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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Defining a classic climb isn’t easy. Some ascents have the weight of numbers behind them: monstrous gradients and eye-watering elevation. Others have history, and the echoes of great battles fought by the legends of bicycle racing on their roads. For some it might be their natural beauty; others are feats of engineering. Yet all of them are united by one crucial aspect: the challenge of conquering them by bike, a challenge that can immerse a cyclist in suffering along the way, but with the promise of euphoria at the summit.

Cyclist magazine has spent its existence exploring these climbs, and here we have picked 35 of the very best, each one ridden from foot to summit with ride statistics logged and stunning photography captured. The big question is: where to start?

There are the great European mountain ranges, where so many summits have been made famous by the Grand Tours of France, Italy and Spain, with names that will send a shiver down the spines of pro and amateur cyclists alike: Alpe d’Huez, Col du Tourmalet, Passo dello Stelvio, Mortirolo and Alto de l'Angliru to name just a few. There are also climbs that seem to exist purely for their own sake, such as the stunning Sa Calobra in Mallorca or Trollstigen in Norway. Other climbs aren’t quite so long and steep but do present their own challenges, such as the cobbled Mur de Huy or Muur van Geraardsbergen in Belgium. Others are even longer and steeper, for example the monster Mauna Kea in Hawaii and Pikes Peak in Colorado, USA.

The choice is yours, but wherever you start you can be sure of an epic adventure along the way.

Oh, and there is one final point to consider. Given that each of these 35 climbs ends at a summit, that means there are 35 descents for you to enjoy as well. See you at the bottom.
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Tre Cime di Lavaredo

Winding through the limestone spires of the Italian Dolomites, this climb is as fierce as it is beautiful.
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Length. Average gradient. Maximum gradient. Summit height. Figures that frame a climb. In some ways they seem to tell you so much, but in reality they tell you so little.

Standing in northern Italy, surrounded by the pale limestone peaks of the Sexten Dolomites, the task that lies ahead, if expressed in those terms, is as follows: 7.5km (4½ miles), averaging 7.5%, maxing out at 18%, and finishing at 2,340m (7,677ft). On paper, then, the climb of the Tre Cime di Lavaredo (or Drei Zinnen, in German – for this marks the linguistic boundary between the Italian-speaking Veneto and the predominantly German-speaking South Tyrol that was part of Austria until 1919) sounds bearable. Not too long, not too steep and not too high at the finish.

Mentally translate those figures into the toll that you will feel in your legs and you would probably label it as about average – in fact, the figures are so unexceptional that you might even ignore this dead-end climb when planning a cycling holiday in the region. However, for so many reasons, it would be a mistake to underestimate Tre Cime.

Very early or later in the day are the best times to tackle the climb, because you’ll either beat the crowds or let them subside. We’re not talking vast pelotons of riders, either, but crowds of cars and coaches. By 10am in high season, the two large car parks at the bottom will be packed and plenty more will pay the toll to reach the road that lies beyond a striped red and white barrier. If you have time to kill, you could wait in a bar in the small settlement of Misurina at the bottom of the climb – the pizzas are excellent.

When you do clip in, you’ll find a tough start. The road is well surfaced, but winds through hairpins for an opening stretch that averages 11% – considerably more than the advertised 7.5%. Like the prologue at the beginning of a Shakespeare play, it’s a shortened foretelling of the main acts still to come.

Next up is that harbinger of softened gradients – a lake. Entirely natural and not very large, it lies still, reflecting the trees in its mirror surface. Things get easier still as the road descends through a switchback to the toll collectors, where cars must pay their dues.

Carry speed off the descent and hold it along another flat section that winds across a small bridge. It’s all very pleasant, but if you look up you will see the Refugio Auronzo that you’re aiming for. Although it’s getting closer, the altitude difference between you and it isn’t really decreasing, and that’s a worry.

Just 4km (2½ miles) of the climb remains by this point, but there’s still around 500m (1,640ft) of climbing to be done – not much less than there was at the start. That 7.5% average is now looking horribly deceptive. Try more like 12%.

With the next right-hand hairpin you start to climb once more and this time it won’t let up until the finish. The fir trees that line the road stay with you for another couple of kilometres, only occasionally parting to offer a narrow view on a hairpin. Then, on a switchback with some red graffiti reminding you where you are, you emerge to be treated to the full IMAX experience. If your breath isn’t short enough already, there’s a good chance it will be taken away entirely by the sheer grandeur of the landscape.

From here, the road twists back and forth on itself for a kilometre, and as much as you might want to stare at your surroundings you’re now into perhaps the toughest segment of the whole climb, as it ramps up, then eases, then ramps up again. It may only be a short climb, but that’s why it can explode a race and time gaps can be surprisingly large at the summit.

Look back at video footage of Stage 15 of the 2007 Giro d’Italia, where the infamous Riccardo Riccò pipped his Saunier Duval teammate, Leonardo Piepoli, to the summit, and you can see the carnage that these slopes unleash on the riders as they battle upwards. Their shoulders are rocking and rolling, and mouths are hanging wide open. Danilo Di Luca in the pink jersey behind them wasn’t faring any better.

Look back further in time and even the grainy footage of 1968 can’t disguise the effort wracking the body of Eddy Merckx as he pounds his way to the top. It’s as though the climb is designed to sap the finesse from the pedal strokes of even the most graceful of cyclists.
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The other thing that seems to categorize this climb is the often inclement weather. Surely one of the most famous images from recent Grand Tours must be Vincenzo Nibali crossing the line in the snow in Stage 20 of the Giro in 2013.

On a switchback with some red graffiti, you emerge to the full IMAX experience

Thankfully, the sun does shine on Tre Cime di Lavaredo sometimes, and when it does the scenery is simply stunning. It has the sublime air of a climb that has been wrought in a digital fantasy like Zwift and then brought to life. Even the cowbells seem more musical.

As you round the last left-hand hairpin, you’re faced with a straight run to the end, but any thoughts of a sprint finish are quelled by the fact that the gradient now hangs between 13% and 14%. If you can afford the energy to look over the edge of the road to your left, you will see the switchbacks, and beyond that the lake among the trees below. It has the appearance of a model landscape.

At the very top, your reward is the most incredible viewing platform. With the tre cime themselves (three peaks: Piccola, Grande and Ovest – Little, Big and Western) behind you, it’s quite the panorama. The German word zinnen means the upright part of a battlement on a castle wall and it’s a perfect description of the peaks that seem to form a natural fortress around you. The Dolomites might not be the highest mountains in Europe, but like the climb to get here they offer a view to which bare facts can’t possibly do justice.
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Summit height: 2,340m (7,677ft)

Altitude gain: 568m (1,863ft)

Length: 7.5km (4½ miles)

Average gradient: 7.5%

Maximum gradient: 18%





[image: illustration]
Monte Grappa

In the foothills of the Italian Dolomites, Monte Grappa is a giant climb with a history of battles on the bike and bloodshed during the two World Wars.
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Make sure you give yourself time to pause at the top of Monte Grappa. Once you’ve got your breath back, go for a walk. The temptation might be to throw yourself into the descent before your muscles get cold, but don’t. Instead, follow the steps out of the car park and climb up a little further to the summit proper. Why? Because this mountain and its history are much, much bigger than cycling.

That’s not to belittle the exploits of Merckx, Quintana, et al., but it would be inappropriate to talk about their suffering on these slopes given the scenes of conflict that this mountain has witnessed.
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Three major battles were fought here towards the end of the First World War and it was Italy’s resistance on the slopes of Monte Grappa that stopped the rampant Austrian army from sweeping down through the country. Huge losses were suffered on both sides, and it’s well worth remembering this as you climb the slopes. Let your tyres tread lightly.

Monte Grappa offers an array of different ways up its vast slopes, but the one we chose is from Semonzo. It runs from the southern side and neighbours the ‘classic’ route from Romano d’Ezzelino. However, at 19km (12 miles) long, this route is about 7km (4⅓ miles) shorter and therefore much steeper, averaging 8.1% to the classic’s 5.9%. It’s also the route used on Stage 14 of the 2010 Giro d’Italia (won by Vincenzo Nibali) and the 2014 Giro’s Stage 19 mountain time-trial, won by Nairo Qj21uintana, who took just 1hr 5min 37sec to reach the top from the centre of town.

The climb begins by a church with the miniaturized architecture of a cathedral that has been in a hot wash. Next to it is a memorial to members of the Italian resistance in the two World Wars, a landmark that will gain greater significance by the summit.

Set off into the trees on the lower slopes and you’re straight into a regimented concentration of hairpins with 16 switchbacks crammed into about 6km (3¾ miles). On the westerly hairpins, the trees often recede, offering up views back across Semonzo and the Venetian Plain beyond.

Such is the steepness of the slope that by the first hairpin it feels as if you’re looking down from a hot air balloon. A couple of hairpins later, you’re viewing the tiny buildings from a light aircraft.

After about 7km (4⅓ miles) you emerge from the trees to some scattered houses, but you’re not out of the woods yet. As you plunge back into the dense deciduous tunnel, you’ll find that the gradient eases and even reverses briefly, letting your legs recover slightly as you shoot through an arch of rock. Make the most of it, though, as it is a precursor to the hardest section of the climb, with 2km (1¼ miles) at more than 10%.

The trees gradually recede to your right as you climb the narrow but well-surfaced road, revealing attractive rolling pastures. Hairpin number 22 is a welcome sight, as it means you’re nearly at the end of the hardest section. A couple of hundred metres later you reach a crest and see the top of the mountain for the first time. It’s still 5km (3 miles) away, but it’s nice to have a target.

A brief plunge downhill through a couple of very fast, sweeping corners is so enjoyable that you’ll almost want to turn round and climb back up so that you can do them again, but you’re now in a beautiful little green bowl that you must climb out of before continuing on to the summit.

These more open upper slopes in the final kilometres afford wonderful views, and although the road feels remote there is a surprisingly manicured air to the mountain.

Soon, the routes from Colmirano and Pederobba join the road, like tributaries flowing uphill into a tarmac river. Then, as you reach a steep junction where you turn right, you might catch sight of a bronze sculpture by Augusto Murer down the slope.

During the Second World War, the anti-fascist partisans from this area took Monte Grappa as their base in 1943, after the fall of Mussolini, but Nazi forces crushed them in 1944, either killing them in a brutal rout on the mountain or hanging them afterwards. The sculpture is a memorial to those partisans, including those mentioned on the memorial at the bottom of the climb.
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The Giro d’Italia rarely heads all the way to the summit, usually preferring to pass along the ridge road just below the top without venturing onto the dead-end road to the 1,775m (5,823ft) peak. That final stretch is a nasty end for tired legs, rearing up for one final time to over 12%. If it’s cold, you can warm up in the cafe at the top, but afterwards you should take that walk out of the car park, up the steps.

It leads to a huge, white stone structure, tiered like a compressed wedding cake. Finding something of this scale on top of a mountain is deeply impressive. It is not just a memorial to those who died on the mountain during the First World War, but an ossuary. Bronze plaques denote the resting places of those whose bodies were identified. A famous one reads ‘Peter Pan’ – the association with the boy who never grew up being heartbreakingly fitting.

All told, the bones of 22,910 Italian and Austro-Hungarian soldiers lie here, fewer than 3,000 of them with a name attached. To put that in context, Tyne Cot, the largest Commonwealth cemetery in Flanders and indeed the world, holds 11,965 bodies.

It is sobering and yet the view is also spectacular. You can see the winding roads on the slopes below you and they are beautiful, but you don’t need a background in military tactics to also instantly appreciate why this mountain was so strategically important during the World Wars.

Some climbs stick in your memory for the aches the ascent imparts to your legs. Others remain memorable because of the views they offer up as you pedal. Some feel special because they’re scenes of fabled Grand Tour showdowns. And some, however much you love the sport, transcend anything to do with cycling. Monte Grappa is one such place.
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Summit height: 1,745m (5,725ft)

Altitude gain: 1,554m (5,098ft)

Length: 19km (12 miles)

Average gradient: 8.1%

Maximum gradient: 12.5%
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Mortirolo

With a name to strike fear into the hearts of even pro cyclists, the Mortirolo is a favourite test piece of the Giro d’Italia.
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You have to be a cyclist to understand the appeal of the Mortirolo. It’s too narrow and poorly surfaced to be fun in a car or on a motorbike, and the main road provides a faster and easier route between Mazzo and Monno. Unlike the nearby Stelvio and Gavia, there are no real views to stand and gaze over. No Michelin-starred cuisine or site of special scientific interest awaits you on the summit either. A compulsion to don Lycra and pedal is therefore imperative if you’re to be inspired by these slopes. Take anyone else over the Mortirolo and they will have forgotten all about it as soon as they finish descending it.
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Even the world of cycling wasn’t aware of the Passo del Mortirolo (also known as the Passo della Foppa) until relatively recently, and what’s more it almost robbed us of one of the Giro’s most famous stages. In 1988, the Gavia was still stacked with spring snow and the authorities were wondering if it might be a bit too chilly for the riders. The nearby Mortirolo, which summits nearly 1,000m (3,281ft) lower than the Gavia, was suggested as an alternative. The commissaires decided a little bit of frostbite wouldn’t do the peloton too much harm and as a result we have the images of Andy Hampsten battling valiantly through the snow.

Although it wasn’t used in 1988, the Mortirolo’s presence had been noted, and in 1990 it made its Giro d’Italia debut. That first year, the riders ascended from Monno, but the steep descent was deemed too treacherous in hindsight, so in 1991 the route went in the opposite direction and the rest is history.
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On the way to the Mortirolo, it seems natural to ride through the sleepy streets of Mazzo di Valtellina first, admiring the Alpine architecture and cream-coloured walls that lie in the valley between the wooded slopes. However, it’s almost impossible to avoid juddering across some cobbles if you cycle through the centre of town, and that might not be the preparation your body needs.

Follow the small brown signs south towards Salita del Mortirolo (climb of the Mortirolo) and after a few twists and turns you’ll see the large, craggy piece of pale rock that marks the official start of the climb on Via Valle. The climb is narrow from the start and the first few hairpins snake through orchards. The next point of interest is the imposing, if slightly dishevelled, Castello di Pedenale, which sits on a prominent hillock next to the road. It was built by the powerful Venosta family in the 12th century and was part of a network of defences around the Mortirolo Pass.

Bar a church and one notable monument that we’ll get to in a bit, that’s really it for sights. Past the castle you plunge into the mainly deciduous trees that are densely spread across the mountain, and most of the climb is spent beneath branches. If it’s sunny, you’ll be glad of the shade, even while cursing the slightly stifling nature of the still air. And you’ll definitely notice the nature of the air, because you’ll be sucking in great lungfuls of the stuff.

Between kilometres three and six (1¾–3¾ miles), right in the heart of this 12-km (7½-mile) ascent, the gradient averages between 11% and 14%. It’s relentless. There’s no other word for it.

It doesn’t have the severe spikes of the Angliru or Zoncolan (although you may see very brief flashes of 20% on your bike computer), but it grinds you down with its sustained steepness. It’s like a boxer that doesn’t possess a knockout punch, so just keeps pummelling you with hefty body blows.

At hairpin 14, you briefly emerge from the trees into a meadow. It was here that Alberto Contador danced away from a pain-faced Fabio Aru in the 2015 Giro, which is even more impressive when you consider that this unsheltered stretch also throws a headwind at you to exacerbate the gradient.
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Haul yourself through the next couple of tightly stacked switchbacks and you’ll pass a more permanent reminder of a cyclist: a sculpture of Marco Pantani, Il Pirata. Mounted high on a wall, the sculpture shows Pantani in his classic attacking climbing position with his hands on the drops. He’s looking back over his left shoulder, no doubt assessing the damage wrought on those left behind.

In 1994, Pantani was in his second full season and started the Giro in support of Claudio Chiappucci. However, he won the mountainous Stage 14 and the next day, after crossing the Stelvio, he attacked at the bottom of the Mortirolo and won again. This catapulted him both into the limelight and into second overall, behind eventual winner Evgeni Berzin but ahead of
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Passo Giau
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Unrelenting is probably the best description of this climb in the Dolomites
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Zoncolan
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The Zoncolan is so steep that you feel you’re fighting the incline with your whole body
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Colle delle Finestre
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The best time to visit would seem to be a nice dry period in the leadup to the Giro
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Passo dello Stelvio
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At a breezy 2,757m (9,045ft), the pass was the highest in the Alps for over a century
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Passo Gavia
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A trio of hairpins makes for a steep and spectacular final flourish with precarious views
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Colle del Nivolet
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Just before the summit, you’ll be rewarded with one of the finest views in cycling
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