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How do you make the 22-kilometre climb
of the Stelvio - the second highest road pass
In Europe — seem like a doddle? Answer
1ackle the fearsome Morirolo the day before,
a climb so ridiculously lough that almost
anything would seem straightforward com-
pared i il

Although | am doing the Slelvio a huge
dissarvice by describing it as a doddle, |
don't think anything can compare you for the
lung-tompressing difficulty of the Mortirolo,
When he rode it just for the experience last
year, Lance Armstrong admitted it was the
toughest climb he had ever done, and that
was in a gear of 39x%27. It is, guite simply,
one ol lhuse few mountains, alongside the
Anglinu in Spain and Mount Washington in

e

the Unired Stares, which can have you won-
dering whether you've got enough gears io
cope with the gradlent even after you've fit-
ted a friple or 2 compack chainser

Invited out o northern lialy by Vélo Classic
Tours to sample a couple of days of their Clas-
sic Italy tmip, | had, perhaps unwisely, opted,
with much respect to the Gavia, [or the two
most notorions names on the iincrary. “Would
a compact be a good idea for the Mortirolo?” 1
asked VCT direcior and founder Paler Fasion.
It would be “useful” he responded,

What would also have been useful was giv-
ing mysell enough time to fit a compact and
a ncw bottom braclket with i, Thanlks to FSA,
| was provided with a 50/34 set-up to go with
my 12-25 sprockets. With many thanls to JD

Cycles in llkley, the new sct-up was fitted
while [ attempted to prepare myself for what
lay ahead with some Jast-iminute preparation
on the 20 per cent hills of the Yorkshire
Dales. Somehow, though, 1 knew thal it was-
n't quite going to be encugh.

The omens were nof good from the starl.
An elecirical storm over Bergamo led o an
abarted landing and a late arrival in ltaly. By
the time the Ryanair pilot had managed o
cope with wild winds Lhat sel the 737's wings
fapping and get us into Bergama, the office
of the car hire company we were using had
closed, desplite saying it would wail for us

[menrioning no names, but think of an Aus- g~




trallan sprinter whao rides for Liberty Seguros
and you're close). Thanks to Hertz, we gol a
car, bul it was gone (wo in the morning by
the fime we gor through the storm and to the
Hotel Baita dei Pini in Bormio.

Thankfully, by the lime that w

ton, the hotel breakfast was so good and the
collee so upliliing that [ was aliw able to
forger the lack of a previous-evening pasla
base for the Mortirolo. The view from the hotel
on the edge of Bormio's town cenire helped
ton: roads to both the Gavia and Stelvio
dlimbed into the mountains to the north and
east, and only rhe valley to the south offered
any easy way out of the resort that hosted this
year's world skiing championships.

We had joined Peter and his peloton on
the fourth day of their trip, which was aclu-
ally the first of two rest days on their 10-day

Itinerary. Only the very keen and the slightly
unhinged were taking up the chance of join-
ing Peter for the jaunt up the Mortirolo.

We set ofl down the valley far abour 30
kilometres m Mazzo di Valtellina, where we
gathered at a nondescript leli-hand turn that
disappeared past some chalets and up into
the pine trees. | mentioned that Marco Fan-
lani's record for the Mortirolo climb was a
shade over 41 minutes in the hope of sug-
gesting (to myself 1 i
metres ahead weren't going to be all that bad.

Marked on some maps as the Passo di
Foppa, the 12.5km climbs of Lhe Mortirolo slarts
easy enough for the first conple of kilometr
but then averages 12 per cent for the nexr Tkm.
Initially, this didn't seem too much of a prob-
lem unlil I reached the fifth kilomelre, where
the gradient is a iouch under 14 per cent. lwas
already in 30x25 and had nowhers o go.

I'm used to riding on very sleep gradients,
and some near my West Yorkshire home are
long as well, but there are few
where like the Morirolo, Gelting into a
rhythun was extremely difficulr as the road
rose up to 18 per cent, then dropped to 10,
then went back to 14. Maintaining a rhythm
was impossible. | was going slow enough for
Pete the photag Lo snap me groaning
agonisingly by and then jog past 1
anather sef of frames. | would have
but that would have been a key waste of
energy al a crucial moment,

Qnly after 9% did the gradient drop
below 10 per cent, and then only just. But

uld have seemed steap on any not-

mal climh was a chance for a semblance of
Maortirolo. [ surged by two

mountain bikers, legs whirring in a gear that
barely gave them fotward momentum, and
began lo enjoy the climb for the lirst time,
Occasionally the trees broke i veveal stun-
ning views over the now-distant valley floor.

There was still time for one more gruslling
18 per cent secllon, where Pavel Tonkov
effectively wrested the nuglic rosa from
Abraham Olane's grip in 1996, beflore the
road apened out, The picnicking holidaymak-
ers barely looked up from [heir sandwiches as
I grunted past, by now the best parl of an
hour down on Pantanl’s truly incredible fime.

I'll admit that the best pa the climb for
me was seei sler and wite Lisa parloed ar
the summit with a picnic fil for a king laid
out at the readside. Apologies (o anyone who
might have seen me eating at thar paint,
there was simply no ti fur manners,
polileness nor reflinement.

Apart from descending the way you've
come up, there arc two oth

were heading back to Bormi
the Mazzo road down for 3km, then rumed
right towards Grosio. Although there was
hardly any traffic, steep gradients on light
turns with potholes and rocks 1o carch the
unwary made for a tough descent as well.
The 25km from Grosio back up to Bormio
cre hardly lghtforward, especially into
a strong breeze, but such was the impact of
the Mortirolo that | hardly noticed. Back at
the s 1ary of the Holel Baita dei Fini, |
had the strange feeling that the hard riding
was over, and (hal was with the Stelvio sl 1o
come. Happily, preparation for that included
a substantial and very good dinner at the
hwtel and a guod night's sleep, which I'm sure
the Martirola would guarantes most people.

Day Two - The Stelvio

Another beantiful day and one that I had
been relishing for a very long thme. Builtas a
key supply roule into northern ltaly by the
Austro-Hungarian empire In the 19th century,
the Passo di Stelvio is no longer the key bor- b
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Mountain focus

If you're looking for a base for a few
days’ cycling on some of the sport's most
celebrated slopes. Bormio is an opfion fo
consider. As well as the significant chal-
lenges offered by tha Maorfirolo and
Slelvio, there & o host of oiher Gira clos-
sics in the areaq, including the Gavio, Fos-
caano, the Tonale, Madonna de
Campiglio and Santa Calerina, Some
may —depending on your fifness levels—
regiira saome of the distance from Bomio
o be covered on four wheek rather fian
twa, but there (s mores than enough to
keep the most avid cimber busy.

The Mortiola {12.4km, 1852m, 10,5 per
cent averoge gradient] is by some dis-
fonce the foughest climb I've encoln-
tered. Judging by the reaction of many
pros who've gone averit, I'm in good
company, I was inferesting to nofe
when descending fhal, without any
exception, everyone coming up [hls
fearsome oscent wias on G maountain
bike. Most nders would certainly gef
good use from a friple chainnng here, or

i S e 0
at least from the inside fing. Now that
compacts are becoming mare populan
fhey offer o good and probably more
prociicol altemative to o liple.

Itis hard to avoid wondenngwhy the
road over the Morirolo was ever built, No
concession hos been maode fo the gradi-
enl, and it is ihis thal makes it a brutal fesl,
@na VCT rider feli that Mouni Washington
wios horder becguse if mainioins a 12 per
cenl gradient forlongerand s offen bal-
terad by galeforce winds, bul il s the fact
that the Morlirala's gradient constanthy
chonges Ihat makes it dificult. The sur-
focea is pretty good, although speeds up it
are 5o slow that fhis barely matters. One
big plus, however, is aimost constant free
cover, which offers relief on hot doys.

The climb first fealured in the Gira in
1920, and was last tackled on its penulii-
mate stage in 2004. The special Cima
Pantani prize that year was won by Ral-

OFFSIDE/L EQUIPE

faele lliano, alfnough the stoge that fin-
ished in Presolana offer subsaguent
climbs of the Vivione and Fresolona was
won by Stefano Gareli ahead of Gilber-
to Simoni {ieff). Panlani’s record fime of
41 minutes and seven seconds for [he
climb was zetin 1974 [above). when
Evgeni Berzin and Migual Indurain were
on'the receiving end of Il Finata’s con-
stant affacks. Five years on, Panfani was
prevented from starting the penultimale
stage of the Giro and cementing his vie-
tory that doy on the Morlirolo due to an
elevatad rad biood cell count.

The stunning Stelvio pass (22km.
3758m, 7 per cent average grodient) 5 a
different chaollenga altogether. Although
ihere are steep sections on bolh (faian|
sides of ihis pass. the main difficulfies are
ihe distance and oltitude. With.a 34 ring.
| hod more than encugh geors fo cope,
and the fitter among you should be Ok
with 3925, but remember that the last
3km are among the toughest, so save
something for them.

The Gino tackles the Stelvio from the
Garman-speaking easlem side of the
‘mountain, whers it is knewn as the Stil-
sefoch. The fwo sides are very differant.

bl equally hard, The sastern side is

Tid DE WAEL

three kilometras longer coming from
Prafo alio Stelvio and averages 7.3 per
cent, with the |ost half of the climb com-
pleted via 48 numbered hairpins.

If wias this eastern side that lvan Bosso
scaled in a little over two hours asa 10
year oid, and which also pul peid fo his
chances in this year's Giro, when he lost
more than 40 minutes due to diness. The
climb first featired In The epic 1953 Giro,
when Fausto Coppi greund away from
race leader Hugo Kaoblet on the final
swilchbacks, then descended into
Bormic for the siage win and what was
soon {o become his fiftth Giro tilles,

More recently. the climb hos been
missed out more offien than not becouse
of snow oround the summit, but over tha
years the lkes of Chaorly Goul, Eddy Mer-
ckx, Bernord Hinoult and Miguel Indurain
have all been involved in epic slages
aver ihis forbidding but beautiful pass.

The road haos been reloid on both sides
recently, bul the harshness of The weaih-
er af thase heights means that fhisis a
wark in censtant progress. The hairgin
corners are parficuloly prone fo dom-
aae, and if descending into Barmio,
beware of the rough surface in the unilt
lunneks lower dowr.

der crossing pelnl It unce was, which has o
be a good thing if you're rackling il on a bike.

Bacl e a 10-strong peloton after the ‘rest’
day, rhe Velo Classic Tours' group guickly
completed the only 200 maetres of fat o the
oot of the cllinb out of Bormieg, then began
the 22-kilometre ascent lu the pass high
above us, The traffic was light enough Lo
allow us o ride in chatlering clusters, and |
fell in next to David, a former Benedictline
monk [rom Westminster Abbey in the Cana-
dian province of Britlsh Colombia. Like most
of the others on the trip, David Is & serial
repeal visitor to Europe with VCT, happy to
return in the sure knowledge that the organ-
isation will be tight, the accommodation and
[ood top quallty, and the riding challenging,
but not competitively so.

Unlike the Mortirolo, the Srelvio does allow
riders to gel into an easy rhythm, and |
quickly found it. Unlike the eastern side of
the pass, which climbs almaosr stralght up to
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the 2,758-mefre stimimit via the famous 48
hairpin bends, the road from Bormio follows
a long valley with only occasional need for
swirchbacks (there arc jusi 32 of them on
this side) in the steeper sections. The first of
these sfopped me challing and then sepa-
rated me from David, although my advance
was partly down o his desire for a picture
back down the valley we had left behind.
A third of the way up, | felt mysell strug-
yling against the gradient - | was later rold it
had rcached 14 per cent for a decent time —
but then found my rhythm again in a run of
14 hairpins. | could see another rider a cou-
ple of bends ahead of me, who was soon
overtaken by ride leader Peter, and six or
seven s later | closed right in on the
siraggler. Feeling strong, [ shot pasl, regis-
lering as I did so thal the l@lian gent | had
overhauled was riding in (raining shoes on
clipless pedals and had no warer-bottle. No
wonder he was looking slightly ungainly, b
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heavity=swiichbacked
route dewn.for awhile,

‘Clouds obscu'r’ed ?_he_,

Topping the last of the 14 bends, | felt |
must be near the top, but a building al the
roadside bore a sign that 1 was still 500
metres below the summit - | was only two-
thirds of the way up. However, the nexl lhree
kilomerres were easier as | started up the ini-
tial stretches of the hanging valley that leads
10 the pass lisell. Wilh a slight breeze behind,
| even got into the hig ring for a while, before
easing back before another set of halrpins.

I felt sure these would carry me Lo the sum-
mit. | dosed in on an Iralian flag set amongst
a group of buildings, but as | made the [inal
rurn reatised thar | was still three kilometres
from the top and just passing the road thal
heads Into Swilzerand. Oul of water and now
over 2,500 metres up, [ began to struggle for
the first time, but nothing like the same
degree 1 had 29 hours beforehand, An hour
and 50 minutes after leaving Bormio, 1 even
managed to sprint for the summit.

Clouds obscured the heavily-switchbacked
route down for a while, but eventually the
sun burned them away to reveal rhose
famous bends down towards the town ol
Prato allo Stelvio in German-speaking north-
orn laly. Roadworks on a landslide below
the bends had closed the road up to motor
trafflic and meant that we were able (o shoot
down most of them safe in the knowledge
that nothing was coming the other way.

Pasl the roadworks and heading through
the: town of Trafol, the newly-surfaced road
swept us down a narrow gorge in exhilaral-
Ing [ashion tw our lunch stop in Prato allo
Stelvio. Eighry kilometres remained down
the valley to the five-star hotel awailing
VCTs mini-peloton in Bolzano, a ride
undertaken maostly on cycle paths running
through orchards of apple and pear trees,
with staggerlng mounlain scenery on all
sides. Unforrunately, Bergamo airport was
calling once again and we had to wave Lhe
VCT peloton and van away, before taking
one final look up towards those famous
hairpins, zig-zagging up the mountain in an
almost ridiculons way, like something from
a child’s drawina.

peeyeing  Classic Climbs

able fo pick up just about
any sparas you would nesd,
The owner speaks good Eng-
fish, which iz not uncommen
in this most international of ski
resorls,

Although mainly known as
o skiing cenlre —and that
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can be done on lhe glacier
above the Stchvio poss all
year round — like many other
winfer resorts, Bormio
becomes a popular cycling
destinalion between early
Moy and the end of Oclober.
Af the start of that pericd the
higher posses lend o be
closed. but by eary June oll
are usually open and remain
so right through Ihe surmmer.
Remember, though. that on
the bigger climbs sspecially,
condiiions can often be poar
higher up and chilly whan
descending. Take the gear
needad to cope wilh this.

There are many Granfondo
and olher cyclosporlif events
in fhis region. In addifion, the
Stelvio and Gavia are closed
fo all bul bike Irallic on spe-
cific weekend days in July
and August [check the
bormiconling. com evenls
section for details).

The Granfondo Marco Pan-
tani (gralpiit] celebrated its
first edition this year at the
erd of June, Based on the
fown of Aprica, 50km south of
Barmia, it offers three routes,
the loughes| of which lokes in
fhe Gavia, Martirclo and
Sanfa Crisling passes over

2800m |

e

2000m |

1600

1200m{
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145km. If you don't fancy the
Sanfa Cristing, where Migusl
Indurain's chances of victory
disoppeared in the 1974 Giro,
then a ‘medium’' route covers
amere |45km. whils o short
45km route avoids the Gavia
alfogether, and comss al the
Marlirele fram the much eosi-
er Monno side and then goss
over the Santa Cristing.

The second weekend in
July sees the Re Slelvio hil-
climb from Borrmic
{uUsbrommissa.org), which is
backed by former leam

sponsor Mapei. This is not o
gran fondo event as such,
but one of the longest hill-
climb events in world cycling.

‘OTHER RIDES
IN THE REGION

[ e o

As praviously stated, There
are a number of testing
options on offer right from
Bormio, The hwo most obvious
are fhe Gavia [26km, 2618m,
5.5 par cent averoge gradi-
ant] and the Foscagno
(24.25km, 2291m, 4.4 per cent
average gradient). If you are
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thinking of replicating fhis
yeaor's Giro stage over the
Stelvio, you will nead to cimb
that from Ihe Prafo alio
Stelvia side, then drop down
into Bormio to lackie the Fos-
cogno and head on into Livi-
gna, where Colombian Fabio
Parra took |he second of his
bock-fo-bock stage wins.
Unlike the Stelvio, wihichis
wide and wellsurfoced fora
mountain pass, the Govio is
namow and rough. wiich
rmeans that af its steepest
paints it can seem tougher
than ifs near neighbour.
Allhough we didn'f have the
time for it on this inip, VCT's
Lisa Easton rode up and back
ciffer spanding the fist hall of

the day fraiing the rest of us
up |he Mortirolo in the VCT
support van, Allow thres
hours if you are thinking of fol-
lowing suil.

For a long and very tough
circuit from Bormio that takes
in both sides of the Stelvio,
head up the pass from the
fown but take the left tum
info Switzerlond (don't forgel
your passpoit!] three kilome-
fres lrom the top. This goes
over the Umbraipass
[2501m). Take a right fowards
Mislol ond drop bock down
info Ifaly to Suderno/Schiud-
erms ond come back round
viar Prata alle Stelvio and
Traioi to the eastern side of
Ihe: Slelvio pass, @

This New York-bosed company was saf
upin 2000 by Peter Easton and his wife
Lisa affer thay had fravelied to Europe
on an organised cycling frip and come
back feeling thal the expanence was
great but the logistics were temible. "l
think the key is how you deliver the frip."
says Peter aiter somehow managing
o deliver procyciing's carb-defi-
cient scnbe to the top of the Mor-
firolo and back ogain. “As well as
the riding, it s important to focus on
the things that come afler that,

such s dinner and cccommoda-
tion — the whole service side of the
expenence, in foch.”

In short, fhis maans that Velo
Classic Tours' frips take in not only
some of the best cycling around.
but ties that in with some of the:
best hotels and restaurants. For
instance, offer iwo days at fhe
four-star Boita dei Pini in Bormio, the
YT group was moving on o the five-
star Hotel Greif in Bolzano, where
reoms are decorated with individual
works of arl.

Consequently, VCT's frips do not come
cheap. The 10-day Dolomites kip fhot

_we joined up with costs US33,495, not
including fights. This includes being mel
at the airpert. breakiast on all memings
and dinner on mast evenings. and full

support dunng ol ndes except on fhe
optional rest day rides. Riders are also
given laminaled cards with each day’s
ride route, as weall oz an exiremely
detailed brochure with information on
everything fram fhe holels o clothing
requirad fo profile maps of the climbs.
"We wark with three fundamental

ideas in mind: serous cycling, sublime
culture, ond exemplary service,” says
Easton, who ocknowledges that his com-
pany's frips ore expansive. “We know
that our Irips oppeal to a smaller market.
but we believe that nobody does fhis
kind of holiday as well as we do. | think
thal the foct thot we do it well shows in
the number of repeat clents and recom-
mendofions we get. We've got eighl

retum chznfs on this frip, for instance.”

Although VCT have worked with the
likes of formier pros Morcel Wuosl, Chiis
Boordman and Scoft Sunderland, Easton
stresses thot he prefers o sell his frips on
their own metits rather thon depending
on the names of others. "“Those guys do
add a wealth of expenence and offer
incredivle perspeciives into the sport for
clients, but we ke their prasence to be
an add-on to what we are already

oifering." Easion explains.

The VCT itinerary takes them from
spring Classics trips in Belgium in April.
1o the Basque Couniry and lialy in
May, o Douphine-focused frp in May,
wo Tour de France tips in July, a
unigue and high-quality fraining week
at the International Cycling Union's

Algle HG in Swifzedand in August. tours
in the Delomites and Alps in Septam-
ber, ond concludes in France's
Languedoc Rousilon region In Ocio-
ber, with ather frips in between.

The August fip to Aigle 5 a YCT
exclusive, IFcosts 1554,500 but includes
extensive cooching from world champi-
on coaches based at the UCHs World
Cycling Centre and budds af the end of
the week towards parficipation in the
Foscol Richard Cyclosportif event in
Bulle, which i parf of the UC|'s Goldan
Bike series.

tore delails on Velo Classic Tours can
ba found af www.veloclassic.com



