouldn’t have ridden otherwise, especially given the nasty little ramp on the return leg.

         Almost all of the routes avoid traffic where they can. I’ve deliberately sought out the finest of roads and where possible avoided urban areas or busy tourist routes. There are some shared roads with the North Coast 500 loop which can get busy in peak tourist season. I must admit that I prefer to ride in Scotland in the early morning or late evening whenever I can as this provides the best light for sightseeing. It also has the added advantage of avoiding most of the cars.

         I probably should mention that these are all road rides. There’s a tiny amount of cycle path and one road that is quickly becoming a track (I’ll leave you to discover that one). The majority of the routes are suitable for a standard road bike; tyres able to cope with a wide range of surfaces are helpful on some of the routes. Just in case you are interested, I do all of my road riding on a cyclocross race bike with tubeless tyres. I’ve ridden every single route in this book using this bike with a 1x11 set-up. But we’re all different and I suggest you set out on whatever you find comfortable. I strongly recommend a wide range of gears, great brakes and at least 28c tyres with some form of puncture resistance.

         Scotland is surrounded by islands, and I’d loved to have included many more than I have in this guide – Harris being a case in point as the Golden Road is a magical place to ride. I’ve managed to squeeze Mull, Skye, Bute and Arran into these pages, so be aware that you’ll need to pack money for a number of ferries if you’re going to tick them all off.
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