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Passo dello Stelvio

200
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Passo di Gavia
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Passo Pordoi

158

Passo Giau

154

T

his book is the first to provide both a practical and historical guide to 50 of Europe’s legendary cycling climbs. Previous volumes on the topic have concentrated on route information, spectacular photography or a mountain’s impact on professional cycling’s great races, but never have all of those ingredients been assembled on the same pages… until now.

Mountain High is, then, both a bible for those who wish to take on giants like the Tourmalet or Galibier, and the ultimate reference book for connoisseurs of these climbs’ history and mystique. The concepts of place and topography are integral to cycling at any level, and both our text and pictures have been carefully planned and selected to reflect that symbiotic connection.

Notions of difficulty and beauty are so subjective that they become meaningless in a context like this. All of the climbs in Mountain High are special for their own unique reasons, and so we decided to classify them in the only way that nature intended – by the height to which they rise from the earth.
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introduction

A

t the time when J. K. Starley and Rover produced what was the first recognizably modern, two-wheeled bicycle, the notion that any such device would one day transport mortal men and women into the mountains seemed, by some distance, more preposterous than the notion that dragons, witches and gods lurked among the peaks of the Alps and the Pyrenees.

Starley’s tour de force was dated 1885. The first Tour de France was still 18 years away. Alpine giants such as Mont Blanc and the Meije had been conquered, but the mountains still evoked terror. When, in its eighth edition, the Tour de France ventured across the Pyrenees via the passes of the Tourmalet and the Aubisque, the race organizers were branded ‘murderers’. The following year they subjected the world’s finest and bravest cyclists to the Alps and they became ‘bandits’.

Nonetheless, a love affair had begun, as turbulent and terrifyingly exhilarating as the climbs themselves. It was destined to propel the sport of cycling into a new dimension. With every new road carved into a rock face, one fragment of a mountain’s mystique was perhaps lost, but another one quickly grew in its place. What the Eiger and the Matterhorn were to the climbers of the 19th century, the Galibier and Mont Ventoux now became to cyclists; to reach the summit was to defy nature and gravity while flirting with the limits of human endurance. The experience was visceral, even spiritual, inspiring heroic deeds that in turn inspired poetic portrayals.

This book and its photography are as much about the emotions those roads and mountains have bestirred as the physical climbs themselves. Riding a bike uphill is always hard, so there is no need to reaffirm that here, many times over. Instead, our goal is to piece together the features, the stories, the quirks and unique attractions of 50 of Europe’s most famous and compelling cycling ascents, from the 78-metre-high Koppenberg to the gigantic 3,384-metre Pico de Veleta in Spain’s Sierra Nevada.

Mountain High does not, then, set out to classify definitively Europe’s top 50 climbs in terms of difficulty, aesthetics or by any other gauge. There are some omissions that will jar, like the currently inaccessible Puy de Dôme in France’s Massif Central, and also some inclusions, like the largely unheralded Cirque de Gavarnie and Col de la Faucille, that will cause surprise. Like the mountains themselves, though, the notion of ‘great’ is a matter of personal interpretation; through words and pictures, our reasons should be amply illustrated here.

Many of the personalities featured are great athletes, cycling nonpareils, but this sport and these places know only one form of discrimination – the prejudice of pain. Simply put, although most of us will never play football at Wembley or cricket at Lords, we can ride the Galibier or the Ventoux tomorrow – but we must know that it will hurt.

To deprive oneself of that challenge, though, would be to bridle at the drawbridge to a magical kingdom, a private wonderland where you won’t find witches or dragons – but the wheels of a bicycle point the high and winding way to pure elation.

OPPOSITE: Climbing towards the Colle dell’Agnello, by many estimates the most stylish route of all from France to Italy and vice versa.
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[image: image]


Koppenberg

78m

Belgium

L

ove or loathe the Koppenberg – and it has its share of detractors – this 600-metre upturned mogul run in the west of Belgium occupies a unique place in professional cycling: whatever the year or the weather, and however much training methods and technology evolve, this is the only climb on earth where you’re as likely to see the world’s best cyclists get off and walk as grind to the top.

The Koppenberg is controversial for this reason. Its history is as turbulent as the journey to its summit, chequered with sporting debacles and ensuing periods in quarantine. Between 1988 and 2002, it appeared on the Tour of Flanders route not a single time and looked destined never to return. Having already caused rumblings of discontent as well as of bikes and bodies in 1985, when the Belgian Eric Vanderaerden was the only rider not to walk, two years later the Koppenberg provoked outrage and the end of the Dane Jesper Skibby’s chances in that year’s Tour of Flanders. The Dane led the race by ten seconds when, halfway up the climb, he lost momentum
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and veered from the right-hand gully into the centre of the road. The race director’s car hit Skibby as he drifted left, then, as the Dane lay prostrate on the cobbles, drove over his bike and up the road. After years of complaints and near misses – not to mention the undignified spectacle of the great Eddy Merckx staggering to the top, bike over his shoulder, in 1976 – this was the last straw. Indefinitely exiled, the most infamous cobblestones outside Paris–Roubaix fell even further into disrepute and disrepair.

Return to centre stage in the nineties That 1976 race, infamous for Merckx’s struggles, had also been the Koppenberg’s Flanders premiere. Merckx’s countryman and rival Walter Godefroot had earlier ‘discovered’ it, or at least brought it to the race organizers’ attention, and onto the 1976 race course it went between the Oude Kwaremont and the Taaienberg hills. Its precise collocation was tweaked over the next decade, but almost invariably it signalled only the beginning of hostilities spread over a succession of short, steep cobbled climbs or bergs in the last 60 kilometres. This was the critics’ other issue with the Koppenberg: it was a lot of hassle, a few cheap thrills, for very little tangible outcome. Even those who had to dismount often regained contact with the leaders on the flat road before the next hill.

Nonetheless, during its years of exile and particularly in the 1990s, support for the Koppenberg’s reinstatement became stronger and more vociferous. First, its devilish cobbles had to be refurbished – and they were, one by one, at a cost of 6,000 euros. The road was also widened, the ruts filled in, and 200 more metres of cobblestones added. In total, the ‘cosmetic surgery’, as the Belgian press dubbed it, cost the Oudenaarde town council around 150,000 euros.

And so, finally, in 2002, the Koppenberg made its return, not without a little trepidation on the part of the riders and organizers. Four years passed without serious incident or complaint before, in 2006, only two riders in a breakaway and seven from the main peloton made it to the top on their bikes. Race chief Wim Van Herreweghe had been warned: the Belgian star Philippe Gilbert was among several riders who came up short of the summit in a pre-race recce. In response, Godefroot, by now the T-Mobile team manager, had sniffed that anyone who’d struggled on the Koppenberg in training merely ‘lacked motivation.’ The reality, of course, was that the cobbles had deteriorated again and Van Herreweghe had no choice but to once again remove the offending article, the Koppenberg, at least temporarily. ‘There’s too much space between the stones and if it rains it would be a catastrophe,’ he said, to the sighs of the thrill-seekers at the side of the road.

Restored to the Flanders route in 2008, but no doubt on permanent probation, the Koppenberg packs more history and intrigue into those 600 short metres than many Alpine and Pyrenean passes have amassed over a century of Tours de France. If the notion of ‘famous Belgians’ has become a running joke, the same could be said, literally, about what is possibly Belgium’s most famous road: if you don’t laugh you’ll probably cry; and if you can’t ride, then you can at least run… or perhaps just walk.

OPPOSITE: Rugged, rickety and brutally steep, the Koppenberg is in many ways the quintessential Belgian berg or cobbled climb. Having been declared too treacherous for professional racing and banished for over a decade, it has once again become a fixture of the Tour of Flanders.

Fact file
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Muur van Geraardsbergen 110m

Belgium

T

he people of Geraardsbergen have an old saying. It goes, ‘There are three walls in the world – the Great Wall of China, the Berlin Wall and ours.’

While pedants may suggest that the Western Wall of Jerusalem has rather stronger claims, those familiar with the Tour of Flanders and its iconic Muur can be seen nodding in agreement. Or, if they’re real nitpickers, pointing out that, of the three, Geraardsbergen’s is the only one whose legend is still very much in the making.

An aggregation of five roads heading in and out of Geraardsbergen – in order, Brugstraat, Markt, Vesten, Oudebergstraat, then the final 20 per cent ramp to the Chapel of Our Lady of Oudeberg – the Muur has established itself as the totem of Belgium’s favourite sporting occasion in the space of just 60 years. Or even fewer if one considers that, while it was first included on the Flanders route in 1950, just weeks after also making its debut in the race known then as Het Volk, only since the 1980s has it been a permanent feature of cycling’s grimmest, but in many ways most fascinating, one-day event.

Culminating just 15.8 kilometres from where the Tour traditionally finishes in Meerbeke, the Muur is the place where Flanders is, more often than not, won and lost. Every one of the 15 or so (depending on the year) bergs sprinkled through the last 120 kilometres is vital, each one provoking a miniature stampede, but this is where the posturing and, for many riders, all chance of victory ends. As the smooth cobbles of the Oudebergstraat pucker into what looks like a medieval bridleway, the gradient ratchets up to 20 per cent, and aspiring winners come face to face with their destiny as well as the cobbled road. A last, sharp, right-hand bend and the riders enter a corridor of noise like nothing else in the sport. ‘Unless you’ve experienced it, you really can’t understand what it’s like when you first glimpse the chapel at the top,’ said Alessandro Ballan, who attacked on the Muur en route to victory in 2007. ‘“You can’t hear yourself think” is supposedly just a figure of speech, but I realized what that means on the Muur. It’s a sensation and a noise that you’ll never recreate anywhere else.’





[image: image]


OPPOSITE: The final push to the top of the Muur and the Chapel of Our Lady of Oudeberg. On the day of the Tour of Flanders, the grass bank is crammed with baying Belgian fans.

RIGHT: Eddy Merckx, the greatest cyclist ever, ‘only’ won the Tour of Flanders twice, but this bronze monument near the top of the Muur leaves no doubt as to the mark he made here.

Under threat It goes without saying that climbing the wall isn’t quite the same for amateur riders, however many memories of past Flanders come flooding back. From the 1990s, in particular, most fans associate the Muur with Johan Museeuw, the so-called Lion of Flanders. Museeuw’s attacks on the Muur launched him to victory in 1993, 1995 and 1998. Only half-joking, he later compared leading the Tour over the top of the Muur to having an orgasm.

The following decade saw the Muur extensively refurbished. Several pros agreed that the improved surface also made the ascent easier. At around the same time, Tom Boonen and Fabian Cancellara inherited Museeuw’s mantle as the new demons of the Muur. So powerful was Cancellara’s acceleration away from Boonen in 2010 that eagle-eyed observers – call them that or conspiracy theorists – suspected there was a motor hidden in the bottom bracket of his bike. The Swiss’s alleged ‘mechanical doping’ soon became the hot topic of the racing season. Video clips of Cancellara’s winning moves in Flanders and Paris–Roubaix the following week were pieced together and posted on YouTube, the Italian editor of one even presenting his evidence in a book the following year. The sport’s governing body, the UCI, took note and even scanned competitors’ bikes at the 2010 Tour de France, without ever extending the measure to other races, and despite declaring a year later that they believed the rumours to be nonsense.

If nothing else, the controversy added to the romance of the Muur, as does every edition of the Tour. That mystique seemed set to grow as long as the climb retained its position on the Flanders route – but the long-mooted threat of an impending change was duly realized in 2012. The town of Oudenaarde managed to wrest the race finish from Meerbeke, and the entire route underwent a major overhaul.

Not only that but the unthinkable happened: the Muur was removed from the course. Vocal protests followed and didn’t die down when Tom Boonen won over what most agreed was a far inferior layout, climaxing on the nearby Paterberg. Only time will tell whether the race organizer heeds the clamour for the Muur’s immediate reinstatement; In the meantime, somehow, absence will make the heart grow fonder and the legend even richer.

Fact file
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Mur de Huy 204m

Belgium

H

ow bad can a 1.3-kilometre climb be? Philippe Gilbert, the local Walloon hero, said that to one day conquer the Mur and win the Flèche Wallonne, the Belgian one-day race to which its folklore is inextricably linked, he would have to endure ‘two minutes of suffering.’ And therein lies the problem: what for Philippe Gilbert was two minutes of torture, for anyone not among the finest riders in the world might mean an agony of double or triple the duration – not to mention equal, if not more excruciating, pain.

‘The Tour of Flanders has the Muur, Amstel Gold has the Cauberg and Liège–Bastogne–Liège has La Redoute… but the Mur de Huy is by far the hardest of the lot,’ opined Claude Criquielion, winner of the first Flèche to finish atop the Mur, in 1983.

The road or wall’s significance, of course, far predates and transcends its sporting legend. Historically and still officially known as the Chemin des Chapelles or Chapel Way, the road soars out of the Rue du Marché in Huy and towards Notre Dame de la Sarte, the last of seven chapels dotted up the hillside and supposedly the scene of a miracle in 1621. Pilgrims stop at all seven before ending their journey at Notre Dame. For cyclists, a glimpse of the church steeple heralds the imminent end of the climb and their deliverance.

An encyclopedia of Belgian cycling climbs published in 2004 rated the Mur only the country’s 34th hardest ascent, well adrift of the 4.6-kilometre, six per cent Col d’Haussire in La Roche-en-Ardenne. The Mur’s extreme and unorthodox proportions, though, render any such ranking system meaningless; while only 800 metres of its 1.3 kilometres are truly difficult, that stretch is steeper and more brutal than anything else in professional cycling. The Frenchman Laurent Jalabert, who triumphed twice on the Mur, reckoned that only the Mont Saint-Clair above Sète in the south of France (1.7 kilometres long, average ten per cent, maximum 24 per cent) could compare or compete. Flèche Wallonne race director Christian Prudhomme called the Mur ‘the longest kilometre of the racing season’ and ‘basically a mountaineering competition.’

‘Like the middle of a rock concert’

A mazy cavalcade through the wooded mining valleys of the Belgian Ardennes, the Flèche’s route has been tweaked in recent years, but the Mur remains its centrepiece. Depending on the year, the peloton climbs its ramps either once or twice before a final, frantic scramble to the summit. Since Criquielion’s victory in 1983, Lance Armstrong, Michele Bartoli, Moreno Argentin, Cadel Evans, Maurizio Fondriest and Laurent

FAR LEFT: The notorious chicane where the Mur’s gradient rears up to over 20 per cent. This is the section that inspired Frenchman Laurent Jalabert to call the Mur ‘essentially a staircase’.

LEFT: The famous bridge over the Meuse river in Huy, the town that acts as base camp for the ‘longest kilometre in the racing season’, in the words of Christian Prudhomme.

OPPOSITE: No photo can do it justice, but a name like the Mur (wall) perhaps does.
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‘

AMSTEL GOLD HAS THE CAUBERG AND LIÈGE– BASTOGNE–LIÈGE HAS LA REDOUTE… but the Mur de Huy is by far the hardest of the lot.

‘

Claude Criquielion

Fignon have all won here; other Classics legends such as Paolo Bettini, meanwhile, have repeatedly tried and failed to get the measure of the Mur.

In 2002, unfancied home rider Mario Aerts was clear in a six-man breakaway group when the Mur loomed for the last time. The next few minutes, which culminated in the Belgian crossing the line with arms aloft, Aerts will never forget.

‘It’s just an incredible feeling,’ he recalled in 2011. ‘There are so many people – it’s like being in the middle of a rock concert or football match… Once you start the climb it’s not that steep, but you know what’s coming. The climb is basically only two corners, but if you take them on the inside, they’re 25 per cent, and if you go on the outside you’re obviously penalizing yourself because it’s further. After the bends, the road straightens and the slope eases for the last 200 metres, but they last an eternity. The key is to really dose your efforts and keep something back for those last 200 metres. If you’re lucky and strong, having gone up the climb in a 39x21 gear or even 23, you can manage that final bit with a 39x19.’

Victorious in gripping duels with Maurizio Fondriest and Luc Leblanc on the Mur in 1995 and 1997 respectively, Jalabert agreed in 2005 that economy was the key. ‘The difficulty of the Mur is its

length and its gradient – but also the altitude you gain with every step, because it’s essentially a staircase,’ the Frenchman explained. ‘You have to know how to use your gears to save energy. You always just have to hold a little bit back and be aware of how far you’ve got to go to the summit. That said, on the steepest parts, it’s purely a question of strength and energy. Everyone is in their smallest gear. Later, when it eases slightly at the end, you can get away with a 39x21 or 39x19.’

While Aerts and Jalabert can blithely compare notes about gear ratios, and Philippe Gilbert console himself with the brevity of the ordeal, amateur cyclists should be aware that, for them, the Mur will be a test of survival. On the two bends that give the climb the feel and gradient of a helter-skelter in its middle section, merely staying upright can be a challenge. Even bike fans familiar with TV pictures of the Flèche Wallonne and its Mur are often astonished when they stand at its base for the first time.

Short but steep, not sweet, the Mur may very well be Belgium’s most fearsome climb. It is certainly among its most infamous. Bettini used to say it was simply ‘too hard.’ He had no Flèche Wallonne in his palmarès – but the Italian may have had a point.
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REGION: Wallonia, southern Belgium ACCESS: From the centre of Huy, follow the Avenue du Condroz (N66) to the crossroads with the Rue des Crépailles (on the left) and take the road on the right HEIGHT:204m LENGTH:1.3km ALTITUDE GAIN:128m AVERAGE GRADIENT:9.8%

MAXIMUM GRADIENT:26% on the left side of the most (in)famous bend OPEN: All year REFRESHMENTS: There are bars at the foot and at the summit

204m

150m

100m

15.0

6.0

14.0

10.0

17.0

15.0

11.0

11.0

BELGIUM

5.0

6.0

10.0

1.2

1.3

Huy 7.0

1.0

1.0

1.1

0.8

0.9

0.6

0.7

0.4

0.5

0.2

0.3

0.1

Mur de Huy

Mur de Huy | 15





[image: image]


Cipressa 234m

BELOW: Looking down on the village of Cipressa and over the Mediterranean. The village is home to just over 1,000 people – and one of Italian cycling’s best-loved climbs.

italy

‘

EFFECTIVELY AN EXTENSION OF THE CÔTE D’AZUR JUST ACROSS THE BORDER IN FRANCE, this is an equally dramatic and beautiful coastline, with homespun charm and faded grandeur in place of garish glitz.

W

hy the Cipressa and not the Poggio? Two climbs define the most romantic, beguiling, longest and most famous Italian one-day Classic, the Milan–San Remo, and of the two the Poggio is both the longer-established and more decisive. Added to the route in 1960 by race director Vincenzo Torriani, and topping out six kilometres from the finish line in San Remo, its brief was to end the sequence of sprint finishes that risked becoming a cliché. It worked, often if not always – at least until the rot set in again and Torriani added the Cipressa in 1982 – and so the Poggio grew into a Classicissima’s icon. The Cipressa, by comparison, was a topographical arriviste, an interloper, which too often flattered to deceive.

The answer to our question, then, is purely unsentimental: the Cipressa is simply a much better climb. At 5.65 kilometres long and rising to 234 metres above the neighbouring Mediterranean, its dimensions are those of a hill, not a mountain – but this still gives it the clear edge over its 3.7-kilometre-long, 160-metre-high older yet smaller adoptive brother. In Italian poggio means hillock or mound. And San Remo’s version is truly nothing more.

‘
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LEFT: A glimpse of the road descending back to the Via Aurelia from Cipressa and the climb’s summit. These bends can be treacherous in poor weather.

Suicide mission With just a shade under nine kilometres between where the descent off the Cipressa ends and the right-hand turn off the Via Aurelia onto the Poggio, the climbs have in common a dreamy setting on the Ligurian Riviera. Effectively an extension of the Côte d’Azur just across the border in France, this is an equally dramatic and beautiful coastline, with homespun charm and faded grandeur in place of garish glitz. While on the Poggio, figs, almond trees, vines and olive groves have slowly ceded their place to terraced flower plantations, the Cipressa retains the olive trees and cypresses from which it takes its name. The olive oil from here and particularly nearby Taggia, generically known as Olio Taggiasca, is especially prized. Locals claim it owes its bright yellow colour and mellow flavour to the salty sea air and southern exposure of hills precisely like the Cipressa.

Mellow is also an adjective one might use for the ascent of the same panoramic hillside by bike. In 2005, the Milan–San Remo peloton broke the record of nine minutes, 36 seconds set by Francesco Casagrande five years earlier, registering a new mark of nine minutes, 30 seconds. That gave them an average speed of
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ABOVE: Exiting the village of Cipressa and beginning the fast, at times perilous, descent back onto the Via Aurelia.

35.6km/h. Otherwise stated, a group of professionals working in unison will devour the Cipressa at a rate only 5km/h slower than their usual cruising speed on the flat, even after 270 kilometres of racing. Tackled from a standing start, the Cipressa appears even more benign.

The surface is smooth, the gradient steady and innocuous apart from a 100-metre stretch at nine per cent midway through the fourth kilometre, when the road doglegs right and away from the Mediterranean. The only other challenge here can be a headwind which has often deterred attacks in Milan–San Remo. Mirko Celestino, who was born in a hospital overlooking the route in Albenga on the day of the 1974 race, once remarked that attacks on the Cipressa rarely amounted to anything more than suicide missions. ‘There should be no reason why a group of six or seven can’t attack here and produce a race winner. The reality is that, for all sorts of reasons, that just never happens,’ Celestino lamented.

More often, Milan–San Remo has been lost in the last two kilometres before the road loops into the village of Cipressa and towards the summit, now barely even gaining altitude. Mario Cipollini, the finest sprinter of the 1990s but perennially frustrated in Milan– San Remo, saw his chances of victory disappear here along with the wheels of better climbers on numerous occasions. Conversely, in 2009, one sprinter, the young Manxman Mark Cavendish, diligently picked his way through the stragglers, including some who had ridiculed his chances in the build-up. To pundits’ amazement, the self-declared former ‘fat bank clerk’ went on to survive the Poggio and become one of the youngest ever winners of Milan–San Remo at the age of 23.

Trapdoor for losers ‘You can’t win San Remo on the Cipressa but you can lose it’ has thus become a great cycling truism, as formulaic as those sprint finishes Torriani wanted to mitigate if not abolish. News of him including the Cipressa arrived barely a week after the 1981 race,
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meeting with almost unanimous approval. ‘It was about time,’ wrote Maurizio Caravella in La Stampa. Torriani had flirted with the idea of adding the 485-metre Testico, but considered the climb too difficult and too great a detour from the Aurelia coastal road. Instead, he took the advice of a flower seller and some-time collaborator from San Remo, Mimmo Filippi, who pointed him towards the Cipressa. And thus ended Torriani’s ‘desperate search for some idea to enliven the most famous race in the world’ as Caravella hubristically described it.

The riders were impressed by the theory, less so by the reality. In the weeks and days leading up to the 1982 race and the Cipressa’s world premiere, they converged on San Lorenzo al Mare, where the roads flicks right off the Aurelia and the climb begins. ‘A climb like that 270 kilometres into the race is fraught with danger, but it’s the descent that’s most frightening,’ said the Italian Francesco Moser. Moser’s long-term foe, Beppe Saronni, echoed him, rating the descent off the Cipressa ‘much more dangerous than the Poggio.’

Moser duly delighted the Italian fans by shattering the peloton on the Cipressa – but by that time a freak breakaway containing the unfancied Frenchman Marc Gomez had already barrelled by. Gomez’s winning move, or rather the two costly skids by his only remaining challenger, Alain Bondue, came at the start of the descent off the Poggio. It wasn’t entirely the dénouement that Torriani had dreamed of.

Over subsequent years, though, Cipressa quickly established itself on the Classicissima route, if not always in the public’s affections.

Less launchpad for winners than trapdoor for losers, it eliminated the weak without exalting the strong. In the late 1990s and early 2000s in particular, it was the focus for fans’ frustration as the sprinters resumed their stranglehold. The 1999 race saw Marco Pantani’s blistering attack on the first hairpin – followed by a clamour for yet another route change when not even that resulted in victory. There was talk of a new climb, the Pompeiana, harder and closer to the Poggio, replacing the Cipressa.

Instead, race organizers RCS opted for a tougher middle section of the race, retaining the Poggio, the Cipressa and the three capi that precede them, but adding the 4.7-kilometre, 6.7 per cent Le Manie after the Passo del Turchino.

No doubt there’ll be more changes, but with any luck the Cipressa will remain, as tantalizing and enigmatic as the race that made it famous. Torriani’s legacy to professional cycling included the Muro di Sormano, the Passo Fedaia and countless other temples to the sport’s obsession with mountains. In 1982, on a sleepy stretch of Ligurian coastline, he and the sporting world discovered that small could also be beautiful.

ABOVE: A typical Ligurian scene, low down on the Cipressa. Olive trees and Mediterranean pines, more than the cypresses from which the village at the top takes its name, adorn the hillside.
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REGION: Liguria, Italy ACCESS: Take Strada Provinciale 47/Via Cipressa off the Strada Provinciale 1/Via Aurelia in San Lorenzo al Mare HEIGHT:234m LENGTH:5.65km ALTITUDE GAIN:234m AVERAGE GRADIENT:4.1%
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La Redoute 292m

Belgium

I

t comes as a disappointment that the most aptly named of

Europe’s iconic climbs owes its appellation to events unrelated to cycling. The Côte de la Redoute, or just La Redoute as it is more commonly known, is indeed among the most redoubtable ascents in Belgium, but the moniker has zero to do with the 1.7-kilometre, 9.8 per cent bluff hoisted to legendary status by cycling’s oldest one-day Classic, Liège–Bastogne–Liège. Since the climb’s introduction to the route of La Doyenne in 1975, its banks have hosted many epic duels – but none as bloody as the conflict that occurred here over two days in September 1774 between French revolutionaries and the Austrian imperial army. The Redoute in question was in fact a redoubt, or fort, erected in preparation for that battle which resulted in victory and the definitive withdrawal of the Ancien Régime from Belgium.

Two centuries on, this slither of rural lane had long since established itself as one of cycling’s most hallowed locations. First organized in 1892 and often considered cycling’s unofficial world championship, Liège–Bastogne–Liège was viciously undulating and venerable before acquiring La Redoute, but gained lustre with its addition. Former rider, journalist and Tour de France director Jean-Marie Leblanc proclaimed it the most beautiful of professional cycling’s five Monuments – an exclusive category within the already elite club of Classics – in order of appearance in the calendar, Milan– San Remo, the Tour of Flanders, Paris–Roubaix, Liège–Bastogne– Liège and the Tour of Lombardy.

‘Liège–Bastogne–Liège has always been my favourite race, the most beautiful of all without question,’ Leblanc said in 2005, his final year as the organizer of the Tour, Roubaix and Liège. ‘Paris–Roubaix is emotional. But Liège is the most exacting on an athletic level, and the most beautiful, with the majestic backdrop of the Belgian Ardennes. Those hills bring back so many memories from my journalistic career – especially Bernard Hinault’s victory in the snow, in 1980.’

That day, by the time Hinault swung into Remouchamps, the village on the banks of Amblève river and the doorstep of La Redoute, he was already alone. ‘The Badger’ had woken that morning, glanced at the snow falling outside his bedroom window and ‘wanted to go back to bed’; having secretly intended to abandon just after the halfway mark, instead, purely in an effort to keep warm, Hinault accelerated and proceeded to drop the field 80 kilometres from Liège. Either side of La Redoute, he pulled alongside his directeur sportif Cyrille Guimard’s car to warm his hands on the heater. ‘Go f**k yourself… or get on the bike and pedal yourself,’ Hinault had snarled at Guimard when, at one point, Guimard told him to dispense with an unseemly red balaclava. Even insulated like a yeti (sure enough, the nickname with which some papers immortalized his performance), Hinault suffered such bad frostbite that he permanently lost all feeling in two fingers.
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OPPOSITE: The Liège–Bastogne–Liège Classic has turned an otherwise anonymous rural lane into a place of painful pilgrimage. The council of Aywaille has paid homage to its pride and joy with this monument.

RIGHT: This roadsign under the A26 motorway bridge near the beginning of La Redoute has nothing to do with cycling – but is highly apt in this setting.

FAR RIGHT: In recent years La Redoute has become a shrine to Philippe Gilbert, who grew up at the foot of the climb and delighted the locals in 2011 with victory in the Liège–Bastogne–Liège.

Hinault’s victory had been consolidated but not constructed on La Redoute. Far more often, and particularly prior to the inclusion of the Côte de la Roche-aux-Faucons between La Redoute and the Côte de Saint Nicolas in 2008, Liège has been decided here – on what has been called cycling’s equivalent of the Hillary Step, the formidable rock wall just beneath Everest’s summit.

A monument – a myth ‘You won’t necessarily win Liège–Bastogne–Liège on La Redoute, but it’s there that most riders lose it. The light goes out and it’s goodnight from him,’ said Claude Criquielion, a man who knew ‘every millimetre of the climb’ according to his one-time nemesis, the four-time Liège winner, Moreno Argentin.

Dirk de Wolf, the champion in 1992, called it a ‘simple’ climb. With one proviso… ‘It’s very straightforward: you just need to be strong, as strong as a bear,’ De Wolf said in 2011. ‘You always hear stories about riders having gone up it in the big chainring, but that’s poppycock. In training, maybe… but in the race, after 240 kilometres, it’d kill you.’

De Wolf ought to look closely at pictures from the 1999 race: before blowing away the last of his opposition on the Côte de Saint Nicolas, Frank Vandenbroucke had indeed achieved the unthinkable and powered up La Redoute in his 53-tooth chainring; Vandenbroucke’s dominance that year was surpassed only by his arrogance. On the eve of the race, he’d told journalists not only on which climb he would land his knock-out punch, but in front of which house on the Saint Nicolas. Best or worst of all, Vandenbroucke had kept his promise.

In 2009, the new darling of the Belgian fans, Philippe Gilbert, who grew up in Remouchamps, lobbied hard and successfully against a proposal to remove La Redoute from the race route. Gilbert argued that the climb is a ‘monument, a myth’, on a par with the Poggio in Milan–San Remo or the Muur van Geraardsbergen in the Tour of Flanders – but he may just as convincingly have pleaded that, per se, La Redoute is a jewel of a climb, situated in a superlative region for cycling. A land of emerald hills and valleys, yet bellicose history, the French-speaking Ardennes delight and amaze, and for those on two wheels, challenge and reward.

La Redoute is their totem. Redoubtable and unmissable.
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From Sougné-Remouchamps

Côte de la Redoute 4.0

REGION: Belgian Ardennes ACCESS: From Sougné-Remouchamps, follow signs for La Redoute off N.697, towards N.666-R.P HEIGHT:292m LENGTH:1.7km ALTITUDE GAIN:161m

AVERAGE GRADIENT:9.5% MAXIMUM GRADIENT:17% OPEN: All year REFRESHMENTS: Numerous shops and bars in Remouchamps
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Europe’s
greatest
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his book is the first to provide both a practical and
historical guide to 50 of Europe’s legendary cycling
e topic have concentrated

great races,
but never have all of those ingredients been assembled
on the same pages... until now.
Mountain High is, then, both a bible for those who

selected to reflect that symbiotic connection.

Notions of difficulty and beauty are so subjective that
they become meaningless in a context like this. All of the
climbs in Mountain High are special for their own unique
reasons, and so we decided to classify them in the only
way that nature intended — by the height to which they rise
from the ear
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Muur van Geraardsbergen
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& EFFECTIVELY AN EXTENSION OF THE COTE
D’AZUR JUST ACROSS THE BORDER IN FRANCE,
this is an equally dramatic and beautiful coastllne,

with h pun charm and faded deur in place
of garish glitz. 7

BELOW: Looking down on the village of
Cipressa and over the Mediterranean.
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loved climbs.
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end the sequence of
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a topographlca\ arriviste, an interloper, which too often flattered
to d

The answer to our question, then, unsentimental: th
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d s 4
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Ider yet
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Mur de Huy
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kilometre in the racing season’, in the
words of Christian Prudhomme.

OPPOSITE: No photo can do it
justice, but a name like the Mur
(wall) perhaps does.
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