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1. Coffee, cake, sweaty gloves and a map. 

Like many of the weight-weenies in SPAM, Iôve spent a lot of dosh making my bikes light and 

the thought of loading it up with a fortnightôs luggage seemed abhorrent. After some thought, 

however, I decided to make last yearôs holiday a road tour of the Alps, without support.  

Leaving the carbon and titanium steeds behind, I fitted a rack and a set of Ortleib panniers to 

my faithful commuting bike. A triple chain set seemed a lot of trouble and expense for one 

trip so I fitted an MTB cassette and rear mech which gave me a 34 x 34 lowest gear to winch 

me and my luggage over the Alps. Alan and I had a practise tour round Shropshire which 

was actually just a big loop loaded with the full kit for the Alps. The key was to travel light 

whilst ensuring that I was carrying enough kit as the Alps can throw some pretty grim 

weather at you, even in August. I wasnôt going to take front panniers so the rule was that if it 

doesnôt fit in the panniers, it doesnôt go. That second pair of underpants would be frivolous 

for a fortnight. The route started in Geneva, where we 

could leave the bike boxes with friends, and take in as 

many of the cols (mountain passes) that had featured in 

the Tour de France as possible. We based to route south 

on the Route des Grande Alpes, starting in Yviore rather 

than Thonnon-les-Bains as prescribed in the official route. 

Alan and I flew from Bristol to Geneva, assembled the 

bikes and got the ferry across Lake Geneva to Yvoire 

where we met Simon who had been in France for the 

previous week.  

Day 1 

 

The first day we went from Yvoire on Lake Geneva over the cols des Joux Plane, Cou, 

Terramont, Rammaz, Encrenaz, Ran Fouly and a more circuitous route than the official 

Route Des Grandes Alpes to take in some more Tour de France cols. Early in the day a 



Swiss roadie on his Sunday ride overtook us on a climb and despite our loads, we took off 

after him and followed him for a while. I was the first to recognise the folly of racing the locals 

ï we had to keep it up for a fortnight so I didnôt want to blow on day one! Over a crepe in 

Samoens, we opted for an early stack after weighing up the pros and cons of pressing on 

into the evening over the Col de Colombiere but deciding against it, settling for 110 

kilometres and over 3000 meters of climbing. 

Day 2 

On the second day we left Samoën early and almost immediately started climbing the col de 

Romme which was the steepest of the trip at 15%. That 

avoided part of the main road and we descended to join the 

col de Colombiere, a monster of a climb, before descending 

again for a second breakfast, a regular feature of the tour. 

We then continued over the col de Sixt, Col des Aravis and 

the Col des Saisies.  We finished with the Cormet de 

Roseland, after some Myrtille (blueberry) waffles part-way 

up, before descending into Bourg St Maurice, noticing a 

bridge with óJohanô painted on it to mark Mssr Bruyneelôs 

crash at that point in a Tour de France stage. We made up for our early finish the previous 

day, covering over 150 kilometres and climbing more than 4,000 meters.   

Day 3 

We left Bourg St Maurice in 

the rain and headed for Val 

dôIsere, where we had that 

second breakfast after riding 

uphill for 30km or so before 

continuing the climb to the top 

of the Col de lôIseran (at 2764 metres) so the first 50km 

was all uphill ï heaven! It was also our only day of rain 

and chugging up to Iseran I wondered when it would 

turn to snow. Happily, it was a balmy 5 degrees at the 

top although descending through cloud was a bit scary. The least pleasant part of the trip 

was a blast down a main road but at least it was downhill and we worked together to keep 

the speed up and get it over with.  That took us to the Col de Telegraph and a descent to 

Valloire, completing just under 150k and just over 3,000 meters of climbing Other cols: 

Madelaine (OK so we actually descended to that one).  

Day 4  

Day four took us from Valloire straight up the Col du 

Galibier (at 2642 meters) which is a monster; you canôt see 

where itôs going as you climb and the col itself is virtually a 

peak. A dog from a farm advertising its cheese followed 

me to the top and as we got near to the peak we had a fly 

past as a couple of Mirage jets zoomed through the pass, 

inverting spectacularly as they 

descended into the valley. Second 

breakfast was taken on the descent to the col de Lautern. We had lunch 

in the pretty town of Briancon before climbing another classic TdF climb 



of the Col de lôIzoard. The scenery on the descent was truly 

stunning with rocky spires jutting out of the landscape and a 

memorial to TdF legends Bobet and Merckx on one viewpoint. 

This day we did a more modest 100 kilometres and some 

2500 meters of climbing which brought us to Guillestre, where 

we found a cycle-friendly hotel that offered to wash our kit for 

free. I guess they smelt us coming. 

 

 

 

Day 5 

Leaving Guillestre, we overtook a group of French cyclists as 

we climbed the Col de Vars. They too were doing the Route 

des Grandes Alpes but supported so they were unladen. We 

were to keep crossing tracks for a while. We had intended to 

stop at a very pretty village nailed on a precipitous 

mountainside but they had only one hotel which was full. 

Descending in fading light to St Saveur Sur Tinee where the 

townôs hotel was also full but the campsite had a bunkhouse, 

fortunately. The restaurant had also finished serving which was 

a bit desperate but the local boulangerie provided us with an 

excellent picnic (including the best Côte du Rhone of the 

holiday!).  We covered over 160 kilometres and did some 3500 meters of climbing for the 

day which also included a number of fairly substantial cols: the Col de la Cayolle, Valberg 

and the Col de la Couillole.  

Day 6 

The last day of the ride to the Med brought us back into familiar territory of the Alpes 

Maritimes where Simon and I had ridden in May.  We took in a few cols (the biggest being 

the Col de Turini) and hit the coast at Menton, which was a mistake as it was horrible, very 

urban with too much traffic. Moreover, it turned cloudy so the scenery on the beaches failed 

to meet expectations. Next time, in sight of the coast will be enough! We then turned round 

and climbed up to St Anges and the Col de Maddonne where the sign is always being stolen 

as itôs mentioned in one Lance (Iôm clean, really) Armstrongôs book. On the way up were 

were overtaken by Linus Bergman, a pro rider. I woodov beaten him but I had my panniers 

on. Yeah, right. We stayed at Berre les Alpes the ñvillage perch®ò where we stayed in May.  

The day finished with some 150 kilometres and 3800 metres of climbing. Other cols: 

Colmaine (St Martin), Castillon, Garde (Poubelle), Nice. 

Day 7 

We now left the Alps 

heading west from 

Berre les Alpes to 

Castellane through 

olive groves and small 

villages.  Stats for the 

day: 131 kilometres 



and 2500 metres of climbing.  Cols: Chateauneuf, St Barnabe.  

Day 8 

We took a 

big loop to 

explore 

the 

Gorges du 

Verdon (a 

sort of 

green 

French 

Grand 

Canyon) where Vultures have been re-introduced to clean up the remains of base-jumpers 

and climbers. As we spun out of Banon, however, Simon hit the wall, literally when he lost 

concentration and his front wheel slipped on someoneôs driveway with the result that he took 

the full force of the fall on his chin. Amazingly, the small village down the road had a great 

hospital so we dumped Simon, got beer and pizza, stayed in a mobile home in Banon.  By 

that time we had covered around 160 kilometres with over 2000 metres of climbing and were 

well on course for Mont Ventoux for the following day. Cols: dôAyen 

Day 9 
Banon to Nyons, 135km. We set off to Saute (famous for its potatoes) where we ate that 

essential second breakfast before tackling the legendary Mont Ventoux which looms over 

the landscape of 

Haute Provence.  

Quite what they do 

with all that 

Lavender, I really 

donôt know but 

thereôs fields and 

fields of the stuff. 

As we sat taking in 

the atmosphere of a quiet French town, we were suddenly surrounded by cyclists disgorging 

from cars and buses. A British Audax group set off amongst the hordes ascending óThe 

Ventouxô and the going was incredibly easy due to the strong tailwind. As we neared the top, 

however, the wind had increased to the point where riding became impossible and we 

pushed the last few hundred meters to the top, after paying homage at Tommy Simpsonôs 

memorial where some people think that empty inner tube boxes are other trash are suitable 

memorials. Sheltering behind the observatory, we 

saw a motor-cyclist get blown over by the wind and 

a camper van looked very precarious as the wind 

caught it side-on. We took a photo for a British 

couple who commented that the place was a 

ólunatic asylum for cyclistsô. We walked about half a 

kilometre down the road due to the strong wind 

before descending, with a considerable amount of 

caution due to the gusty winds, to lunch before 


