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Welcome to Great Britain

You could easily argue that there’s no better way to explore Britain than by bike. Covering more ground than travelling on foot, and getting closer to nature and wild landscapes than you could by car, cycling allows you to venture both deeper into the countryside and to investigate more of the city streets. Britain’s rich history is reflected in the cycling landscape, with many traffic-free cycle tracks repurposed from former railway lines serving heavy industry or transporting Brits to the seaside for some salty sea air. By bike you can explore the wildlife-rich estuaries, rugged moors, sleepy canal towpaths, iconic urban landmarks and brightly painted coastal resorts of England, Scotland and Wales, and the rich local cultures that define them. With such splendid and varied training grounds like these, it comes as no surprise that Great Britain has produced so many world-class cyclists and enthusiasts alike.
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Cycling in the Scottish Highlands
Rawpixel.com/shutterstock ©




My Perfect Bike Ride
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Katherine Moore

MILLENNIUM COASTAL PATH

While it’s a tough choice, the Millennium Coastal Path really stands out as my favourite ride in Wales. It’s mind-blowing to think that this green, wildlife-rich and peaceful coastline was once the site of power stations and steelworks before the regeneration project. As a keen birder, the variety of species here, found in habitats from salt marsh to estuary mudflats, is a real delight, while the views across to the hills of the Gower are simply breathtaking.
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Burry Port, Wales
stevenbailey65/Shuttertstock ©
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Aoife Glass

GLENFINNAN

The route out from Glenfinnan along Loch Shiel in Scotland is my favourite from this guide. As well as spectacular scenery, it gives a taste of wild remote riding without the hard climbs often needed to reach such areas. I love the huge mountains and while riding here, I was lucky enough to see a vast white-tailed eagle emerge from the trees beside me before silently soaring off into the sky.


Top 5 scenic rides

1

Ullapool, Scotland

Breathtakingly picturesque riding.

2

Elan Valley, Wales

Reservoirs and dams meet rugged natural landscapes.

3

Exe Estuary, Southern England

Fabulous ferry-linked loop.

4

Sherwood Forest, Central England

Ancient woods with 1000-year-old oaks.

5

Glenfinnan, Scotland

Famous viaduct on a spellbinding ride.
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Reeta Nykänen

GREENWICH TO CANARY WHARF

The ride from Greenwich to Canary Wharf is my favourite in London. Whenever I have visitors here, I take them on this route which finishes with a cable-car ride across the Thames. In just a couple of hours you see so many different sides of the city, from historic areas to the ultra-modern high-rises and everything in between. You could spend days exploring everything along the route and never run out of things to see.
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Greenwich, London
I Wei Huang/Shuttertstock ©


Top 5 urban rides

1

Greenwich to Canary Wharf, London

Tour London from history to modernity.

2

Bath, Southern England

Old and new meet seamlessly in this upmarket spa city.

3

Hackney Wick & Olympic Park, London

The now-trendy home of the 2012 Olympic Games.

4

Morecambe & Lancaster Loop, Northern England

Enjoy a varied west coast ride.

5

Preston Guild Wheel, Northern England

Local history and the Brockholes Nature Reserve.
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Beth Pipe

MONSAL TRAIL

I love the ride along the Monsal Trail. The views are fantastic and I get a childish excitement from cycling through the long tunnels. It’s a very gradual climb on the way out, which means it’s a freewheeling blast on the way back! Plus, it has the benefit of Bakewell puddings at the end – two shops claim to have the original, so you’ll definitely need to try both and pick your favourite.
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Louis van Kleeff

CANNOCK CHASE

My favourite ride is Cannock Chase in Staffordshire. I’ve spent a lot of time riding in remote locations and Cannock Chase gives a feeling of being removed from the world and really wild, despite being so close to large urban centres. Its rolling terrain and quiet are reminiscent of the Scottish Highlands, without having to travel so far. If you’re willing to explore here, you can discover a lot in a relatively small area.




Our Picks

BEST WILDERNESS ROUTES

Think of the wilderness in Great Britain and your mind may simply lead you to the dramatic Highlands of Scotland, yet there are many more pockets of wilderness to be explored. From vast expanses of moorland in central and North Wales to surprisingly remote-feeling regions in the Midlands, there are more places than you’d think to go off-grid for a while. Be well-prepared for these challenging itineraries, often far from civilisation.

1 Glenfinnan, Scotland

Make the most of the Highlands charm passing between mountains, rather than over them.

2 Llyn Brenig & Alwen Reservoir, Wales

Ride North Wales’ all-too-often-overlooked wild Denbigh Moors on this varied loop.

3 Cannock Chase, Central England

North of Birmingham, Cannock Chase proves that wild landscapes needn’t be miles from urban centres.

4 Grizedale Forest, Northern England

Lose yourself in this magical forest at the heart of the Lake District National Park.

5 Elan Valley, Wales

Explore the remote Cambrian landscape from charming Rhayader on this out-and-back ride.


TOP TIP

Always stick to the path to minimise disruption for ground-nesting birds.



[image: jpg]

Elan Valley, Wales
steved_np3/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

You’re unlikely to find places to stock up on snacks along these routes so pack ahead.
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Glenfinnan, Scotland
Philip Hall/Lonely Planet ©


TOP TIP

Check out English Heritage, Historic Environment Scotland and the National Trust for other historic sites near your rides.
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Selby, England
Phil Silverman/Shutterstock ©



Our Picks

BEST HISTORY ROUTES

Whether you’re a seasoned history buff, amateur enthusiast or just like to know a bit more about the context of where you’re travelling, there truly is history by the bucket-load when you travel around Great Britain. Ancient ruins, relics of industry, mighty stone castles, flamboyant city architecture, charming old coaching inns, central market squares, former railway lines and mind-blowing feats of engineering await to satisfy your curiosity.

1 Forest of Dean, Southern England

This former royal hunting forest turned coal mining hub has plenty to offer history enthusiasts.

2 York to Selby, Northern England

From York’s city walls to Selby Abbey, it’s worth leaving the Roman city to explore.

3 Taff Trail from Brecon, Wales

Now peaceful, the Brecon Canal was once an important transport link for coal and iron.

4 Bath, Southern England

Marvels of Georgian architecture abound on this ride from impressive viaducts to magnificent city townhouses.

5 Tissington & High Peak Trails, Central England

Stone walls meet former railway stations along this converted rail trail through the Peak District.


TOP TIP

Look for information boards at historic sites to learn more about the region as you ride.
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Brecon Canal, Wales
Tim Scanlan Photography/Shutterstock ©



Our Picks

BEST NATURE ROUTES

Cycling and wildlife go hand in hand, as travelling by bike allows you to get closer to nature while exploring multiple different habitats even on a single ride. If you ride through the year, you’ll notice wonderful seasonal shifts, from the brightly coloured spring hedgerows in bloom to the rearing and fledging of young in summer to the arrival of overwintering migratory ducks and geese in autumn.

1 Mawddach Trail, Wales

Ride right beside the estuary to see the wonderful variety of birds that forage here.

2 Richmond Park, London

There’s plenty more to see here besides the royal park’s iconic herd of red deer.

3 Downs Link, Southern England

Journey from countryside to sea along the River Adur with plentiful wildlife along the way.

4 Kielder Water, Northern England

Keep an eye out for osprey, goshawks, roe deer and otters while circling the large reservoir.

5 Aviemore, Scotland

A wildlife haven for red squirrels, golden eagles, osprey and red grouse between pines and heather.


TOP TIP

A compact set of binoculars are a biking birder’s best friend for getting a close-up view.
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Richmond Park, London
Simon Edmunds/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Sometimes the best bird and animal sightings come when you’re sitting still. Take snacks and hunker down for a while.
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Osprey, Aviemore, Scotland
James Gregory Photography/Shutterstock ©



Our Picks

BEST COASTAL ROUTES

Not so long ago, Brits used to flock to the seaside for the fresh sea air to work wonders for their health. While we know a lot more about medicine these days, the mood-boosting effect of being near the sea can’t be denied. There’s plenty of coastline to choose from in Great Britain, with much of the National Cycle Network (NCN) geared up to make the most of it.

1 Norfolk Coast, Eastern England

Link the charming former resort town of Cromer and fishing port of Sheringham by bike.

2 Millennium Coastal Path, Wales

A spectacular stretch of the South Wales coastline yielding peaceful riding and sublime views.

3 Mount’s Bay, Southern England

Follow the South Cornwall coastline from Penzance to Marazion with views of St Michael’s Mount.

4 Ullapool, Scotland

The salty shore of Loch Broom hosts the start point for this incredibly scenic ride.

5 Scarborough to Whitby, Northern England

Explore Yorkshire’s spectacular east coast from the clifftops on the Cinder Track cycleway.


TOP TIP

Don’t get caught out by the tides! Check these at tidetimes.org.uk.
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Cromer, England
Radek Sturgolewski/Shutterstock ©



Our Picks

BEST FOODIE ROUTES

Surely one of the best parts of travelling by bike is sampling local delicacies on your way? Just as the British accent varies enormously from region to region, so do the culinary specialities, with many different savoury dishes and sweeter treats to be savoured. From freshly caught seafood to original bakes, lively street food markets to posh afternoon teas, these are well worth working up an appetite for.

1 Exe Estuary, Southern England

Devon cream teas, freshly caught fish, locally produced ice cream and more – you’ll be spoilt for choice!

2 Shoreditch, Hackney & Islington, London

Brick Lane bagels and street food delights await on this culinary tour.

3 Royal Deeside, Scotland

Enjoy an afternoon tea fit for a royal in Ballater, close to the Balmoral Estate.

4 Monsal Trail, Central England

See how the original Bakewell pudding differs from the iced tart widely known today.

5 Aberfoyle, Scotland

A high street packed with locally produced food outlets makes for a perfect mid-ride picnic.


TOP TIP

If you’re planning on sitting inside, bring a lock to secure your bike while you eat.
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Bakewell tart, Bakewell, England
larik_malasha/Shutterstock ©




When to Go

For the best chance of blue skies and sunshine visit in summer, though the shoulder seasons can also be spectacular.

While there’s no season when you’ll be guaranteed perfect cycling weather thanks to Great Britain’s maritime climate, the warmer months from May through to September are a good starting point. Depending on where you’re travelling, the peak summer months of July and August can get hot, so you might want to time your rides to avoid the hottest part of the day. In Scotland and parts of Wales, this is also when the pesky midges tend to be at their worst, so prepare with midge nets and repellent spray, or choose the calmer spring and autumn for maximum enjoyment.
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Autumn cycling, England
Tommy Lee Walker/Shuttertstock ©


I LIVE HERE

AUTUMN DELIGHTS

Katherine Moore, Lonely Planet writer

“There’s nothing quite like cycling around in Britain during the autumn. The lowering sun yields a different light that’s known to photographers around the world, bathing the landscape around you in a sensational golden glow. The turning leaves flash in tones of bold red, orange, yellow and deep purple, while the crunch of fallen leaves under your tyres is delightfully satisfying. Every delicious ride feels like you’re eking out the last of the summer’s warmth, while post-ride hot chocolates enjoyed beside a pub fire in the early evening are wonderfully cosy after the heat of peak summer.”



Accommodation

Bear in mind that school holidays run through July and August, so accommodation prices tend to be higher then. You can snap up some real bargains on stays if you’re willing to travel in the winter, though it’s much more of a gamble with the weather!
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Tweed Run, London
ElenaChaykinaPhotography/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The British climate is hugely variable. Expect colder temperatures as you venture further north, with the risk of ice and snow in winter.



WETTER IN THE WEST

Heading to Wales, the South West or the west coast of Scotland? Be sure to pack your waterproofs, as Great Britain is generally wetter closer to the Atlantic Ocean. It’s not all bad, as it also means beautifully green, hillier landscapes.

LOCAL CYCLING FESTIVITIES

Forget the lycra, suit up in your Sunday best and polish your shoes to join an annual tour of the heart of London in full tweed on the Tweed Run. April

Give yourself a challenge and sign up for one of the charity fundraising challenge rides heading out of Newcastle at the Cyclone Festival of Cycling. July

A celebration of vintage bikes and antique kit at the Goodwood Motor Circuit in Sussex, the Eroica Britannia is not to be missed if you love reminiscing over the good old days of cycling. August

For mountain bikers of all ages and disciplines, the Malverns Classic is the pinnacle of all things mountain biking in the UK. A weekend of racing, social rides, gear and a fun festival atmosphere. August

Weather Watch


JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 7°C
Days of rainfall: 15

FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 7°C
Days of rainfall: 12

MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 13

APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 12°C Days of rainfall: 13

MAY

Avg. daytime max: 15°C
Days of rainfall: 11

JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 18°C
Days of rainfall: 12

JULY

Avg. daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 12

AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 13

SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 12

OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 13°C
Days of rainfall: 15

NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 16

DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 7°C
Days of rainfall: 16






Get Prepared for Great Britain

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain

Clothing

Padded shorts: While not essential, many riders enjoy this added comfort.

[image: jpg]
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Overshorts or tights: As padded shorts are typically made with close-fitting lycra to keep the chamois pad in position, some people prefer to wear a layer over the top, especially in cooler weather.

Sturdy shoes: You’ll need a sturdy pair of shoes, for example trainers or lightweight hiking boots. Avoid sandals or heels.

Technical tee: A lightweight technical top or base layer is a good idea, as this will help wick sweat away from your skin on warmer days to keep you cool in the saddle.
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WATCH

Along for the Ride with David O’Doherty

(Leo McCrea; 2021) Explore Suffolk, Kent, Northumberland and Brecon with comedian David O’Doherty.

Bicycle

(Michael B Clifford; 2014) A fascinating documentary film about bicycle history and its place in Britain.

Mountain Biking: The Untold British Story

(Michael B Clifford and Pip Piper; 2016) A documentary on the origins of UK mountain biking.

Britain by Bike with Larry & George Lamb

(Mark Drake; 2018) A 10-part TV series touring Britain’s national parks.



Gloves or mitts: Gloves or cycling mitts are a good idea for keeping your digits warm on cooler rides and softening road vibrations on hotter ones.
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Midlayer: For cooler rides a warmer midlayer is a wise choice.

Waterproof jacket: An essential almost all year round, a waterproof jacket can help protect you not only from rainfall but also windchill.

Helmet: While not a legal requirement for cycling in Britain, a well-fitting quality helmet is highly recommended for your safety.

[image: jpg]
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LISTEN

The Bike Show

(Jack Thurston; 2004–21) Impressive archives from a weekly cycling-themed radio show turned podcast.

Family ByCycle

(Tom and Katie Jones; 2020–21) A family-orientated podcast on cycle touring with kids.

Cycle Station

(Dan Hardy; 2020–21) A British adventure cycling podcast with international guests.

Unpaved Podcast

(Tom Bonnett and Katherine Moore; 2020) A British off-road cycling podcast celebrating community over speed.
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Headstone Tunnel, England
RMC42/shutterstock ©

Bicycle options

City bike: An upright, comfortable bike for travelling short distances in urban areas, often with built-in lights and a kickstand.

E-bike: A bike equipped with an integrated electric motor to assist with propulsion.

Road bike: A bike with narrow tyres and drop handlebars designed for speed on tarmac.

Gravel bike: A modern cross between road and off-road bikes, though typically featuring drop handlebars.

Mountain bike: A bike with wide, knobbly tyres and straight bars for off-road capability.

Hardtail: A type of mountain bike with a suspension fork.

Full suspension: A type of mountain bike with both a suspension fork and a rear shock.

Hybrid: A cross between a mountain bike and road bike with straight bars for both light off-road and road use.


READ

It’s All About the Bike

(Robert Penn; 2011) Truly a British classic in praise of the humble bicycle.

Back in the Frame

(Jools Walker; 2020) A heart-warming memoir about getting back on a bike after several decades.

100 Greatest Cycling Climbs

(Simon Warren; 2010) A compilation of the most notorious cycling climbs in Great Britain.

Eat, Sleep, Cycle

(Anna Hughes; 2015) Tales from a coastal circumnavigation of Britain.






London & Surrounds
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Richmond Park
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01 Shoreditch, Hackney & Islington

Get to know local neighbourhoods with different atmospheres, great cafes and green, tree-lined streets on this relaxed tour of East London.

02 Hackney Wick & Olympic Park

Packed in a small area you will discover a canal path lined with boats, ever-changing graffiti and London’s Olympic Park from the 2012 Games.

03 Greenwich to Canary Wharf

Start from historic Greenwich and ride around ultra-modern skyscrapers before soaring across the Thames in a cable car.

04 Richmond Park to Windsor

Spend a full day – or two – leisurely following the river on this ride from the vast Richmond Park to the castle at Windsor.
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Explore

London & Surrounds

London is a massive city with a huge variety of areas and neighbourhoods. It’s often called a collection of towns, and the best way to explore its many sides is undoubtedly on two wheels. Being on a bike gives you the flexibility to stop whenever you see something interesting – and to be fair, this is likely to be around every corner – but also allows you to travel longer distances than on foot. There’s a growing number of bike paths around the city, but most roads are fine to cycle too as the traffic rarely is very fast.

London has a population of about 9 million, which makes it the largest city in the UK and the third most populous in Europe. It’s hard to overestimate its strong influence in arts, fashion, finance and many other sectors, and so it draws newcomers from all over the world. Londoners speak over 300 languages and many areas have a distinct concentration of residents with roots in different parts of the world.

Geography

The city is divided in the middle by the River Thames and usually the M25 motorway is considered to be the boundary. It’s not always convenient to travel diagonally across the city: a journey from north-east to south-west can easily take over an hour. This being said, the public transport is very functional and often the fastest way to get anywhere.

Navigation

Despite its vastness, London is fairly easy to navigate especially following the marked cycling routes which take you across the city through various neighbourhoods. Cycleways are a series of marked routes which have a number system (C for cycleway + number) allowing navigation without a map. Most of the signage also gives an estimated time to the destination. Some of them used to be called Cycling Superhighways or Quietways but they are all being brought under a uniform system. You may still see old signage though.


.
WHEN TO GO

London is great to visit any time of the year. While an unlucky cyclist might get a little soggy in the winter months, most days are nice enough for a little ride around the city. Summer temperatures rarely get too hot either. It’s a special treat to ride around the empty streets over Christmas!



Where to Go

Most of the very popular areas to visit are in central London, such as the West End and Soho with entertainment venues and nightlife, Piccadilly Circus with its massive advertisements, and Covent Garden with its specialty shops. These may be easiest to explore on foot, as the area itself is not that large and some of the streets may be crowded.

Parks & Gardens

London is one of the world’s greenest cities with more than 40% of its area being green space or open water. Londoners love their parks and given any bit of sunshine the green spaces quickly fill with people catching the rays.

Bicycle Hire

There are a number of Santander Cycles and dockless bikes around to grab without much planning to allow the ultimate flexibility for your trip. You can also hire a folding Brompton bike for the duration of your stay at one of the many lockers – folded up these can be taken on any public transport without a problem.


P
TRANSPORT

You can take a bike on most trains, though for longer journeys you may need to book a free space in advance – check on the various rail operators’ sites for details. Generally bikes are permitted outside rush hour on the Overground and some tube lines. Check the Transport for London (TfL) map: tfl.gov.uk/cycles-on-public-transport.pdf



B WHAT’S ON

London Marathon

(April) A public mass race and a professional race, as well as an elite wheelchair race taking over the fast, flat route around iconic landmarks.

Pride London

(June) The LGBTIQ+ Pride attracts 1.5 million visitors annually and is the largest Pride in the UK.

Notting Hill Carnival

(August Bank Holiday) This Caribbean community festival has grown to worldwide fame, attracting about 2.5 million visitors.


i WHERE TO STAY

London is full of accommodation options from busy hostels to some of the best hotels in the world. Premier Inns allow you to take your own bike to your room in all their locations. Some hotels provide their own bikes to take on your adventures!

Corinthia London and the Hoxton each have a fleet of folding Bromptons, which you can also take on any form of public transport at any time of the day. Many hostels, like Wombat City Hostel, also offer a range of bikes for their guests.




Resources

Transport for London (tfl.gov.uk) TfL lists both public transportation and cycling resources, including Santander Cycles docking maps.

Sustrans (sustrans.org.uk) Sustrans, the custodian of the National Cycle Network (NCN), has a collection of routes in and out of London.

London Cycling Campaign (lcc.org.uk) Pre-planned ‘leisure rides’ in London and beyond, as well as tips for planning journeys from A to B.
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Shoreditch, Hackney & Islington


Best for FOOD




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1hr
	
Easy
	
8 miles
	
Shoreditch High St station


	
TERRAIN
	
Flat




This little loop takes you to bustling markets and leafy suburbs in Shoreditch, Hackney and Islington. These areas have become some of the nicest neighbourhoods in London, popular especially among creatives and young families. You will not be short of great places to stop for coffee or a cold drink, so take your time exploring the area. Any day of the week will be good, but Saturday is the day for Broadway Market and Hoxton Street Market, and Sunday for Columbia Road Flower Market.
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Bike Hire

This ride is easiest done on a Santander Cycle: there are hire stations on Brick Lane and Commercial Street – or bring your bike on the Overground.

Starting Point

Shoreditch High Street station can be reached on the Overground, or it’s a short walk from Liverpool Street station. There are dozens of bus routes passing the station too.



01 Starting from Shoreditch High Street station, cross the road to enter the cobbled Chance Street and follow signage around Arnold Circus towards Hackney and Columbia Road. The flower market is open on Sundays from 8am to 2pm (go early to avoid the crowds!) but the shops on this charming street with a village vibe are open most days of the week and are definitely worth a visit.

02 From Columbia Road, follow Cycleway 13 north. After crossing Hackney Road to enter Haggerston Park at the traffic lights, you pass by Hackney City Farm which is a true gem – sheep, chickens, goats, pigs and donkeys can be visited in this tiny urban farm which also grows produce. The farm has been here for over 35 years and aims to give city dwellers a chance to understand where our food comes from. It’s free to visit and there’s a little cafe too. After stopping by this slice of countryside in the city, stay on Cycleway 13 heading north, turning left from the farm gates.

[image: jpg]

Columbia Road Flower Market
Elena Rostunova/shutterstock ©

03 Cross the canal bridge to visit Broadway Market – it can get very busy on weekends with people from all over London visiting the food stalls, and has more of a village feeling on weekdays. After exploring the market, turn back to cross the bridge again and follow Whiston Road then Nuttall Street all the way to Hoxton Street.

04 Hoxton Street Market is a more locally oriented market with traders selling fresh fruit, veg and everyday essentials, as well as some interesting street food options, including Ethiopian, Caribbean, British or Greek flavours depending on the day you visit. You’re not far from the busy Old Street area with tech start-ups and new clubs popping up regularly, but these smaller roads have a completely different residential atmosphere. The pace is slower and more relaxed, and people have time to stop for a chat.


De Beauvoir Town

You may have seen Beavertown beer all over London. The hugely popular brewery is based in Tottenham, but the name comes from its original home, De Beauvoir Town, nicknamed ‘Beavertown’. The first beer was brewed on Downham Road in a pub that no longer exists. The brewery was founded by the son of Led Zeppelin singer Robert Plant.

De Beauvoir Town has a uniquely calm and pleasant atmosphere. It’s not a coincidence; the streets were specifically designed to discourage through traffic to allow children to play safely on the streets.



05 Follow until Mundy Street, then cross Hoxton Square to get to Pitfield Street. About halfway on the ride, this is the perfect spot for coffee, brunch or a pint.

06 Follow Pitfield Street and Cycleway 1 north to reach the leafy Dalston suburb of De Beauvoir Town. Turn left to Northchurch Road to follow Cycleway 27. Follow the route all the way to Angel, across City Road and St John Street. Stay on Cycleway 27, turning left on Amwell Street. Soon after crossing Rosebery Avenue you’ll find Exmouth Market on your left. The street has food stalls on most days at lunchtime, and the many cafes, bars and restaurants here serve longer hours.

07 Stay on LCN7 which takes you back towards Old Street. Depending on the day, the roads may get a little busier here, and some of them are contraflow, so one way for motor vehicles but bikes can travel in both directions. At Bath Street, go right onto Cycleway 11. Follow this up to Chiswell Street, go left and continue on to Sun Street, which turns left and becomes Appold Street, before you turn right on to Primrose Street. Finally, after crossing Bishopsgate, you reach Lamb Street and Spitalfields Market. The market indoors hosts various themed markets on different days of the week, while boutiques line the sides of the market. You’re guaranteed to find something interesting here whenever you visit.

08 Cross Commercial Street to Hanbury Street and turn left to follow Corbet Place and Eagle Street to check out the street art. At the end of Eagle Street, turn left to Quaker Street and then right, under the railway bridge, to reach the place you started your tour from. Alternatively, at the end of Eagle Street turn right to connect to Brick Lane (this is one way so you’ll need to walk your bike up to Brick Lane), the heart of London’s Bangladeshi community, which has become an art and fashion hub. After reaching the end of Brick Lane, turn left on Bethnal Green Road to reach the original starting point.


s Take a Break

FRIENDS OF OURS About halfway through the ride, on Pitfield Street, you’ll find Friends of Ours. This small coffee shop takes inspiration from the Australian brunch culture, combining vibrant dishes with great coffee and friendly service. It has tables both inside and out on the fairly low traffic street, where it’s pleasant sitting out on a sunny day enjoying the neighbourhood. The menu changes seasonally and has great vegetarian, vegan and gluten-free options – you’ll always find bright dishes, crusty bread and fresh flavour combinations.




Brick Lane Bagels

On Brick Lane you’ll find two bagel – or beigel – shops next to each other. They both run a 24/7 operation and are busy any time of the day due to their popular Jewish-style bagels. Beigel Bake, the one with the white sign, has been at this place since 1974 and lists notable people such as Madonna in its clientele. Beigel Shop, the one with the yellow sign, claims to have been there since the mid 1800s but was taken over by the current owners in the 1980s. This one serves more experimental options such as rainbow bagels along with classics.
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Hackney Wick & Olympic Park


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1hr
	
Easy
	
7 miles
	
Hackney Wick station


	
TERRAIN
	
Flat




See the more laid-back side of London on this relaxed ride, using mostly traffic-free canal paths and residential streets in Hackney Wick, Olympic Park and the Lea Valley. You’ll start in an area that’s rapidly transforming from industrial to trendy, with ever-evolving street art, riding on to the site of the 2012 Olympics, and finishing up at the vast green expanse around the River Lea, dotted with houseboats and surrounded by lush nature. The routes are very popular with walkers and cyclists – let the canal lead you leisurely forward.
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Bike Hire

You can use a Santander Cycle or a dockless bike to ride this route, or hire a hybrid from Wicked Bike Repair in Hackney Wick.

Starting Point

The starting point is Hackney Wick Overground station. If you have a bike, you can take it on the Overground outside rush hours.



01 From Hackney Wick station, take White Post Lane and follow it left around the corner. Before the bridge across the canal, join the canal path to the right. This narrow shared path is popular with runners and cyclists alike. After a couple of hundred metres, cross the bridge again to your left.

02 This is Fish Island, a collection of areas conserved for their industrial heritage. The route snakes between the buildings, many of which are covered with fresh graffiti so the view is rarely the same on different visits. Cross the pedestrian Stour Road Bridge to Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park.
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03 In front of you, you’ll see London Stadium which was built for the 2012 Olympics and has since been the home stadium of football club West Ham United. On game days or during other large events the road can get quite busy, in which case ride left on Marshgate Terrace. On a quiet day, take Marshgate Terrace to the right to go around the stadium. Going around the bend you will see ArcelorMittal Orbit, a towering sculpture and tunnel slide, which is the largest piece of public art in the UK, as well as being the world’s tallest and longest tube slide. Take the bike path to the right and continue around the arena.

04 After making almost a full loop around the arena you’re back on Marshgate Lane. Follow the route towards Lee Valley VeloPark, a cycling track with a recognisable velodrome shape. In front of the VeloPark you will also find the Olympic Rings monument.


Olympic Park

It’s not easy to find enough empty land in a city like London to build a completely new Olympic Park. How did London manage this, especially somewhere as central as this? Before the Games, the area was largely unused as fields or old industrial sites no longer in active use, but also some homes were taken down for the major redevelopment. It was all done in just seven years, with about 80,000 people working on the construction. The area was given postcode E20, which had previously only been used in the TV show EastEnders.



05 From the monument, follow Eton Manor Walk to the vast green expanse of Hackney Marshes. This massive park includes sports pitches, meadows, woodland and wildlife habitats and is a great destination for a day out. Follow the bike path by the River Lea heading north, crossing at Friends Bridge and riding through the tunnel under Lea Bridge Road. Turn left to go behind the Lee Valley Ice Centre and cross the river again. After the bridge, turn left to head back south. After going under the bridge, there’s the Princess of Wales pub, which is great for a quick drink before continuing along the canal.

06 Follow the Lee Canal Towpath. This is an interesting part of the busy canal, with colourful boats moored on one side and Middlesex Filter Beds nature reserve on the other. This charming mixture of urban and green is home to different birds and amphibians and there’s always something to catch the eye. On winter mornings, the air is filled with the smell of coal and wood burners keeping the boats warm, and the water is covered by mist. In summer, abundant water makes the surroundings green and lush. It’s often windless enough that the bridges and trees are reflected in the calm waters of the River Lea.

07 The area under the A12 road flyover is occasionally taken over by artists and is also popular with skateboarders. Continue on the canal path up to East Wick, where you’ll find a great selection of riverside bars and cafes spilling out onto the grass on sunny days.

08 Cross the footbridge to return to Hackney Wick station where you started – and where this route finishes. If you hired a bike from Wicked Bike Repair, return it before crossing the bridge. After spending some time on the saddle, it may be a good idea to get refreshments here. Just left from the Overground station there’s Queen’s Yard. The small yard is occupied by breweries, food stalls and people having a nice day out. Stay for a quick drink, or for the whole evening – there’s always something going on. Howling Hops – the UK’s first dedicated tank bar – serves the freshest beers directly from the tank. It has a great core range plus new beers every week, including some great low-alcohol options. Or if you’d rather sit on a canal-side terrace, Crate Brewery occupies an old arts centre next door.


s Take a Break

PRINCESS OF WALES The Princess of Wales on Lea Bridge Road by the canal path is an ideal place to stop for a mid-ride drink and snack. This Victorian gastro-pub has a lovely beer garden for those sunny days, and a good selection of food and drinks. Not only British pub classics; it also serves juicy – and messy – burgers from its Burger Shack. Or enjoy a Sunday roast, but you might want to book a table for that.




Sunday League

Hackney Marshes are the spiritual home of Sunday League. On a typical Sunday over 100 matches are played by amateur teams in Sunday leagues. In its peak in the 1950s and ‘60s there were 120 full-size football pitches, and today there are still 88 of them. Sunday League often has teams representing a pub (and players joining the game after a long evening in said pub on the previous day). Despite the casual reputation, this league is centrally sanctioned and teams can try to switch to semi-professional Saturday games and make their way up in the semi-professional league system.
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Greenwich to Canary Wharf


Best for CITY HIGHLIGHTS




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
4hr
	
Intermediate
	
15.5 miles
	
Greenwich


	
TERRAIN
	
Flat




This ride is all about high places! Start in historic Greenwich, then continue to the Isle of Dogs and the high-rises of Canary Wharf. You’ll pass the surprisingly central City airport before taking a ride in a cable car, with unbeatable views back across the river towards Canary Wharf. If you still have the energy, climb to the top of the hill in Greenwich Park to visit the Prime Meridian. The final sections of the ride are especially impressive towards sundown; however, the path in Greenwich can be difficult to navigate in the dark as it is unlit and far from busy areas.
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Bike Hire

Greenwich Cycle Hire on Old Woolwich Rd has a selection of mountain bikes and hybrid bikes to hire. Alternatively grab a Santander Cycle from one of the docks in Greenwich.

Starting Point

The ride starts by the Cutty Sark in Greenwich. Use the Docklands Light Railway (DLR) or Thameslink/Southeastern trains to get here – all permit taking bikes on board.



01 Start the ride from the Cutty Sark – one of the fastest clipper ships of its day, which is currently preserved as a museum ship. Some of the areas on this ride are a little desolate and may have cafes open only on certain days, so it may be a good idea to pick up a bottle of water and a snack from Greenwich Market. From there, follow the signage to Greenwich Foot Tunnel, which takes you across to the other side of the River Thames, to the Isle of Dogs. The tunnel opened in 1902 to replace an unreliable ferry service, and to allow workers to reach the docks on the north side of the river. It’s 370m long and has a lift at both ends.

02 Surfacing back to daylight from the underground tunnel, you’ll find yourself in Island Gardens Park on the Isle of Dogs. The Isle of Dogs consists of Cubitt Town, Millwall and Blackwall, and is a neighbour of Canary Wharf; all areas with vastly different identities. It originally grew following the construction of the docks, which will be obvious after riding around the area, and was once known for the largest concentration of council housing in England. By contrast, Canary Wharf has one of the highest average incomes in the UK and is the base for many of the world’s most successful companies. From here, follow the bike path (LCN1) to Millwall Park and ride through. This park is popular with families enjoying a day out and has sports pitches and outdoor gyms for local residents. Coming out of the park, join National Cycle Network Route 1 heading north.
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03 You’ll get your first proper views of the high-rises if you look right from Glengall Bridge. Follow National Cycle Network Route 1 until you reach Westferry Road. Here you need to cross the lane of traffic to get into the right-hand lane leading up to Canary Wharf – don’t go into the tunnel! If in doubt, take the pedestrian path on the side of the road. A ramp will take you to the roundabout, where you need to take the exit to West India Avenue. Here you can admire the skyscrapers rising on all sides.

04 Canary Wharf, together with the City of London, is one of the main financial centres in the UK – and the world – and this is obvious as you cycle through. It is also a popular backdrop for filming. If your visit takes place on a weekday, the streets will be filled with people working in one of the big-name businesses. On a weekend though, it’s a whole other story. With the majority of the buildings housing offices, and very few private residences in the area, the streets are often empty outside of business hours. You’ll get to enjoy taking in the views undisturbed, but many of the cafes and restaurants catering to the people working here will be closed.

05 Continue east towards Canada Square, where you’ll find One Canada Square, the third tallest building in the UK. Carry onwards to Trafalgar Way, and join the bike path towards Blackwall and the ExCel centre. The path will wiggle its way under and across some busy roads, but stay on it until it joins National Cycle Network Route 13. Following the path allows you to witness the area’s transformation as it takes you past old docks and industrial areas, with the O2 arena providing a backdrop.

06 National Cycle Network Route 13 leads you to Royal Victoria Dock, where the Mayor of London keeps office. The Royal Docks originated in the 1850s, but with changes in the shipping industry in the 1960s, when the use of shipping containers became more common, they went into decline. The area grew increasingly dilapidated until a major redevelopment began in the 1990s.


s Take a Break

GRIND Canary Wharf is a very different experience on different days of the week. On a weekday, you’re spoiled for choice. On weekends, it’s more slim pickings. Grind, however, serves impeccable coffee and fresh pastries every day of the week, just on the other side of the road from the One Canada Square building, in the Market Halls. This small London-based chain started in Shoreditch, serving Londoners their brews for a little over ten years.



07 If you’re running short of time, you can skip the next section and backtrack slightly to take the cable car across the Thames. To ride the full route, carry on towards and past the ExCel centre on the National Cycle Network Route 13. After passing under Connaught Bridge, continue straight on Royal Albert Quay. Over the water to your right you’ll see London City Airport, opened in 1987. With direct DLR links to both Canary Wharf and the City, and a small terminal that allows passengers to pass through quickly, this is popular with business travellers.


y
TOP TIP:

Complimentary Cable Car

If you’re an early bird, cyclists can use the cable car free of charge before 9.30am on weekdays – what a treat!



08 Past the airport, ride on to Sir Steve Redgrave Bridge to get across to North Woolwich and Silvertown. Silvertown got its name from factories established by Stephen William Silver in the 1850s, producing mainly rubber products. Soon after, the sugar refiners Tate and Lyle (then still separate businesses, and bitter rivals) moved in to the area as well, and the present-day Tate & Lyle still has two refineries here.

09 Stay on Albert Road and Factory Road until you reach the segregated bike path. This path follows the busy North Woolwich Road on a lower level and takes you back to Royal Victoria Dock and the cable car. The path goes under Silvertown Way, which is one of the earliest urban flyovers, built in the 1930s.


IFS Cloud Cable Car

The idea for the cable car emerged in the 1990s to offer car-free transportation. The first project collapsed as the financial backers withdrew their funding. Transport for London started the process again in 2010 with the original budget at £25 million. By September 2011 this had ballooned to over £60 million, and TfL had to get sponsorship to back the cable car.

The Dubai-based airline Emirates was the initial sponsor, so for the first ten years, this was known as Emirates Air Line Cable Car. In 2022, technology company IFS took over as sponsor, renaming it the IFS Cloud Cable Car.
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10 The cable car is a part of the public transport system so you can use an Oyster Card or Contactless to pay. It’s arguably the most exciting way to cross the river, and it offers unique views of the London skyline in all directions. Crossing the river is always a bit of a headache for residents and city planners; while West London has a large number of bridges joining the banks, East London has considerably fewer of them. There are a number of tunnels for motor vehicles, a number of ferries and, of course, Greenwich Foot Tunnel, but these can be inconvenient to use on a daily basis, and easily get congested. There have been attempts to build new bridges, but part of the issue is that large ships still regularly come into London on this route from the East and they would need to be able to pass under any new bridge.

11 Once back on the ground, turn towards the Thames to reach the National Cycle Network Route 1 bike path and follow it to the left. Greenwich Peninsula is surrounded by water on three sides and is another area which is going through massive redevelopment. In the 17th century the northern-most point was known to be where pirates’ corpses were hung in cages, and it served as the government’s primary gunpowder magazine. Later it held huge gasworks, a power station and other industries until it was left to become mainly wasteland. Investments from the 1990s brought new life to the Greenwich Peninsula area, including the (Millennium) Dome, large new residential areas, and the building of the Jubilee Line to connect it to the rest of London by rail.


Private Land

Most of Canary Wharf is privately owned land – even the public squares and the front of the tube station. This, combined with the presence of dozens of high-value companies, means there is strict security and CCTV in most areas. The security may ask you to not photograph in certain areas, especially near building entrances, and professional photography may require a permit from the corporation. Security is also the reason why, unlike most of London, Canary Wharf is not visible in Google Street View – so to see it, you need to visit it!
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12 Here the National Cycle Network Route 1 is a narrow shared path. It takes you around the whole peninsula, revealing new views towards the Isle of Dogs, but also the partly derelict industrial units and warehouses in Greenwich. If you end here in the evening you’re in for a real treat as the sunsets are impressive. One of the best sunset-viewing points is the Brew By Numbers taproom along the path.

13 Following the National Cycle Network Route 1 will eventually take you back to the hustle and bustle of Greenwich. If you still have some energy left, visit Greenwich Park and climb to the top of the hill for a picnic, or visit the Prime Meridian.


s Take a Break

BREW BY NUMBERS Towards the end of the ride, stop for a scenic pint (and pizza!) at Brew By Numbers in its Morden Wharf taproom. One of the best breweries in southeast London, it has released over 350 different beers in a little over ten years in the business. The beer is best served fresh and Brew By Numbers is always worth a visit, either here or at the original taproom in Bermondsey.





04

Richmond Park to Windsor


Best for NATURE




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
6hr
	
Intermediate
	
25 miles
	
Richmond station


	
TERRAIN
	
Mostly flat




This largely traffic-free route takes you across several large parks on the outskirts of London, then follows the River Thames to finally reach Windsor. You can complete the ride in a day, or take longer and split it into two days. This would allow you to explore the parks and visit the gardens thoroughly. Before starting, check if the Shepperton to Weybridge Ferry is running. Some of the parks close their gates for the night; the times change seasonally. The route is mostly flat and the off-road sections are kept in good condition.
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Bike Hire

Located inside Richmond train station, Richmond Station Bike Hire has a selection of hire bikes, including town bikes, hybrids and road bikes.

Starting Point

Richmond station is easily accessed on the Overground, tube (District Line) or train. To return here, take a train – roughly every 30 minutes – from Windsor & Eton Riverside station.



01 From the bike shop at the station, cycle up Church Road to Friars Stile Road and then turn left onto Richmond Hill. Before entering Richmond Park, take in the river views from the high viewing point of Terrace Gardens. Then enter the park through Richmond Gate.

02 Richmond Park is the largest of London’s royal parks, and the second largest of all parks in London. It was created in the 17th century as a deer park and was used for hunting. It still is home to wild deer among other wildlife and is an important wildlife conservation area. People from all over the city visit the park year-round as it’s beautiful both in its lush green dress in summer, with colourful leaves in the autumn, and barren and perhaps most atmospheric on misty winter mornings.
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03 Inside the park, at the roundabout, take the third exit to follow Queen’s Road to the south. Keep on this road until you leave the park at Kingston Gate. After exiting Richmond Park, turn right onto Tudor Road, then Elm Road and Canbury Park Road, and follow the bike route under the rail tracks to Kingston. Cross the road to Fife Road, and you’re in the bustling Clarence Street shopping area. Here you’re going through a pedestrian area so please dismount.

04 Kingston is an ancient market town where Saxon Kings were crowned, and its original name meant ‘the King’s Manor’. You can visit the ancient Market Place, which is still as busy with merchants as it has been since the 1200s. It has been renovated and has a mixture of permanent and pop-up stalls; a total of over 50 of them. Use the opportunity to grab a snack from one of the stalls for a picnic in Hampton Court Park, which is your next stop from here. To get to the park, cross the bridge, and at the roundabout take the first exit onto Hampton Court Road. Soon after you’ll see the Hampton Court Park entrance on your left. Follow the road towards the golf club, across the park.

05 Hampton Court Park is another royal park, also known as Home Park. You may also spot wild deer and other wildlife here, though overall it is more groomed than Richmond Park. This is where the Hampton Court Flower Show, now called the Hampton Court Garden Festival, is held annually, usually in early July, and during this time the park can get very crowded. The show takes over 25 acres of the park. Obviously this is also where Hampton Court Palace, dating back to Tudor times, is located. It’s a Grade I-listed royal palace, and is open to the public. Riding through the park, at the end of the Long Water you’ll be able to see the palace at a distance. To get a better view, you may ride closer to the gates to peek through them, or if you have the time, why not visit the palace and gardens?

06 From the Long Water, keep on the path until you reach Barge Walk at the riverside. Cross the bridge, then cross the road to reach the Thames Path and the EuroVelo 2 (EV2) cycling route. You will stay on this path for quite some time – it’s easy to follow the signage. This riverside path is hugely popular with walkers and cyclists, and it allows you to see numerous locks, islands, parks and neighbourhoods as you follow the River Thames. It’s mostly unpaved but kept in good condition – though if it’s been raining hard there may be some mud and puddles. Note that the river here is non-tidal, meaning that it’s freshwater, whereas downstream, which is closer to London, it mixes with marine water so the water becomes more salty. This is why the ecology of the river varies so much depending on where along the stream you are.


s Take a Break

KINGSTON HISTORIC MARKET Prepare for a picnic at Hampton Court Park by checking out what’s fresh at the Kingston Historic Market. Varying stalls sell fruit, vegetables and bakery products just like they’ve done for the past 800 years, but there’s also a selection of street food vendors to suit every taste. In winter the Kingston Christmas Market takes over with mulled cider and mince pies. If you’d rather sit down, there are numerous cafes and restaurants around the market too.



07 At Walton Marina, stop for a coffee and cake at the Boathouse. This is a good place to check if the Shepperton to Weybridge Ferry (theferrypoint.com/pedestrian-ferry-to-weybridge) is running – while it usually operates daily, if the river is very low or has an unusually strong current, it may be out of operation. (Note: if the ferry isn’t running, cross the bridge here and follow Walton Lane to Church Road until you’re back on the route.)

08 Follow the path until you reach the Shepperton to Weybridge Ferry crossing. Ring the bell (loud!) so the ferryman knows you’re waiting. The ferry cost £4 per person with a bike. On the other side, continue on the EuroVelo 2 signed route. Before Chertsey Bridge, turn right to stay on EV2 along the river. This is a quiet section of the river, with several locks and houseboats dotting the water. The river loops impressively, which makes for interesting views en route.


y
TOP TIP:

Palace Pause

If you’ve got time, it’s worth stopping at Hampton Court Palace for a wander around the palace and its gardens. The maze – the oldest surviving hedge maze in the UK – is especially fascinating. You may also catch a crew filming a period drama.



09 At Staines Bridge, cross the river to stay on EV2. Remain on the bike path following the Causeway. This is a more industrial area on the outskirts of the city but it soon returns to greener views. EV2 takes you to a large junction, where you leave the EV2. After following the path under the junction, you will surface by a Burger King. Turn right here and cross the dual carriageway at the traffic lights to get onto Windsor Road. Directly after the junction, you’ll be at a large field where you can choose to ride on the road, or if it’s busy, on the grassy path on the field.

10 This meadow is the very location where the Magna Carta was signed in 1215; the first document to put into writing that the king and his government were not above the law. It sought to prevent the king from exploiting his power, and placed limits on royal authority. If you have the time, it’s worth exploring the grassy area with woodlands, ponds and memorials. You will also find a tearoom, toilets and other services here should you need them.


Weybridge Ferry

There’s been a ferry operating in Weybridge for at least 500 years, only out of operation from 1960 to the mid-1980s, when there were plans to build a pedestrian bridge in the location instead. This bridge never came to life, so the ferry continued operation.

The Shepperton to Weybridge Ferry used on this ride also features in The War of the Worlds by HG Wells, where people are trying to flee the Martians by ferry. It’s not seeing that much action in reality though – the ferry itself is tiny and only takes foot passengers and cyclists.
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11 Continue on to Straight Road and through Old Windsor, which was once an important palace of Saxon Kings, as long ago as the 9th century. Turn left on Church Road, followed by Saint Luke’s Road and then right on Albany Road. At the roundabout, cross the road at the lights to get onto the bike path. Follow Albert Road towards Windsor.

12 The Long Walk appears suddenly. This wide straight avenue leads directly to Windsor Castle, which you can see in the distance, but unfortunately it is not permitted to even push a bicycle on this path. Nearly 3 miles long, lined by trees and surrounded by impeccable grass lawns, it is a very impressive sight nonetheless.

13 King’s Road leads you to Windsor, and from Sheet Street you can easily follow the signage to the railway station. There are two stations very close to one another: Windsor & Eton Riverside and Windsor & Eton Central. The trains from the Riverside station go to Richmond if you need to return your bike. But it would be a shame to miss visiting Windsor and Eton more closely while you’re here. Consider making it an overnight stay to allow you to enjoy the fascinating history, the majestic castle looming over the town, and many of the picturesque cafes dotting the streets.


Narrowboats

The boats sailing and mooring along the river are mostly narrowboats: special canal boats designed to navigate the narrow locks in the UK. Before the Industrial Revolution and railways, canals were a thriving national transport network, but since then the boats have mostly been used as permanent and holiday residences. Currently about 8500 are registered as permanent homes.

They used to be towed by horses, which is why most canals have a lovely towpath like the one you’re following today running along the river. Try to make a stop at one of the locks to see it operating!
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s Take a Break

BOATHOUSE The tiny Boathouse cafe in the Walton Marina serves coffee, handmade cakes and sandwiches. It’s a strong favourite with local walkers and hikers. River views and a rustic atmosphere make for a great relaxing break. This is a simple place, something different from the anonymous chain cafes in bigger towns – a real community gem. If you can make a longer stop, it also offers boat hire for a different view of the river.





Also Try...

Hyde Park & Green Park


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1hr
	
Easy
	
5 miles




Hyde Park and Green Park are a must-visit but they can take up most of your day on foot. Cycling is the way to go!

Grab a Santander Cycle from Westminster Pier. Pass Big Ben and Westminster Abbey on the way to St James’ Park. Follow the bike path to Buckingham Palace, go around the roundabout and continue on to Wellington Arch to get to Hyde Park.

The well-surfaced tracks on the park edges are easy to follow. From the gate go right to get to Speakers’ Corner. At Victoria Gate turn left to the Serpentine. At the far west, you’ll find Kensington Palace and Queen Victoria Statue. Return your bike to the docks at Black Lion Gate.
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London Cycleways


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1hr
	
Easy
	
4 miles each




Follow one of the Transport for London Cycleways to explore new areas and neighbourhoods.

Cycleway 6 takes you from King’s Cross to Kentish Town, with the British Library and Camden Market along the route, and then follows Regent’s Canal to Paddington and further west.

Cycleway 4 runs from Blackfriars in central London all the way to Greenwich. There’s already a lot to see along the way, including Borough Market and the Brunel Museum, and you can use the route to get to the starting point of the Greenwich to Canary Wharf ride.

Cycleway 17 leads you from Elephant and Castle to Burgess Park and onward to Camberwell.

The Thames


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1hr
	
Easy
	
4 miles




Take a spin along London’s famous river.

Grab one of the Santander Cycles around Tower Hill and follow the Cycleway heading west along Upper Thames Street, then for a long stretch along the Thames. You’ll pass a charming garden in the ruins of St Dunstan in the east, plus London, Southwark, Millennium, Blackfriars and Waterloo bridges. Roll past Cleopatra’s Needle until you reach Big Ben and the Palace of Westminster. Cross Westminster Bridge to return east on the south side of the river. Here you will see the London Eye up close and you can wander around the Southbank. Follow Upper Ground towards the Tate Modern. From here you’ll get a good view of St Paul’s. Finish at Borough Market.

Velodrome Rides


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1hr
	
Intermediate
	
10 miles




Try something different and join local cyclists going round (and round) the track.

London has two velodromes: in Herne Hill in South London and in the Lea Valley in Northeast London. Both of them have drop-in sessions and offer bike hire and other equipment for visitors using the track. It’s a thrilling experience to fly around the track at speeds you won’t get to on the streets. Lee Valley VeloPark has a pump track and a road circuit in addition to the velodrome and it can be visited on the Hackney Wick & Olympic Park ride. Herne Hill is one of the oldest cycling tracks in the world and so it is more shallow than the modern ones. It is easily accessed by train.
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Southern England
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05 Mount’s Bay

Explore Cornwall’s coastline from Penzance to Marazion with this easy sea wall cycle with views of St Michael’s Mount.

06 Bath

City and countryside: explore the Georgian history of Bath and its surrounds, from tunnels to towpath, on this easy circular route.

07 New Forest

Linking quaint villages with flowing gravel tracks and open heathland lanes, look out for New Forest ponies on this varied cycle.

08 Downs Link

From countryside to sea, ride along former railway track beds in West Sussex to reach the shingle beach at Shoreham-on-Sea.

09 Exe Estuary

Ride a serene loop of the Exe Estuary, starting from Exeter’s bustling quay, including a ferry crossing from Starcross.

10 Forest of Dean

Magnificent sculptures, grazing Highland cattle and tranquil forest trails away on this family-friendly cycle in the former royal hunting ground.
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Explore

Southern England

With miles upon miles of spectacular coastline stretching from the Welsh border to Kent, many people immediately conjure up images of sandy beaches and chalky cliffs when thinking of Southern England. Yet explore a little further inland and you’ll find a hugely varied agricultural landscape, from the upland farms of Dartmoor to expansive fields of the Salisbury Plains. Settlements range from quaint villages of thatched ‘chocolate box’ cottages to bustling towns and historic cities. The south can certainly be classed as hilly, though former railway lines, canal towpaths and bayside trails offer a more tranquil way to enjoy the region by bike.

Bath

The honey-coloured Cotswold city of Bath stone is nothing less than enchanting. The Unesco World Heritage site is famed for its Roman baths, which have been meticulously preserved and can still be enjoyed today. Keeping to the luxurious theme, you’ll find plenty of upmarket hotels and highly rated restaurants in Bath, often set in magnificent Georgian townhouses. There’s plenty to explore around the city, from visiting the Royal Crescent and Bath Abbey to the Jane Austen Centre. If you’d rather venture a little further afield, there are countless surrounding picture-perfect villages, with old stone pubs offering a cosy welcome.

Brighton

This vibrant city on the Sussex coast is known around the world for its blend of historic landmarks, including Regency squares, grand crescents and Palace Pier, and welcoming attitude, diverse culture and significant LGBTIQ+ community. Brighton’s creative streak shines through, with its impressive selection of art exhibitions, theatre shows, music gigs, comedy nights and concerts, in addition to the popular Brighton Festival and Brighton Fringe Festival. Enjoy the vast expanse of pebble beach on the English Channel and the quintessentially English hills and villages of the South Downs National Park a short drive away. Just a couple of hours by car from Dover, and even less from Portsmouth, it’s a great first stop from these ferry ports.


.
When to Go

The south of England benefits from a milder climate than most of Britain, so you don’t need to wait for summer to get on your bike. Bright spring days and crisp autumn explorations can be just as enjoyable as those high summer rides. Having said that, the weather can still be unpredictable, and certainly wetter in the west.



Lostwithiel

Far from a major hub in Cornwall, what Lostwithiel lacks in size it makes up for in character. The ancient stannary town, located in the south-east of the county at the head of the Fowey Estuary, is best known for antiques, with a staggering number of speciality shops, regular fairs and auctions making it an antiques-lover’s paradise. With easy access to both the south and north coasts of Cornwall, it makes for a delightful base to explore from, with the nearby Duchy of Cornwall Nursery and National Trust Lanhydrock Estate both highly recommended.

Shaftesbury

A humble Dorset market town made famous by the Hovis advert on the steep, cobbled Gold Hill, Shaftesbury is a fantastic gateway to the southwest with plenty to do and see within close reach. Established as a Saxon hilltop settlement, the town boasts splendid views over the Blackmore Vale. There’s a real mix of accommodation on offer here, from homely guesthouses to nearby glamping retreats. Time your visit in July to coincide with the Shaftesbury Fringe Festival if you enjoy live music, dance and comedy.


P
TRANSPORT

Public transport options across the south of England are good, with train lines linking most major towns and cities. While you’re able to take your bike on trains, you may need to reserve a space in advance, especially at peak times and on main lines, so do check at the time of booking.



B WHAT’S ON

Royal Windsor Horse Show

(rwhs.co.uk; May) Showing, jumping, dressage and endurance events.

Gloucester Cheese Rolling

(gloucestercheeserolling.co.uk; June) Runners compete to chase the rolling cheese.

Falmouth Regatta

(falmouthweek.co.uk; August) Sailing, live music and much more take over the town.

Clovelly Herring Festival

(clovelly.co.uk/event/herring-festival; November) In celebration of the arrival of the ‘silver darlings’ to the North Devon coast.


i WHERE TO STAY

From charming guesthouses and B&Bs to lively hostels, grand castle hotels and holiday cottages, there’s a huge variety on offer when it comes to choosing where to stay in the south of England.

Whether you’re looking for indulgent luxury, a picturesque campsite or you’d like to try living as the locals do, there’s something to suit all budgets. Looking for something quirky? You’ll find treehouses, traditional shepherd huts, yurts and more on AirBnB.

As these counties are popular holiday destinations for domestic travel in the summer months, it’s wise to book in advance to avoid disappointment.




Resources

Sustrans (sustrans.org.uk/national-cycle-network) Extensive guidance for National Cycle Network (NCN) routes.

Cycling UK (cyclinguk.org) A cycling charity that developed the West Kernow Way and King Alfred’s Way bikepacking routes.

Visit England (visitengland.com/things-to-do/cycling) Additional inspiration for bike rides across multiple regions..
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Mount’s Bay


Best for COASTAL SCENERY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1hr
	
Easy
	
6 miles
	
Penzance station


	
TERRAIN
	
Predominantly traffic-free paved cycle path




Reopened in 2022 after major upgrade works, the Mount’s Bay cycle route links Penzance to the town of Marazion, with a safe traffic-free path that runs right next to the sea and offers magnificent views of St Michael’s Mount. The popular track also forms part of the South West Coast Path, as well as part of National Cycle Network Route 3, linking Land’s End to Bristol. A rare section of flat terrain in hilly Cornwall, the paved route is also gate-free, making it accessible for all types of adaptive bicycles.
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Bike Hire

Local hire scheme Beryl has a fleet of mint-coloured e-bikes in Penzance and Marazion for hire. Download the Beryl app to find available bikes across the area, unlock and ride.

Starting Point

Easily accessible by mainline train and with plentiful pay-and-display parking, Penzance train station makes for a good starting point.



01 Starting from the pedestrian entrance to the train station, take the road to the right, where you’ll see route markers for National Cycle Network Route 3 on the lampposts. Turn left, and immediately left again to follow the road towards the Penzance Sailing Club, with the bus station to your left. After just 100m, you’ll see the grey sign on your left for the Mount’s Bay Coast Path.

02 The path starts as a wide pavement beside an access road, before peeling off between the sea wall and the fence beside the railway tracks. You’ll soon get your first glimpse of St Michael’s Mount in the bay, with the English Channel stretching out before you. There’s an area to your right with a few seats looking out to sea, as well as a number of tree-like wooden sculptures. These are the works of Emma Smith, aided by the residents of Penwith. Named Gwelen, meaning ‘rod, pole’ and ‘to see’, these forms are a nod to Cornwall’s largest submerged forest, right here in Mount’s Bay. You’ll see many more of these lining the trail as you continue on towards Marazion.
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St Michael’s Mount
Jason Ho/Shutterstock ©

03 The sea wall soon lowers, offering even more spectacular views. The huge boulders that form part of the sea defences sited between you and the beach offer no doubt that this scene isn’t always so calm and peaceful. The track is wide enough for two-way pedestrian and cycle traffic, and paved, so almost any type of bike is suitable. It’s a good idea to make sure you have a bell fitted to your bike, as it can become busy during the summer months.

04 You’ll pass more areas of seating and sculptures as you make your way along the path. Take some time to sit and enjoy the view, looking back to Penzance to see how far you’ve travelled already.

05 At Longrock, the path wiggles a little to wind around the edge of the car park. Over halfway to Marazion, the beach is now wide and sandy, and your view of the Mount grows ever clearer, with the castle on the top of the rock and harbour walls down below lined with cream-coloured cottages.


St Michael’s Mount

In Cornish, St Michael’s Mount is known as ‘Karrek Loos yn Koos’, which translates as ‘grey rock in the wood’. This is interesting, as we know of a prehistoric forest, now submerged in Mount’s Bay.

Today, the St Aubyn family, who have made the castle-topped island their home since the 17th century, run the island in partnership with the National Trust. You can buy tickets to visit the castle, harbour, gardens and village, still home to 30 island residents. Access to the island is by foot at low tide across the ancient cobbled causeway, and by boat at high tide.



06 There’s a little cream-coloured beach hut right beside the path with ‘The Hoxton Special’ painted in blue lettering. As well as offering kitesurfing, paddleboarding, kayaking and yoga lessons, there’s also a cafe serving up coffee, cream teas, sandwiches and salads. The final section into Marazion requires some riding on the road, so if you’d rather just ride on the traffic-free cycle trail, this makes a good break spot and place to turn around.

07 Take care as you rejoin the road for a short section. Take the first exit on your left, onto a much quieter road, which is also part of National Cycle Network Route 3. This takes you past the entrance to RSPB Marazion Marsh, an area of reedbeds, willow scrub and grassland on the opposite side of the main road to the beach. While this forms an important overwintering site for bitterns, you’re more likely to see swifts, sand martins and warblers in the summer months.

08 At the T-junction, ignore the cycle route signs to turn right, rejoining the main road into central Marazion. To your right, there’s a line of bike parking, well-signposted from the road next to the public toilets and playpark. It’s worth bringing a lock with you so you can explore the town, or perhaps even St Michael’s Mount, on foot.

09 Choose between cafe delights, a pasty on the beach, pub grub or hotel fine dining, with something for everyone on offer in Marazion. Once you’ve had your fill, all that’s left to do is turn around and head back again, retracing your pedal strokes exactly the way you came, though this time with a different view: Penzance merges into the busy fishing port of Newlyn, and the quaint village of Mousehole clinging to the coast beyond.


s Take a Break

CHAPEL ROCK CAFÉ At the halfway point, Marazion has a whole host of eateries to cater for all tastes. For light lunches including fresh Newlyn crab sandwiches, delicious cakes and hot drinks, Chapel Rock Café is hard to beat.

If you’d rather get something to take and eat on the sandy beach overlooking St Michael’s Mount, then Philps have got you covered with traditional Cornish pasties. For a more refined meal, the Godolphin Hotel serves up exquisite plates, which you can enjoy on the terrace overlooking the bay.




Jubilee Pool

Why not extend your visit with a trip to Jubilee Pool? Not only does Penzance offer the UK’s largest sea water art deco lido, but with the geothermally heated pool and an upmarket cafe-bar on site, the experience can be as luxurious as it is exhilarating!

The geothermal pool is heated up to 35°C using a geothermal well that’s 410m deep, meaning that you can enjoy a warm soak year-round at a very low carbon footprint.

The main pool is filled by the tides, so usually a degree or two above sea temperature.
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Bath


Best for HISTORY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2hr
	
Easy
	
12.4 miles
	
Kingsmead Square


	
TERRAIN
	
Paved cycleway, towpath and city streets




This loop from Bath is a varied ride of three different scenes: the paved Two Tunnels Cycleway leading you out of the city centre on a traffic-free path, some hillier lanes leading you through the village of Monkton Combe, and your return leg on the towpath alongside the Kennet and Avon Canal. Expect brightly coloured canal boats, iconic views over the city of Bath, exhilarating tunnels and plenty of wildlife along this easy circular route that takes you from the heart of the city right out into the countryside in no time at all.
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Bike Hire

Located a short five-minute walk from Bath Spa train station, Bath EBike Hire offers mountain bike, hybrid, e-bike and e-cargo hire, as well as children’s bikes and trailers.

Starting Point

Just half a mile from the train station, Bath’s Kingsmead Square provides an excellent starting and finishing point, with a huge selection of eateries as well as benches and bike racks.



01 From Kingsmead Square, cross onto Monmouth Street to start your ride, heading out of the centre. Follow the signs for National Cycle Network Route 4, through the traffic lights and left down Cumberland Row to join New King Street. Riding down between rows of Bath stone townhouses and past the green by Norfolk Crescent, you’re led onto the path alongside the River Avon.

02 Follow the paved cycling and walking route next to the river, which makes up part of the Bristol and Bath Railway Path. This area is more modern than central Bath, with industrial sites and redevelopments. Soon you’ll meet a footbridge over the river, signposted for National Cycle Network Route 244 Two Tunnels Greenway. It’s best to dismount when you cross over, as the bridge is narrow and shared with pedestrians. Follow the blue cycleway signs along the pavement past Lidl, over the traffic light crossing on the A36 and turn right onto Burnham Road. A short climb up Inverness Road leads you to the cycleway, where you turn right following the signs for Midford and Radstock.
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Kennet and Avon Canal
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03 You’re now on the Two Tunnels Greenway, heading out of Bath on a wide, paved path lined with trees and bushes. As you cross a few bridges, look left for spectacular views over the city of Bath stone, with terraces built up onto the hillsides that gleam on a sunny day. It’s not long before you reach the feature that gives this trail its name. While the Two Tunnels are lit down the sides, these lights are fairly dim, so it’s important that you take your own lights with you. Not only does this help you to see your way better, but also to help you be seen by other walkers and cyclists in the tunnels.

04 The first tunnel is shorter, with an average ride time of two minutes. Keep left as you ride through the gates and into Devonshire Tunnel, allowing your eyes to adjust to the darkness as you enjoy the flat route through the hillside rather than climbing over it. You pop out of the other side of the tunnel, seemingly straight out into the countryside, onto a wide, paved track, with large trees dripping with ivy flanking the trail upon steep banks covered with hart’s-tongue fern.


y
TOP TIP:

Avon Canal Add-On

If you’d like to explore more of the Avon Canal, you can add a 9.5-mile extension by turning right at Dundas Aqueduct and heading to Bradford-on-Avon and back. The flat towpath will also take you over Avoncliff Aqueduct, designed and built by the same engineer as Dundas, John Rennie.



05 Up next, Combe Down Tunnel is considerably longer at around a mile long, which takes approximately ten minutes to ride through. You might even notice music playing through the tunnel, which is part of an art installation called Passage, together with the light show. Look out for the arched recesses in the tunnel sides, which were used by maintenance engineers working in the long tunnels as refuges when trains passed.

06 After you emerge from the second tunnel, keep an eye out to your right. On the top of the grassy hill over the black iron railings, you’ll see the impressive sight of Midford Castle. This ornate folly castle dating back to 1775 is accompanied by a stable block and chapel, and was previously owned by Hollywood actor Nicolas Cage!

07 Just before riding under the next bridge, turn left off the cycleway to follow National Cycle Network Route 24 towards Monkton Combe. Take care on the narrow lane, starting with a descent to Tucking Mill. Pause to admire the granite memorial stone to the front of this pretty cottage, where William Smith, the ‘father of English geology’ who created the first geological map of England, was thought to have once lived.


s Take a Break

SOCIETY CAFE Whether you’re searching for a pre-ride coffee or a post-ride refuel, Society Cafe in Kingsmead Square is a firm favourite. Its range of speciality coffee comes highly rated, though there’s plenty more to choose from, including fruit smoothies, hot chocolates and loose-leaf teas. If you’re feeling peckish, there’s also a great range of bakes.



08 This undulating lane ends with a climb, delivering you into the familiar Bath stone village of Monkton Combe. Besides the Wheelwright Arms pub which you pass by, the village is mainly characterised by the large, independent school which makes use of many of the historic buildings. Turn right when you reach the sports courts, where you’ll see the cycle route signposted for Bath. You’ll need to dismount to push your bike down a short but steep stretch of path. Remounting in the gravel car park, exit to the left onto the rough tarmac driveway, with views over the cricket field as you ride out of the school grounds.

09 Just before the driveway meets the major road, there’s a sharp left turning between steel gates. Here you’ll find the Canal Visitor Centre and the Angelfish cafe, which would make for a good mid-ride stop.

10 A short pedal along the paved cycleway leads you alongside the railway and the River Avon to Dundas Aqueduct. You’ll see the mighty Bath stone arches from a way off as you approach, and it’s well worth taking a pause here to admire the engineering feat at play. Spanning over both the River Avon and the railway line below, the aqueduct hosts pedestrian and cycle paths over the top, flanking the Kennet and Avon Canal.


Two Tunnels Greenway

The Two Tunnels Greenway is a tranquil, traffic-free link between the city of Bath and the Midford Valley, but it hasn’t always been this way.

Like many excellent cycleways in Great Britain, it was formerly a railway line. The Somerset and Dorset Joint Railway once linked Bath to Bournemouth on the south coast, and was used both for local passenger travel to the nearby Mendip Hills and weekend trips to the seaside, as well as freight.

Though the railway was closed in the mid-1960s as part of the Beeching cuts, its legacy allows us to still escape the city today.
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11 This next section of the route is unpaved, though nothing too challenging. Follow signs for Bath, now on National Cycle Network Route 4. Enjoy looking at the brightly coloured canal boats as you pootle along the towpath, crossing over the bridge to ride along the eastern bank. If you fancy a little detour, you can visit the pumping station at Claverton, just over the train crossing. This huge, working water wheel enables the beam engine to pump water from the River Avon up to the Kennet and Avon Canal some 15m above.

12 Further along the gravel towpath you’ll reach Bathampton, with benches under the trees providing a good picnic spot, and the George Inn, always a popular choice. From here the canal towpath is paved, and tends to be busier as you approach Bath, so ride with care. Canal boats and other houseboats line the water to your left, while you’ll soon see another magnificent cityscape of the characteristic honey-coloured terraces of Bath.


Bath Stone

Look around the city of Bath, as well as other villages and towns in the Cotswolds and you’re likely to see the majority of buildings and bridges constructed out of a honey-coloured stone. But what exactly is it?

Sourced locally from Combe Down and Bathampton Down mines, this limestone known as ‘Bath stone’ gives the area its characteristic aesthetic. The rock was formed in the Jurassic Period, between 135 and 195 million years ago, when the area around Bath was under a shallow sea.

Some of these mines were put to use in the early 20th century as munitions stores.
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13 Follow National Cycle Network Route 4 signs to exit the canal onto Beckford Road. Stay in the left-hand lane, turning left at the traffic lights before turning right a little further along onto Great Pulteney Street, opposite the Holburne Museum. This grand street offers a fantastic experience to ride between impressive Georgian properties, including some of the most prestigious addresses in the city. It comes as no surprise that the street has been used as a location in several famous films including Vanity Fair and Les Misérables.

14 Pass straight over the roundabout with the fountain in the middle onto Argyle Street, then straight again to cross Pulteney Bridge between all the shops and eateries. After following the cycle signs to turn left, pull off the road onto the pavement to stop and admire the bridge you just crossed. Remarkably, Pulteney Bridge is just one of four in the world to be totally lined with buildings on both sides. In fact, the design was inspired by two others: Florence’s Ponte Vecchio and Venice’s Rialto Bridge. From this vantage point, you can see the three arches where the River Avon flows, and the weirs below: an iconic Bath scene.

15 For the last leg back to Kingsmead Square, continue to follow signs for National Cycle Network Route 4, which lead you around Alkmaar Gardens, past Bath Abbey and down Cheap Street. Lined with shops, this is a bustling pedestrian and cycle street, so take great care. At the end of the street, cross carefully to end your ride in Kingsmead Square.


s Take a Break

ANGELFISH With an extensive breakfast and lunch menu on offer as well as a good selection of hot and cold drinks, the Angelfish is a good refuelling station at the halfway point. For those with a sweet tooth, the delectable homemade cakes are not to be missed.
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New Forest


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Difficult
	
18 miles
	
Woods Cyclery, Lyndhurst


	
TERRAIN
	
Wide gravel forest roads




Medieval hunting ground and 18th-century Royal Navy shipbuilding source turned national park, the New Forest is a sublime area of woodland, heathland and wetland just a stone’s throw from the south coast. Home to miles of traffic-free gravel roads through the forest, the area makes for a fantastic place to cycle for all abilities. Enjoy the forest’s tracks, a few quiet roads and the quaint village of Brockenhurst on this hilly loop from Lyndhurst. There’s plenty to see, with free-roaming New Forest ponies, cattle, sheep and pigs along much of the route.
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Bike Hire

Based in central Lyndhurst, the Woods Cyclery specialises in off-road riding and bike hire, with a fleet of gravel bikes, hardtails and e-bikes, as well as children’s bikes and bike seats.

Starting Point

Lyndhurst offers an excellent starting point, with plentiful central pay-and-display parking, bike hire, shops and cafes. If arriving by train, you can start the loop from Brockenhurst station.



01 Start from the Woods Cyclery, a bike shop, workshop and hire centre in central Lyndhurst that also serves up excellent hot drinks and pastries. The first section involves riding a little on the road, though you’ll soon be far from it on traffic-free gravel roads through the forest. Take Gosport Lane onto Clay Hill to the left, before turning off the road onto the smaller Beechen Lane. This residential street leads you to a set of wooden gates, with the forest stretching out beyond. Follow the wide, flowing gravel track straight ahead.

02 You’ll see some wooden posts with arrows and a cycling symbol to mark the official cycling routes, which you’ll be following for parts of this ride. If you scan the waymarker’s QR code, you can download the New Forest cycle routes map. Look around you as you enjoy the trail, with oak, beech, birch and tall pines lining the trail, along with lots of bracken. After Park Hill, and a more open, grassy area, turn right through the gates.
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03 Don’t whizz down the hill too fast, as you’re taking the first gravel road on the left. Take another sharp left at the end, following the gravel until you reach the tarmac road. Turning right, this leads you along National Cycle Network Route 2, through a small brick smallholding, before turning back to gravel through the trees.

04 Ride through the pine plantation for a while, passing over the railway bridge. If you haven’t already seen any, the next open, grassy section is a good place to spot New Forest ponies. Continuing to follow National Cycle Network Route 2 signs, the sandy gravel track leads you to Beaulieu Road, where you turn right. Though it’s a busier road, you soon turn off left just before the Pig Hotel. Cross the Lymington River and past the gorgeous Brockenhurst Park Estate and ornate gatehouse.


Pannage Pigs

While the New Forest is an excellent cycling destination year-round, thanks to its extensive network of well-draining gravel tracks, it really is hard to beat in autumn. The turning leaves create an artwork of reds, yellows and oranges that transform the forest and tracks.

New Forest ponies are usually rounded up by the locals at this time of year, and pigs released. Why? Known as pannage pigs, these hogs sniff out and eat all the acorns that would otherwise be poisonous to the ponies.

The pannage tradition that harks back centuries is still very important in the New Forest today.



05 Turn right onto Lymington Road to cross over the railway line by the train station in Brockenhurst, before turning left onto the main road through the village. Choose from the cafes, shops or bakery if you fancy a mid-ride stop here. Turn left at the end of Brookley Road for a short road stint, taking the second gravel track on your right. This leads you off the road past some lovely houses on the edge of the open grazing and heathland.

06 There’s a fantastic road section next, as you turn left onto Rhinefield Road. Smooth tarmac leads you across the open landscape and past the magnificent Rhinefield House on your left. You’re headed towards one of the New Forest’s most adored spectacles, Rhinefield Ornamental Drive: a road lined with huge conifers including giant redwoods, as well as colourful azaleas and rhododendrons. For this route, however, peel off to the left following the cycleway signs, where you’ll follow a parallel gravel track rather than heading down the paved road.

07 Take the first right and ride through the shallow ford, enjoying this serene path between the tall trees. Cross over Rhinefield Road, continuing to follow cycleway markers. You’ll reach a junction where five gravel tracks meet. Take a left, and after passing through the gate, you’ll reach the edge of the dead forest. Take an eerie ride past hundreds of standing dead trees before a short, sharp climb up Hurst Hill.

08 Take a left at the next junction to ride up a long but shallow hill, heading north back towards Lyndhurst. Exit the forest at the top, turning right onto the undulating lane past Wilverley Park. When you reach Chapel Lane, ride just 100m on the one-way road before turning right up Sandy Lane.

09 Join Shrubbs Hill Road for the final approach to Lyndhurst centre, keeping in the right-hand lane to bring you right back to Lyndhurst High Street. Locks are on offer at the Woods Cyclery, if you want to rack up your bike securely and enjoy some of the cafe’s treats inside.


s Take a Break

BUTTERY At the halfway point, the pretty village of Brockenhurst is a good place for a pit stop. On your left as you ride down the high street, you’ll find the Buttery tearooms. You can wheel your bike into the rear courtyard at the back where there’s a bike rack, tap for water bottle refills and outdoor seating.

The traditional menu includes a good range of cakes, hot drinks and cream teas, as well as savoury dishes including jacket potatoes, omelettes, toasties and cooked breakfasts.




Cycling in the New Forest

Though there are many, many gravel tracks through the New Forest, not all of them allow cycling. While it may seem perfectly tranquil when you visit, the region is still a working landscape, be that forestry, farming and equestrian activity across the forest. Off-road cycling is permitted on bridleways, byways and restricted byways, as well as on the designated cycle routes. Scan the QR code on the waymarker posts to download the New Forest cycle routes map, or purchase a paper copy in visitor centres or bike shops. Don’t be tempted to approach or feed grazing ponies, cattle or pigs.
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Downs Link


Best for NATURE




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
20.6 miles
	
Christ’s Hospital/Shoreham-by-Sea


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free gravel cycleway and road




Designed to join the North Downs in Surrey and South Downs in West Sussex, the Downs Link is a predominantly traffic-free trail for cyclists, walkers and horse riders that follows the way of two former railway lines. Unlike the striking hillsides that it connects, most of the Downs Link is delightfully flat and easygoing. From country to sea, enjoy this remarkably varied journey through green farmland, woods and expansive parkland. For the final section, ride alongside the River Adur as it winds its way to the English Channel.
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Bike Hire

Southwater Cycles is based in nearby Loxwood and offers a huge range of bikes for hire, from adult mountain bikes and hybrids to tandems, children’s bikes and trailers.

Starting Point

Though you could choose to join the Downs Link at many different points, Christ’s Hospital near Horsham has a train station which makes return travel by rail easy.



01 Starting from Christ’s Hospital train station, take the road heading south, well-marked for the Downs Link on green signs. After a brief gravel track past some of the school’s playing fields, you’re directed onto a narrow track heading straight out into the countryside.

02 The trail soon widens, with the gravel track flanked by tree-lined banks. This first section takes you past wide, open fields before you reach the first settlement on the route, Southwater. Follow the rustic post and rail fencing that characterises the area to cross the main road. The Downs Link takes you through Southwater Country Park before leaving the town.


Rail to Trail

Like many good cycle trails in the UK, the route of the Downs Link was formerly part of two railways. The Cranleigh Line linked Guildford to Horsham, and the Steyning Line ran from Horsham to Shoreham-by-Sea.

For a hundred years, these railways had allowed city dwellers to escape to the seaside, as well as serving the cement and brick factories along the route. Both were closed in the mid-1960s following the Beeching Report, which saw a profound impact on railways across the UK.

Thanks to the work of the local authorities, the Downs Link was opened in 1984.
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03 Though pretty straight, the Downs Link continues to be varied along its length. Ride through patches of woodland, between fields, down in sunken sections lined with beech trees, and next to parkland, studded with mighty oaks. After a track crossing at Copsale, the next point of interest you’ll reach is West Grinstead station. The former station platform, signalling post and even a carriage on tracks remain here, giving you a glimpse into what this section of the Downs Link used to be like.

04 You’ll soon reach the village of Partridge Green. You’ll see grey signs here for the Bike Side, an excellent bike shop that also serves up bacon sandwiches and coffee just a few streets off the trail. A short road stint is necessary along the Downs Link next, though you can ride on the pavement alongside Bines Road for most of it. Turn left as signposted down the wide farm track, then swing right to rejoin the path of the former railway.

05 Cross the River Adur for the first time. As you approach Henfield, you near the halfway mark for the ride. Take care as a short road section leads you through the town’s edge, down a steep residential street before a sharp right-hand turn to rejoin the off-road track. If you’re ready for a break, the Cabin at Berretts Farm is right on the trail here.

06 A wetland area comes next along the trail to your right, so look out for geese and other waterfowl as you continue on the Downs Link. You might also see your first glimpses of the South Downs ahead of you in the distance. Cross the River Adur again before following the track to the right, up a stony bank and across the middle of open fields. When you reach the farm track, descend the double track with care, as it can be quite rough.

07 From Wyckham Farm, the views over the South Downs are now much clearer, and more impressive. Thankfully, you won’t need to scale this hillside, but rather ride though the dip where the River Adur flows. Another road section follows, this time through the residential streets on the edge of Steyning and skirting Bramber village. If you fancy a historical diversion here, the ruins of Bramber Castle date back nearly 1000 years and are free to visit.


s Take a Break

CABIN Located at the southern side of Henfield, after 10 miles and right on the Downs Link, the Cabin at Berretts Farm makes for a perfect mid-way stop. The tricky part will be choosing from the many cakes on offer, as well as numerous hot and soft drinks. The Cabin is set in a field with splendid views, which you can enjoy while sipping your cuppa from one of the many picnic benches.



08 This section of the Downs Link leads you across fields and under the Steyning Bypass, doubling back on the other side. Rejoin the banks of the River Adur, meeting the South Downs Way at the bridge crossing. The well-surfaced gravel track leads you towards Shoreham-by-Sea, past the old cement works. The final approach is paved, with numerous sculptures beside the river, where you often spot wading birds on the mudflats at low tide.

09 To make your way to the beach, ride down the high street before crossing the river on the traffic-free Adur Ferry Bridge. Pass the ice-cream and chip shops on Ferry Road to ride straight towards the huge shingle beach.

10 If you wish to make your way back to Christ’s Hospital, retrace your route over the bridge and continue straight down East Street and past the church to the train station.


Downs Link Wildlife

Linking woodland with pasture, wildflower banks, wetland marsh and river habitats, the Downs Link has become an important wildlife corridor since the closure of the railways.

At the southern end, the River Adur is managed as an RSPB reserve, where the tidal estuary meets the sea. Here, you can see lapwing, dunlin, oystercatcher and redshank foraging at low tide on the mudflats and in the salt marsh. Across the open grassland, look out for stonechat, yellowhammer, linnets and skylark. Buzzards circling on the thermals, foxes sneaking through the woods and foraging bats at twilight are also all common sights.
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Adur Ferry Bridge, Shoreham-by-Sea
Nicola Pulham/Shutterstock ©
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Exe Estuary


Best for FOOD




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
20 miles
	
Exeter Quay


	
TERRAIN
	
Paved traffic-free cycleways




Completed in 2014, the Exe Estuary Trail is a predominantly traffic-free, paved cycle route that takes in both sides of the Exe Estuary, connecting Exeter Quay to Exmouth and Dawlish. With a seasonal ferry linking Exmouth and Starcross, it makes for a wonderful day out on the bike, passing through several historic towns, offering spectacular views across the estuary, and as a hotspot for wading birds, ducks and more, is an unmissable ride for wildlife lovers. While the route is not short, the trail is largely flat and easygoing, which is rare for these parts in Devon.
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Bike Hire

Situated at the heart of Exeter Quay, Saddles and Paddles offers bike hire from its workshop in Kings Wharf. The hybrids, mountain bikes, e-bikes and tandems are all suitable.

Starting Point

With a fantastic array of eateries and independent shops just a stone’s throw from the city centre, Exeter Quay makes for a great starting point near Exeter St Davids train station.



01 From Exeter Quay, make your way over the pedestrian and cycle bridge to the west side of the Exe, following the signs for the shared cycle path and National Cycle Network Route 2 heading for Exmouth and Starcross. Pass by the old industrial buildings on the quay, now home to breweries, bakeries, an activity centre and a boat yard as you hug the water’s edge. You’ll soon pass part of Exeter’s flood defences, where you can usually find a number of cormorants drying off on the string of floating buoys.

02 Cross over Exeter Ship Canal to ride into Riverside Valley Park. Following the straight cycle lane, you can often see egrets and other waterfowl in the marshland. Cross to rejoin the canal for the next section to Countess Wear Swing Bridge, where you use the crossing and turn right to follow the canal for your outward leg, signposted for Starcross and Dawlish.

[image: jpg]

Turf Hotel
Alexey Lobanov/Shutterstock ©

03 The wide, paved path alongside Exeter Ship Canal is an easy pedal, though take care to look out for other cyclists and walkers as it can become quite busy. This leads you past the passenger ferry for Topsham and the old lock cottage. If you’d like to shorten the route, this makes a lovely 9-mile loop.

04 The next point of interest is the well-renowned Turf Hotel, accessible only by foot, cycle and boat. The extensive beer gardens come alive in the summer months against the stunning backdrop of the Exe Estuary. A seasonal ferry also runs between here and Topsham.

05 The cycle route dips down below the banks for the next stint as you head south, alongside fields that are sometimes home to migratory geese or grazing cattle. The only proper climb on this side of the estuary comes next; up and over the railway bridge! Take care as you rejoin the shared road, which takes you past the historic Powderham Castle Estate. Here, deer graze the expansive parkland right down to the edge of the road.

06 Where the lane joins the main road into Starcross, peel off to the left onto the traffic-free path, leading you into the heart of Starcross. If you’re thirsty or peckish, the Teign Bean coffee stand just off the trail is always a good choice. A little further on past the public toilets you’ll see signs for the Starcross Ferry. As there are quite a few steps, you’ll need to carry your bike over the railway bridge to reach the ferry jetty at the end of the train platform.


s Take a Break

ROUTE 2 CAFE Named after the National Cycle Network route that the Exe Estuary Trail is part of, Route 2 Cafe offers you the choice of takeaway meals and drinks from its hatch that you can enjoy on the nearby quay, or ample seating inside the cosy converted cottage. You can borrow a lock to keep your bike safe while you sit inside.



07 After crossing at the mouth of the Exe Estuary by boat, get ready to enjoy the contrast of the eastern bank. Disembark in the heart of the harbour, close to Exmouth sea front. There’s an optional ride along the esplanade with views of the sandy beach, using the shared-use path, adding 3.5 miles if you venture right to the end of Queen’s Drive to the red cliffs and back. Ice cream by the sea, anyone?

08 Make your way out of Exmouth from the harbour via terraced streets to rejoin the shared-use path next to the rugby club. You’ll pass by Exmouth train station and meet National Cycle Network Route 2 again. After a few fields, you’re back on the Exe Estuary Trail, with water to your left again heading north.

09 It’s not long before you come across your first raised boardwalk section, which characterises this side of the trail. Where marshy land made building a conventional path impossible, these stretches made construction possible, riding above the mudflats, channels and tides.

10 The first village you reach on this side of the estuary is Lympstone. Rejoin the road, enjoying the open views back across to Starcross before a short road climb. There’s a steep descent into the narrow heart of the village so take care, then turn left immediately after the Swan Inn to follow the trail past the train station.

11 Did you know that almost all Royal Marines train here, just outside Lympstone? It will all become clear as you pass by the Commando Training Centre’s assault course next, used as part of their tough physical training regime. The oystercatchers have taken a liking to this field too, and these birds can sometimes be seen in groups foraging in the grass.

12 A few more boardwalk sections later, you’ll arrive in Exton. Join the lane through the village, continuing to follow the blue signage and passing the Puffing Billy Inn. With excellent dishes on offer here, there’s no surprise that it’s very popular with trail users during the summer months.

13 A left turn after the Puffing Billy takes you past some impressive houses and back onto the traffic-free trail for the last stretch alongside the estuary to Topsham. As you near the town, you’ll find a fork. A left turn takes you to Topsham, while the cycle path to the right gives you the option of a 1 mile out-and-back ride to Darts Farm. Here, you can find an RSPB shop with plenty more information about sightings on the Exe Estuary, as well as a farm shop and cafe kiosk.


Wildlife on the Exe

The Exe Estuary is internationally renowned as an important overwintering site for migratory birds, and home year-round to many species of waders. Time your ride right with the low tide, and you’ll likely see them out on the mudflats foraging. Curlew, avocet, oystercatcher, redshank, lapwing and sandpiper can be seen through the seasons, as well as shoveler, wigeon, teal and pintail ducks.

Keep a lookout in the waterways near Exeter Ship Canal too. Beavers have been spotted frequenting the channel near Turf Locks, thought to be part of the family reintroduced to the nearby River Otter.
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Redshank, Exe Estuary
Stephen John Edwards/Shutterstock ©

14 Take the iron bridge over the River Clyst towards Topsham. Keep an eye out as you cross this impressive structure as you can often see avocets foraging below near the boats on a low tide. The final boardwalk section awaits here, shouldered by a tall wooden fence punctuated with lookouts across the reedbeds. Part of the RSPB Bowling Green and Goosemoor reserve, you can see even more waterfowl if you turn left after crossing under the railway bridge to head to the Lookout Hide.

15 A short, sharp hill takes you into Topsham, before you turn left onto Monmouth Street. This is your first glimpse of just how quaint this riverside town is, and you’ll soon see why it gets so busy with visitors. Stopping for a break here is highly recommended. Route 2 Cafe offers a cosy atmosphere, Circle is good for specialty coffee, and the Lighter Inn is a charming pub with plentiful outdoor seating.


y
TOP TIP:

Ferry Facts

The Starcross to Exmouth Ferry runs from April to October. Adult tickets are £5 (cash only) and there’s a £2 supplement for bikes. If you’re riding out of season, the out-and-back to Starcross and Exmouth without the ferry crossing totals 34 miles.



16 National Cycle Network Route 2 leads you out of Topsham past the Passage House Inn. The next section is less scenic, as you ride alongside the main Exeter Road on a shared-use cycleway. After Plants Galore, the route wiggles through Countess Wear, then back out alongside a main road that crosses the River Exe on a shared pavement.

17 You’re now retracing your earlier track back into Exeter. Enjoy a magnificent view of the city centre and the cathedral tower as you approach through Riverside Country Park, before arriving back at the quay ready to celebrate your complete circumnavigation of the estuary.


s Take a Break

EXETER QUAY Exeter Quay boasts a huge range of eateries, from classic fish and chips at Rockfish to delicious pastries from Boatyard Bakery, Neapolitan-style pizzas at Topsham Brewery, excellent pub grub at the Prospect Inn and countless coffee spots in between.




A Dawlish Detour

If you’d like to extend your ride, continue down the west side of the Exe Estuary past the ferry crossing at Starcross to Dawlish. Still on National Cycle Network Route 2, this takes you through the village of Cockwood, around the charming harbour filled with sailing boats, past the double sand spit nature reserve at Dawlish Warren, beside the red cliffs of Langstone Rock and beside the train line into Dawlish town. If you’ve brought your swimmers, head all the way along to Coryton’s Cove for a sandy beach. Out and back, the extension adds 9 miles.
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Beach huts, Dawlish Warren
Carol Blaker/Shutterstock ©
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Forest of Dean


Best for HISTORY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2hr
	
Intermediate
	
12.8 miles
	
Dean Forest Cycles, Parkend


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free cycleways and gravel roads




Immerse yourself in nature in the Forest of Dean, a peaceful corner of rural Gloucestershire with a bustling industrial past. This predominantly off-road loop takes in the excellent traffic-free Family Cycle Trail, though with a delightful diversion. You’ll ride through the heathland of Worgreens conservation grazing area for your chance to see the Highland cattle and Exmoor ponies, and past the Forest of Dean’s Sculpture Trail. There’s also an optional diversion to New Fancy Viewpoint, offering spectacular views over the valley from above the canopy.
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Bike Hire

Dean Forest Cycles offers an impressive range of bikes for hire, including gravel bikes, hybrids, a suite of children’s bikes and e-bikes, which are all suitable for this unpaved route.

Starting Point

Start in the cosy village of Parkend, where you’ll find ample free on-street parking. Dean Forest Cycles is on the edge of the village by the heritage steam railway line.



01 A short stretch of road takes you into Parkend, where you can follow the bridleway through the heart of the village past the cricket ground and carefully cross the main road to join National Cycle Network Route 42 on Hughes Terrace. The trail is well-surfaced and slightly uphill.

02 When you reach Cannop Ponds, turn right to join the well-signposted Family Cycle Trail loop. The trail stretches out before you, shouldered by lush green forest. You’ll start to climb gradually before the gradient steepens between the trees. Don’t panic – this is the only significant climb on the whole route, and soon levels off again.

[image: jpg]

Forest of Dean
ANDREW ROSU/Shutterstock ©

03 Cross the road with care and follow the track around the base of New Fancy. This appears to be a hill, but is in fact a spoil heap from the former coal mine here. There’s an optional out-and-back detour to reach the summit – New Fancy Viewpoint – which is signposted as a left turn off the Family Cycle Trail, and is just under a mile in total. From the top, you can enjoy an expansive view over the treetops, and often glimpse birds of prey circling high above.

04 Carry on along the Family Cycle Trail heading north, through the plantations and beneath the stone bridge under Speech House Road. It won’t be long before you reach Foxes Bridge Colliery. This is where you leave the Family Cycle Trail, taking the next track on the left towards Worgreens.

05 Enter the nature reserve through the gate, which is accompanied by a notice about this conservation grazing area. Native Highland cattle, Hebridean and Herdwick sheep and Exmoor ponies are being used to maintain this rare lowland heath habitat. See if you can spot them before you leave the enclosure. Turn left onto a straight, paved road that runs through the heart of the reserve, before turning right onto a wide gravel track.


Verderers Trail

If you fancy taking your challenge up a level, then consider adding a lap of the blue-rated Verderers Trail to your ride. This 7-mile mountain biking loop starts at the Forest of Dean Cycle Centre, and is suitable for riders with a good grasp of off-road cycling, though the root and rock obstacles are small.

Expect to find single-track trails snaking between the trees and a climb up the hillside, made less steep thanks to the many switchback corners. The trail finishes with a smooth, flowing descent that leads you back to the cycle centre, no doubt with a grin on your face!



06 You’re past the highest point on the ride now, and the rest of it trends downhill. Wave goodbye to Worgreens reserve as you cross through the gate into the area of the forest that’s home to the sculpture trail. You’ll take an out-and-back diversion to visit one of the most spectacular of the installations here, Cathedral. Suspended between the trees, the 4.5m by 3m stained-glass window is an incredible hidden gem. To rejoin the Family Cycle Trail you’ll take a series of tracks heading west, passing close to some of the other large-scale sculptures, including Echo, which showcases the forest’s carboniferous sandstone, inspired by the rock face that sits directly behind it.

07 Rejoin the Family Cycle Trail near the White Gates sculpture, following the signs for the Forest of Dean Cycle Centre. After a short pedal down the trail, take the wooden cycle bridge to cross over the top of the road. Here you’ll find Pedalabikeaway cafe, which comes highly recommended as a mid-ride pit stop, complete with toilets and a bike shop. With bike hire also on offer and plentiful pay-and-display parking, you could also choose to start your ride here.

08 After a well-earned break, cross back over the bridge to rejoin the Family Cycle Trail, this time heading south towards Cannop Ponds. Take care crossing Speech House Road for the second time, and then continue on the trail that becomes wider and paved for a stretch with some small speed bumps. You’ll ride beside Cannop Ponds, which is well worth a diversion if you enjoy spotting wildlife. Many different species of duck can be found on the water here, including Mandarin ducks with their splendid colourful plumage.

09 Retrace your pedal strokes from the end of Cannop Ponds to Parkend village on the linking gravel trail. Why not end your ride with a treat from the cafe at Dean Forest Cycles, or a heartier meal at the Woodman Inn, also in the village?


s Take a Break

PEDALABIKEAWAY At 9.4 miles into your ride, the Forest of Dean Cycle Centre makes for the perfect place for a break. Pedalabikeaway cafe serves up an extensive range of lunch options for all tastes, as well as gorgeous homemade cakes and hot drinks. Its loaded fries, boar burgers and brightly coloured rainbow layer cake all come very highly recommended!

There’s some seating in front of the log burner for chillier days, as well as a large picnic area with bike racks for sitting outside.




Wild Boar

Keep your eyes peeled and you might just see some wild boar! Originally native to the UK, wild boar were driven to extinction by hunting over 300 years ago. The population of wild boar in the Forest of Dean was established from escaped and illegally released animals, and is now the largest population in the country.

While often elusive, rooting around in the earth or sleeping under trees, you might have a chance of seeing these wonderful creatures if you’re travelling through the forest by bike. Glimpsing the striped boar piglets in the summer is a special treat.
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Wild boar, Forest of Dean
Erni/Shutterstock ©



Also Try...

Granite Way


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
17 miles




Named after the rocky outcrops that characterise Dartmoor, the Granite Way is a traffic-free multi-use route from Okehampton to Lydford.

Part of National Cycle Network Route 27, the trail skirts the northwest edge of the national park, following the route of the former Southern Region railway line. The Granite Way is now more accessible than ever, thanks to the reopening of the Dartmoor Line, a railway linking Okehampton and Exeter.

Highlights include a spectacular view over Meldon Dam as you cross the iron Meldon Viaduct, a pit stop at Pump and Pedal cycling cafe, a visit to Lydford Castle, a ride over the granite Lake Viaduct and the option to explore Lydford Gorge, with the impressive White Lady Waterfall.
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Meldon Viaduct
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Viking Coastal Trail


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
18 miles




Following the Kent coastline from Margate to Reculver, ride the Viking Coastal Trail, part of National Cycle Network Route 15.

Starting from the sculpture of the man in the sea in Margate, one of 100 across the world by sculptor Anthony Gormley, make your way west along the sea wall on this largely traffic-free and flat route. Passing Westgate-on-Sea, enjoy views over the sandy beaches, brightly coloured beach huts and chalky cliffs. Keep an eye out for wildlife as you reach Reculver Country Park, a crucial stopping off point for migratory birds through the winter months.

Reculver Towers, along with the ruins of a roman fort, mark your furthest point, and are well worth an explore before you turn back.

Strawberry Line & Cheddar Gorge


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
4hr
	
Difficult
	
25 miles




This Somerset-based trail takes its name from the former Cheddar Valley Line railway, also known as the Strawberry Line due to the number of strawberries grown on the southern reaches of the Mendip Hills being transported to London.

Today the trackbed has been converted into an accessible, unpaved, multi-use route linking the village of Yatton to the popular village of Cheddar, best known for its incredible limestone gorge. Though the traffic-free trail is largely flat, it’s the distance covered that makes this ride more of a challenge. Ride as far up the gorge as you fancy, whether that’s a few hundred metres to get a taste of the towering cliffs, or challenging yourself to the whole climb!

Caen Hill Locks


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1½hr
	
Easy
	
10 miles




Home to the longest flight of canal locks in England, the Wiltshire market town of Devizes is a great starting place for an easy ride along the Kennet and Avon Canal.

No less than 29 locks need to be navigated in order to gain (or lose) 72m over the 2-mile stretch of water. Enjoy this feat of Georgian engineering from the wide, unpaved canal towpath, which forms part of National Cycle Network Route 4.

Further along, the Barge Inn at Seend Cleeve is a charming pub by the canal, which makes for an ideal mid-way stop and turning point for your return leg. Extend your ride to historic Bradford on Avon for a 25-mile round trip.
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Strawberry Line
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Central & Eastern England
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Sherwood Forest
Travellight/Shutterstock ©

11 Sherwood Forest

Ride from the manicured Clumber Park to the heart of the legendary ancient woodland in Nottinghamshire.

12 Cannock Chase

Take a loop of Britain’s smallest Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty on manicured gravel tracks. A taste of wilderness.

13 Monsal Trail

A flat, family-friendly trail through the heart of the Peak District, giving you beautiful views for minimal work.

14 Cromer to Sheringham

Ride between the resort town of Cromer to the seaside village of Sheringham via quiet back lanes and beautiful parkland.

15 Cambridge to Wimpole

Escape the bustle of Cambridge for a trip through quaint villages and pristine countryside away from large roads.

16 Tissington & High Peak Trails

A day adventure where a mix of repurposed railway lines take you high into the Derbyshire Dales on traffic-free paths.
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Explore

Central & Eastern England

For a small section of the country, Central England is a varied place: terrain and accent change rapidly as you travel through. It’s an area which alternates between rural idylls and bustling towns. To the east, you’ll find huge skies and pancake-flat roads through the fenlands of Norfolk and Cambridgeshire, while the Midlands and west teem with towns and cities where rolling hills, country parks and the remains of ancient woodlands fit around the urban centres. To the north, the high hills of the Peak District dominate the skyline; resolutely rural despite several major cities nestled into its edges.

If you’re travelling to cycle in Central England then it’s wise to divide it into compass points when thinking about where to base yourself, as each area offers something different.

Eastern England

In the east, the cities of Cambridge and Norwich are the major hubs, with direct train access to London. Historic Cambridge is a university city with all the vibrancy and history that entails, and allows easy travel out to the beautiful countryside of Suffolk, Essex and Cambridgeshire on various train lines. Norwich fulfills the same role for flat East Anglia, a small city that allows easy travel out to the Norfolk Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) with its coastal living, or the Norfolk Broads, with unique coastal ecosystems that feel very far away from the rest of the country.

Southern Central England

To the south, the university city of Oxford acts as a connecting point between the Chilterns, North Downs and the Cotswolds. Oxford is justifiably legendary for its colleges and culture, while these AONB are often conjured up when people think of England’s green and pleasant lands, with sleepy picturesque villages set amongst rolling farmland. They’re surprisingly well connected by train, and services from Oxford or London can take you out to places to start a rural bike ride with relative ease, though shops and supplies become harder to find in smaller villages.


.
When to Go

The scenery may change but the weather across this cross-section of England is broadly consistent. The best time to ride is normally from May to October, when the spring rains have died down and the summer heat is ramping up. The days are long then, with up to 15 hours of daylight during the high summer months.



Western Central England

The west is dominated by the Birmingham conurbation, and beauty and good riding are to be found a little further out. The town of Warwick is renowned for its medieval buildings and castle, with great access to picturesque country lanes. Further west, Shrewsbury sits on the edge of the Welsh border and the Shropshire hills, offering dramatic scenery, while Great Malvern is the gateway to the Malvern Hills. Both feel far removed from the bustle of urban Britain and provide opportunities for excellent riding.

Northern Central England

Sheffield provides the best starting point for exploring the Peak District in the north. The city sits directly on its edge, providing plentiful accommodation, exciting restaurants and amenities while being easy to get out into nature via excellent train links. If you’d like something quainter, try the spa town of Buxton or the small town of Bakewell. Buxton is famous for its mineral waters and spas, while Bakewell is situated directly in the Dales, meaning riding out into some unspoilt nature is incredibly easy.


P
TRANSPORT

Central England has a very extensive rail network, so getting to most places is easy with public transport, though check with the train company if you need to reserve a space for your bike. Some smaller towns and villages may require a bus to get to or from a train station, and unfortunately these are often infrequent in rural locations.



B WHAT’S ON

Sheffield Adventure Film Festival

(shaff.co.uk; March) Adventure films to get the heart pumping as well as talks and events.

Cotswold Show

(cotswoldshow.co.uk; July) Traditional country show in Cirencester Park.

Cambridge Shakespeare Festival

(cambridgeshakespeare.com; July/August) Open-air celebration of the works of the Bard.

North Norfolk Food Festival

(northnorfolkfoodfestival.co.uk; September) World-class chefs and local produce.


i WHERE TO STAY

Within cities you’ll find a range of hotels to fit any budget or taste, from high style to rough and ready. Once you get into smaller towns and villages your options will be greatly reduced and traditional B&Bs and pubs are often your best bet. They offer pleasant accommodation and food in quieter areas, allowing you to get out and explore from a homely base, as well as having a fortifying breakfast included in the price. Want to get close to nature? Many campsites, especially in the AONBs, offer camping pods: basic, warm wooden structures that are cheap and cheerful.




Resources

Peaks & Puddles (peaksandpuddles.com) Great informative blog with ideas for rides and walks across the Peak District.

Cycling UK (cyclinguk.org/ride/touring-and-expedition) Tips and routes for UK riding from national cycling advocates.

Sustrans (sustrans.org.uk) Huge database of traffic-free or quiet National Cycling Network routes.
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Sherwood Forest


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2–3hr
	
Intermediate
	
18 miles
	
Clumber Park Car Park


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free, gravel and forest tracks




This ride takes us back in time, from the well-to-do estate of Clumber Park, the former estate of the Dukes of Newcastle with its walled gardens and manicured grounds, to the heart of much-diminished Sherwood Forest, the legendary home of outlaws. The ride offers plenty to be wowed by, with the stark contrast between Clumber Park’s vision of 18th-century grandeur set against the solemn majesty of the several 1000-year-old oaks in Sherwood. The two are linked by a variety of well-kept manicured gravel lanes, boulevards and winding forest bridleways, all far from cars, that allow you to take in the woodland in peace.
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Bike Hire

Bike hire is available from Clumber Park itself and is open from 10am to 4pm on weekends and during Nottinghamshire school holidays. Trailers and children’s bikes are available.

Starting Point

This ride is a loop which starts and ends at Clumber Park Car Park. Entry to the grounds in a car will cost you £5 but covers the cost of a day’s parking and admission to the grounds.



01 The ride begins at Clumber Park Car Park facing the main building which, while imposing, is the old stable block and brewhouse, the mansion itself having been partly destroyed twice by fire and consequently demolished in 1938. Only the Duke’s study has survived and is now the park’s cafe, perfect for a pre- or post-ride stop.

02 From the car park, with the stable block in front of you, turn right along a small road. You should keep an eye out for cars heading into the car park, but you turn off left onto a smaller path called Sandrocks almost immediately, while the road continues to the right. You’ll spin along well-kept parkland on a thin path that tilts slightly downwards towards the river.

[image: jpg]

Sherwood Forest
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03 Soon you reach an ornate stone five-arched bridge which spans the river. The bridge has been closed to vehicles permanently after it was damaged by a car, but cyclists and walkers are free to cross it as you now should, taking time to look down the length of the river and admire the view.

04 Over the bridge, take the first left onto a compacted gravel path. This will take you along the riverside as parkland extends on your right into the distance. After a few hundred metres you’ll be greeted by a view of the Grade I-listed Church of St Mary across the water; its Gothic spire speaks of great age, but in fact was only completed in 1889. Continue until you reach a fork in the path. Take the right-hand path leading away from the water up a very slight incline. The path is thin and you should be mindful of walkers, but it’s smooth riding.

05 After a brief and gentle downhill, take the first right into a wooded section, continuing to travel away from the river. Here the path turns into a forest track, which could be muddy after heavy rain. You’ll cross a road and then head for the gate directly opposite, which takes you up a small hill through a field on a dirt track. Be warned that there are occasionally cows in this field, so be slow and considerate. If you’d rather avoid this bit, instead turn right on the road and take the first left, riding all the way down to rejoin the route.


s Take a Break

SHERWOOD FOREST VISITOR CENTRE The perfect halfway stop to get refreshments is at Sherwood Forest Visitor Centre. Redone in 2018, it serves a variety of cakes and hot drinks as well as more substantial meals and toilet facilities. The more romantic option however is to bring food with you and rest below the canopy on one of the many picnic benches throughout the forest. Just remember to take any litter away with you to keep the forest as you found it.



06 After the field, pass through another gate and continue on the path, which becomes more wooded, smaller and windier. It’s still clearly visible so follow it, crossing over a road, and carry on until you hit a wide forest track, which you should turn right on. Leaving behind the parkland, the trees begin to close in and you’ll start to see signs for Sherwood Forest. This track is made of hard-packed dirt so is susceptible to becoming muddy after heavy rain.

07 After 1.6 miles you come across a set of signs; if you’d like to cut the ride short, turn right into the park and follow the path back to the bridge. This forms a 6-mile loop with very minimal climbing making it perfect for families with small children. If you can, though, press on, following the signs for Sherwood Forest. After 0.6 miles, you’ll pass through a small car park and need to cross a fast road, though it has limited traffic. Head across carefully and follow the path.

08 Soon you’ll hit a waymarker for National Cycle Network Route 6 – follow it left, cross another fast road carefully and then enjoy a gradual, gravelly downhill stretch. The surface here is quite fine and very rideable, but beware of sections of deeper banked gravel which can make the steering feel difficult if you plough straight through them. Head straight over one last road crossing and continue on a wide, gravel track into Budby South Reserve through a gate. You’ll skirt the edge of Sherwood Forest on large gravel bridleways. This section is comprised mostly of heathland, but in summer is glaringly green as the tree cover thickens. When the path meets a T-junction, turn left and head into the forest proper on a wide dirt path.

09 Now is the time to look out for rarely seen birds in the canopy and amongst the scrub. The forest is managed by the RSPB and, as one of the last bastions of ancient oak woodland, sees several rare feathered visitors from woodpeckers and waxwings to cuckoos. Seldom-seen species live within the forest year-round, although early spring to late autumn is the real season. If you’re especially keen to spot them, the best time is in early May when the migrant birds have returned to the forest to rest, swelling the number of avian residents.


Well-Kept & Cultivated

Clumber Park for all its manicured good looks, including the longest double row of lime trees in Europe, hides a rich tapestry of biodiversity. The walled garden is of particular interest, growing hundreds of fruits, vegetables, herbs and flowers. Among these are an astonishing 103 species of apple and 135 varieties of edible rhubarb. On the pasture, everything is kept trim by ancient rare breeds of British longhorn cows and Jacob sheep. This has earned the site the honour of being a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), and thanks to its many paths you could happily explore the estate for hours.
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10 Continue along the path and you’ll pass a giant, the Major Oak, estimated to be over 1000 years old. Hollow and supported by a range of props to stop its great limbs from bending too far, its age is almost palpable. Cycling is forbidden on the path to the oak, so dismount, follow the sign to the right and go to marvel. When you’re done return to the path and take the next right, beginning to follow signs to the visitor centre, where food and hot drinks are available.

11 When you’re ready, turn back onto the path you came from, but follow signs for Budby South Reserve bridleway, which snakes through the forestry. About halfway along, the scenery turns back into heathland as you ride through the tussocked ground and the path becomes quite sandy and a little rutted. It’s very navigable, but be mindful of deep sand. Here you can keep an eye out for rare nightjars which thrive in the soft edges of the forest, as well as longhorn cattle, deer and a dizzying array of butterflies during the summer months when the wildflowers burst forth.


y
TOP TIP:

Stop & Seek

Park your bike in Sherwood Forest and venture out into the undergrowth. The forest is one of the best examples of its habitat and if you’re lucky you’ll spot some of the many rare insects and invertebrates that feed on the dead wood of the ancient trees.



12 The path eventually curls round to the left, but you should head for a gate in the fence on the right-hand side. Pass through it and turn left along an easy gravelly bridleway, which will deliver you back to a crossroads at Budby South Reserve. From here turn right and begin to retrace your steps to Clumber Park, passing back along the long wide gravel track, crossing a fast road and continuing onwards (gently uphill now, rather than down).

13 Return along the forest track, crossing roads as before, until you pass the remains of an old gatehouse on your left. Just past this, you’ll come across the signs you rode past earlier: this time take the left-hand path to Clumber Park. This wide gravel lane will deliver you back to the bridge and then the main house, where you can enjoy some refreshments or a tour of the walled garden.


Home of Ancients

Sherwood Forest was once a vast royal hunting ground and occupied one-fifth of the entire county of Nottinghamshire, but the idea of impenetrable woodland is a romantic vision. In reality, the forest was a mixture of dense stands of trees and rolling heathland, perfect for the king’s deer to roam. Its oldest inhabitants are the almost 1000 ancient oaks, whose great roots extend far under the soil, while their trunks grow thick and hollow; the perfect place for ancient poachers to hide their kills from the much-maligned Sheriff of Nottingham.



[image: jpg]

Major Oak, Sherwood Forest
CO Leong/Shutterstock ©


s Take a Break

TURNING YARD CAFE Once you return to Clumber Park, you have quite a few options of where to rest. You’ll find the Turning Yard Cafe at the main house is well-stocked with delicious food and covered outdoor seating, while further round the lake a smaller kiosk sells hot drinks if you’d like a nicer view. If you happen to have a dog with you, there’s even a specific dog-friendly cafe: the excellently named Central Bark, which has treats for you and your canine friends.
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Cannock Chase


Best for WILDERNESS




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2–3hr
	
Intermediate
	
15.5 miles
	
Rugeley Town train station


	
TERRAIN
	
Gravel tracks on rolling hills




Cannock Chase, situated north of Birmingham in Staffordshire, is a remarkable tale of nature returning from the brink. Created as a royal hunting ground in 1087, most of its oak woodland had been cut down for charcoal by the 1600s, and the deforestation resulted in sweeping heathland sat side by side with the remains of the forest you see today. This ride takes you from Rugeley into glorious isolation along gravelled tracks on rolling terrain, which at points feels like you could be in the Highlands. Be warned that this route contains some climbing.
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Bike Hire

A range of mountain bikes are available for hire at Cannock Chase Cycle Centre – contact them in advance as they’re busy on weekends and during the school holidays.

Starting Point

This ride starts at Rugeley Town train station. If you’re driving, start at Cannock Chase Visitor Centre or Marquis Drive Visitor Centre, where there is ample parking.



01 From the north exit of Rugeley Town station, head along a purpose-built bike path in the direction of Sandy Lane. Stay on the pavement when you come off the path, as this is a shared-use path, and turn left. Head to the traffic lights and cross over to go through a tight path called Upper Cross Road. Head straight along this road through another thinner bike path and turn left on Burnthill Lane. After 500m, there will be a bollard path that leads into a park. Bump the curb and take this bike path. The surface will shift into fine gravel and hard earth.

02 Follow the path until you hit a T-junction and turn left. You’ll find yourself on a quite thin and winding track next to a river. This is part of the Cannock Chase Heritage Trail, a cycling route which links Rugeley and the town of Cannock in the west by 10 miles of off-road cycling paths. The track is wide enough to pass walkers in single file; be mindful of dogs and children.
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03 The path quickly becomes rural and you’ll pass fields and the beginnings of the forest, as well as a charming waterfall. Keep an eye out for signs which point to the industrial history of the area. After 0.6 miles there’s a fast road crossing, but once over you’re in the Chase proper.

04 The trail now becomes compact gravel, and you’ll find yourself in a world of trees. Stick to the trail and admire the skills of the mountain bikers, testing themselves against the several purpose-built trails in the forestry. Maybe even try them for yourself, bike permitting.


y
TOP TIP:

Cannock Chase Comfort

The paths of Cannock Chase are almost entirely formed of fine gravel and are rideable on any kind of bike. There are patches of looser rocks and gravel which lend themselves to wider tyres, so it’s recommended that you have tyres of 28c or more for the most comfortable experience.



05 If you fancy a snack, follow signs to Cannock Chase Forest Centre just off the route, or carry on following the wide track. You’ll pass several large pools, once part of a colliery complex, a favourite home for many ducks and other waterfowl and, as the path begins to tilt upwards here, you’ll have plenty of time to admire them. After the fourth pool, the path forks. Head left and begin a more serious climb, with a gradient of about 5% to 6%. It’s not long though and here the scenery turns more into low scrub with ferns.


s Take a Break

GROUNDS Cannock Chase Forest Centre is a haven for the thousands of mountain bikers who shred through the forest every weekend, and its cafe, Grounds, is well used to catering to hungry cyclists. Here you can find a large range of savoury food, indoor seating, cakes and, most importantly, excellent locally roasted coffee. It should be noted that once you’re in the Chase proper, there are no places to get refreshments, so it’s recommended you eat beforehand or bring a picnic with you.



06 If you want a break after that effort, carry on straight along the path and you’ll arrive at Marquis Drive Visitor Centre. There is a cafe here, as well as accessible toilets. If you’re pressing on, take the second right, just as the climb levels off, and follow the path between the ferns on dusty gravel tracks. Cross a road, heading for the gap of the path, and when faced with a crossroads, take the second left. At the bottom, turn right.

07 For the next section, the aim is to keep moving forwards; you’ll need to take two dog-legs as paths end, heading right and then take the first left. Cross the road and things become easier to navigate as the track widens out into true heathland. Follow the path left downhill – be mindful that the gravel is chunkier here, and those with thinner tires should be careful to avoid deeper patches of pebbles which could cause you to lose balance.

08 At the bottom of the hill, take the second right, onto a gorgeous, wide, undulating gravel track. To the right, you’ll be able to see a river and wooded hills while rolling mounds of grassland stretch to your left. The scenery lends a feeling of the wild – enjoy it as you sweep along. After 1.9 miles, there is a blind turn up a small rise, so be prepared in case you encounter walkers or horse riders, of which there are plenty using the extensive bridleway network. It’s important that you remain on the paths while in the Chase – the area is a delicate ecosystem and a protected Site of Special Scientific Interest, which is easily damaged by errant wheels or tramping feet.

09 Follow the path onwards, until you see a shallow crossing in the river with stepping stones; you’re going through it. It’s usually shallow enough to ride through the ford here without getting your feet wet, but if the water level is quite high, then use the stepping stones to the right-hand side to keep dry. After the crossing keep straight on, up a slight uphill, on a thinner gravel track. This path begins to take you into the edges of the trees, switching surfaces from gravel to hard-packed earth, meaning a little concentration is necessary to avoid a few tree roots. It’s mostly gently downhill though, so you won’t have to concentrate too hard on pedalling.

10 Keep an eye out here: Cannock Chase is home to around 800 fallow deer and this area is the furthest you go from wide tracks and open ground, making it a prime place to spot a few. The track crosses over another path, so head straight over and then join a wide path. Turn right. If you end up in a car park, you’ve gone too far, but taking any right from here will lead you back on to the route.


Nature Among Industry

Cannock Chase really feels remote when you’re rolling along its fine bridleways, but it is a small patch of wilderness surrounded by the conurbation of the West Midlands. Designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in 1958, it is England’s smallest at only 26 sq miles and you’ll range over most of its length on this ride. This apparent wilderness has been heavily influenced by local industry – the landscape has been scoured for charcoal to fuel iron foundries, its rivers have powered the water wheels of metalworks, and the last colliery in the Chase only closed in 1993.



[image: jpg]

Cannock Chase
RJMimages/Shutterstock ©

11 From here, things are a little challenging as you enter Abrahams Valley. The path is wide and well-surfaced in characteristically fine gravel but climbs steadily upwards for 1.6 miles at a gradient of 4% to 6%. Change into a gear that feels comfortable and climb your way up at an easy pace; there’s no hurry and the view truly is gorgeous, surrounded by woodland on all sides.

12 This deep into the Chase it’s remarkably quiet and it is worth stopping to breathe it all in. The path curves around to the right and ramps up, reaching a stiff 10% at points before flattening back off. Congratulations, it is actually all downhill from here. Turn left at the crossroads at the top of the hill and follow the wide track through more heathland. Turn right after the army cadet training centre, and follow the track until you meet a main road. Cross it carefully, aiming for the small path directly opposite you, and follow the track.


Thrill Seeking

Cannock Chase is wildly popular with mountain bikers and is home to several purpose-built trails to learn new skills and test yourself. If you’d like a go, mountain bikes can be hired from Cannock Chase Visitor Centre, and the blue-graded Perry’s Trail is designed as a great introduction to the fundamentals. Once you’ve mastered that, there are two red trails, ‘Follow the Dog’ and ‘The Monkey Trail’ to keep improving on. The hills of the Chase are quite shallow, meaning you won’t spend much time climbing and can focus on getting your skills properly honed instead.
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13 You’ll find yourself in a large campsite called Trackaroo. Follow the path and take the right-hand fork as the path splits, heading downhill on quite a rocky trail, akin to small cobblestones. Take it easy here as there is a blind corner and you may encounter mountain bikers who will be pedalling up. Take the first left and you’ll recognise the path you rode in on. Head straight until you reach the second left and the top of the hill you slogged up earlier.

14 Freewheel your way down, mindful that it’s easy to pick up a fair bit of speed here, and you’re back on the Heritage Trail. Retrace your steps along the path past the four pools you saw earlier. Now that you’re almost at the end of the ride, it’s recommended that you turn left and go and enjoy a cup of tea and a cake at Cannock Chase Forest Centre before retracing your steps and following the trail back to Rugeley Town.


s Take a Break

MARQUIS DRIVE VISITOR CENTRE This visitor centre is only slightly off the route but provides a great place to stop just before getting into the splendid isolation of the Chase. It’s geared more towards a lighter snack, with sandwiches, crisps and cakes on offer, as well as soup and pastries. If you’ve brought your own food, it also has a large picnic area. You can also visit the Great War Hut, a small remnant of the large training camps built on the Chase during WWI, which housed newly recruited soldiers.
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Monsal Trail


Best for FOOD




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1–2hr
	
Easy
	
16.2 miles
	
Bakewell station


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free, compacted gravel




In 1697, travel writer Celia Fiennes remarked: ‘…all Derbyshire is but a world of peaked hills…and though they appear so close yet the steepness down and up takes up the time.’ The Midland Railway, confronted with the same problem in 1863, solved it by carving its way through the Dales, creating a line of tunnels and viaducts that, upon the railway’s closure in 1968, became the Monsal Trail. Today you can ride on well-kept gravel paths from Bakewell to Wye Dale across stunning countryside without encountering any peaks at all, creating a relaxing ride particularly suited to families.
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Bike Hire

Bike hire is available at either end of the trail, from Hassop Station or Blackwell Mill in Wye Dale. E-bikes are available on request.

Starting Point

Start this out-and-back route either at Bakewell station or Wye Dale. There is ample parking at both, though the pay-and-display machine at Bakewell only takes coins.



01 Starting from the remains of Bakewell station, join the path and turn left along the wide gravel way. The surface is very fine and compact, suitable for any bicycle and without major potholes, although weather conditions and hard winters may change this. After 0.9 miles you’ll pass the now-repurposed Hassop station, where you can find a cafe and bike hire. The station is quite a way from Hassop village itself, having been built by the Duke of Devonshire who, initially resistant to the modern railway, prevented the construction from passing through his land at Chatsworth and had to play catch-up once he realised how valuable the line was.

02 Please note that the path is busy between here and Monsal Dale with walkers, families and dogs, especially on weekends. A bell is recommended, as well as some patience and a few cheery ‘hellos’.
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03 At 2.5 miles, you’ll encounter Headstone Tunnel, the first of many, blasted through the hillside. The dark tunnel is 487m long but like all the tunnels it is lit through daylight hours. Keep left and ring your bell when entering, as it will take your eyes a while to adjust to the low light.

04 You’ll emerge to a lovely view over Monsal Dale from Headstone Viaduct, a marvel of Victorian engineering, widely derided at the time. An indignant letter disparaging the Grade II-listed structure from contemporary poet John Ruskin is proudly displayed on a plaque; a sign of just how much tastes change.

05 From here a more dramatic landscape appears from the rolling farmland of the trail so far with majestic steep hills rising from the valley floor. The road that runs through this dale is infamous in competitive cycling circles for the annual Monsal Head Hill Climb, renowned for the savagery of its hairpins. You can reflect on this as you glide serenely on.


Ride & Walk

The Monsal Trail passes over some of the finest rights of way in Derbyshire, and you might want to combine your ride with a walk. To do so it’s best to lock your bike on the trail and descend on foot, as the paths often contain stairs or are prohibitively steep to push a bike down comfortably. Particularly charming is Chee Dale nature reserve, accessed from Miller’s Dale, with its rough paths and stepping stones. Check the weather though, as after heavy rain this path may be impassable.



06 You’ll then pass through Cressbrook (431m) and Litton (471m) tunnels with their imposing limestone cuttings. Both of these tunnels progress upwards at a gentle 1% gradient, so don’t worry if you find them a little harder going than they look.

07 The path flattens out again and becomes more wooded until you pass Miller’s Dale station at 6.8 miles. You could turn around here, but the remaining 1.2 miles to Wye Dale are well worth seeing, with the exposed rock standing out against the green of the trees and hillsides. A little further on from Miller’s Dale station you can see a remnant of industry: colossal lime kilns stand next to the trail which used to turn the local limestone into quicklime to feed the industrial revolution. Abandoned now, the white boxes up high are for swallows to roost, while their cracks harbour hibernating bats.

08 From here the density of hills calls for more, shorter tunnels, and you’ll pass through Chee Tor 1 and Chee Tor 2 (367m and 83m respectively) and Rusher Cutting (111m) as well as several viaducts. At 7.7 miles you’ll need to stick to the left-hand side over the viaduct, as you often see abseilers practising on the bridge, descending to the River Wye. The path splits at 7.8 miles, so take the left-hand fork to continue along the Monsal Trail finishing at Blackwell Mill in Wye Dale for a snack.

09 Turn around and head back to Bakewell along the same trail. This isn’t a slog however, and the bend of the river means the scenery is more open this way around, exposing you to some gorgeous views. The trail also tilts very subtly downhill, meaning you might find this leg to be faster and easier – a perfect reward for getting out on the bike. Finish up at Hassop station for some tea and cake or carry on to Bakewell station and then descend Station Road into the town of Bakewell.


s Take a Break

MILLER’S DALE STATION Blackwell Mill at the halfway point offers snacks, but for something more substantial the best place to stop is Miller’s Dale station. This was once the main loading point for Derbyshire dairy farmers sending their milk to London, while tourists from the city came the other way for holidays in the Peaks. It has since been repurposed and houses a cafe, accessible public toilets, plenty of seating and bike parking.




Bakewell Diversions

Bakewell is the largest town in the Peak District proper and a good place for a stroll over its five-arched bridge or beside the River Wye. Indulge in a famous Bakewell pudding, apparently the result of a happy accident by a local cook, from one of the two bakeries claiming the original recipe, or rest up in one of the town’s pubs. If you’re a craft beer fan, Thornbridge Brewery is on the outskirts of town. If you’re looking for a quality coffee and inspiration for future adventures, visit Summat, a cycling-friendly cafe with bike storage.
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Cromer to Sheringham


Best for COASTAL SCENERY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1½–2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
13.7 miles
	
Cromer station/Sheringham


	
TERRAIN
	
Rolling hills, quiet roads




This route joins two charming seaside towns in the Norfolk Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty: Cromer and Sheringham. Cromer gained popularity as a resort town in the 19th century and its pier and seafront bustle with visitors, while smaller Sheringham gives the impression of a quaint fishing post nestled into the cliffs. The route between them takes you through parkland, tiny villages and pine woods before ending perched on the North Sea to enjoy a snack of local delicacy Cromer crab and sea views.
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Bike Hire

Bike hire can be found at Sea & Pine in Sheringham who stock a range of hybrid and mountain bikes. Either ride the route in reverse or hop on the train.

Starting Point

Start at Cromer railway station, accessible by regular services from Norwich. A trip into town is advised to see the sights and there is plentiful parking if driving.



01 Starting at Cromer station, turn left as you exit the station onto Holt Road. This is a larger road, but you’ll be off it very quickly. Follow it straight over the mini roundabout and after 100m, turn right onto Hall Road. This is a small, quiet road that climbs gently upwards for around 1.6 miles as you escape sea level – it takes its name from Cromer Hall, which you’ll pass on the right. Initially surrounded by overhanging trees, the views on either side of the road begin to open up into charming meadows.

02 Continue up Hall Road until reaching a crossroads, where directly opposite you’ll find the entrance to Felbrigg Hall. Carefully cross over the road and head into the grounds. Here the road narrows as you pass into the open parkland of the hall, so be wary of visiting cars entering or leaving the grounds. Stay heading straight on and you pass over several cattle grids and into the rolling parkland, close-cropped by sheep. The modest climb you’ve already done begins to pay off here, as you’re treated to commanding views of the flat Norfolk countryside.
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03 Continue straight on to hard-packed gravel paths and you’ll pass Felbrigg Hall itself, a 17th-century hall with a glorious collection of textiles and interiors if you step inside. It also contains a cafe and a second-hand bookshop in case you’d like to take a break and peruse for your next read.

04 Continuing onwards, go past the gates of the hall and follow the path out through the parklands. After 0.6 miles, pass out of a gatehouse and turn left onto the gloriously named Lions Gate: a thin and winding tarmac road lined with trees. Ride along Park Road until you reach the second T-junction, where you will turn right. From here you can follow signs for National Cycle Network Route 30, marked by blue cycling signage.


Poppy-Land

Cromer rose to prominence in the late 19th century with the arrival of the steam train. Previously a fishing village, the train allowed fishermen to sell their wares in London and tourists to discover the seaside idyll. Theatre critic and poet Clement Scott renamed the area between Sheringham and Mundesley ‘Poppy-Land’ and his subsequent newspaper articles, poems and book Poppy-Land: Papers Descriptive of Scenery on the East Coast, inspired a generation of tourists.

The North Norfolk line still runs a charming steam train service between Sheringham and Holt, so you can immerse yourself in this golden age of train travel.



05 The next section is on very small roads running alongside wide-open fields, bordered only by the huge sky of Norfolk. Keep left and follow cycling signage towards Gresham. The going here is easy and fast, and you’ll pass quickly through Gresham, once home to an imposing castle torn down in the War of the Roses.

06 Continue onwards and you’ll go up a small drag on Holt Road and then take a left on Osier Lane. Here you’ll leave National Cycle Network Route 30 and turn right towards West Beckham. The roads here are small and incredibly quiet, allowing you to enjoy a real rural feeling. At the next T-junction, turn left and immediately right heading towards Sheringham. You’ll cross over a large road and then turn immediately right into the grounds of Sheringham Park.

07 Ride past the car park and its courtyard cafe and begin to follow the Rambler Path, marked by red arrows. This is a mixed-use path, so be mindful of walkers. The surface changes into orange sand, but is firm underneath you, and the route winds its way downhill through pine tree woodland – a gorgeous change from the open space of the roads. Follow red signs through the wood and after 1.2 miles it will bring you out to a view of the sea.

08 To your left you’ll be able to see Weybourne steam train station, one of the last remnants of the North Norfolk Railway, before you turn right along a thinner, sandier path. Be mindful of a few ruts and tree roots as you ride along, but the path soon turns back into hard-packed gravel. Follow the path straight on through the last of the parkland before popping out in the village of Upper Sheringham, being mindful of cars. Follow this road for 400m before turning left down Sheringham Road, a swift downhill into town. Cross over Cromer Road down Church street and follow it all the way down for a sea view.


s Take a Break

WHELK COPPERS TEA ROOMS The two natural stopping places on this route fall at the cafe at Felbrig Hall and the Courtyard Cafe at Sheringham Park. Here you’ll find hot drinks as well as cakes and snacks to keep you going in idyllic settings. The rural nature of the route means there are few other places to take a breather. Once in Sheringham, there are many options, with Whelk Coppers Tea Rooms being a favourite for its good coffee and varied menu including local seafood.




A Local Delicacy

The fishing boats of Cromer and Sheringham have supplied the towns and beyond for centuries, but one catch makes them famous: Cromer crab. Renowned for their extraordinary sweetness, said to be caused by the chalk reef the crabs feed on, these small crabs are best eaten fresh during the season from March to October and you’ll find a plethora of cafes and restaurants in both towns serving freshly caught specimens. So important are they that a crab and lobster festival is held between the two towns in August, with local chefs preparing the finest examples caught along the coast.
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Cambridge to Wimpole


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2–3hr
	
Intermediate
	
19.9 miles
	
Cambridge/Shepreth


	
TERRAIN
	
Mostly flat tarmac




Cambridge is rightfully regarded as a mecca for cycling – its flat streets, bike lanes and long history of utility cycling mean that getting about on two wheels is a pleasure. Get a little further out of town, however, and big roads take over; Cambridgeshire is not quite so friendly. This adventurous route addresses that, taking bike paths and bridleways through pretty villages and field edges to Wimpole Hall. Fair warning: this route is best suited to late spring and summer, as the two bridleways en route need time to dry out to be easily rideable.
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Bike Hire

Bike hire is widely available across the city. City Cycle Hire, located just a short walk from the centre on Lammas Land, is friendly and knowledgeable.

Starting Point

Start just outside the magnificent Kings College in the centre of Cambridge. There’s plenty of parking nearby and it’s a short ride from Cambridge station.



01 You start in the hustle and bustle of King’s Parade, where tourists and students mill about the pedestrianised street and fellow riders zip past on the dedicated bike lane. You are going to escape to somewhere calmer, so facing King’s College, turn left onto Trumpington Lane. Shortly, take the second right down Mill Lane and follow it all the way down, passing through a gate and across a bridge over the Cam. To your right, you have a great view down the river over the mill pond, where you can admire the gliding of seasoned punters and enjoy the struggles of rookies getting to grips with their punts.

02 Follow the tarmac path left along the river bank through pretty parkland, weaving around the many walkers. You’ll cross a miniature cattle grid and come to a road. Cross directly over and back into the park, following the path. Here you might catch a glimpse of surprisingly urban cows – several farmers still retain and exercise grazing rights on the green spaces in Cambridge and the cows are very used to people. At the T-junction, turn right, up and over a green metal bridge. In the summer this is a popular place for swimming, so don’t be surprised to see local kids jumping from the bridge into the river below.
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03 Follow the path straight on until you reach a larger road and take a left down Grantchester Street and then the third right down Eltisley Avenue. You’ll pass by Skater’s meadow, a lush field of wildflowers so named as it would freeze in the winter and ice skaters would practise there. The road ends and becomes the thin tarmac path of the Grantchester Cycleway, which will take you along the wilder banks of the Cam through Grantchester meadows, a favourite spot for walkers and picnickers, some of whom will have punted there. The path is quite thin and can be busy, so be mindful of others. After 1.2 miles the path narrows into a small alley and lets you out onto the pavement in Grantchester.

04 Turn right on the High Street and then follow the road round to the left through the well-heeled village, before taking the third right down a lane called Bridle Way. The surface will change into compacted gravel and you’ll soon be riding alongside fields. Carry on straight, cross over a motorway bridge and turn immediately left down the field edge; this next section is a grassy hard-packed path and will be tough going on thinner road tyres or after heavy rain.


y
TOP TIP:

Choose Your Tyres Wisely

This ride is best attempted on a bike with slightly wider tyres than a racing bike. The field edges and bridleways are a great way to connect with nature, but clay soil becomes claggy and uneven over the course of wet weather.



05 Halfway down the field, a bridleway sign will point you right; follow it down another field edge, over a thin wooden bridge and onto a long, straight grassy path. This soon transitions into a concrete lane with the wide expanse of Cambridgeshire farmland around you. Follow the path for 1.2 miles until you come to a road where you perform a quick dogleg, turning left and immediately right down Fountain Lane.

06 At the end turn right through the charming village of Haslingfield, which uses the image of Queen Elizabeth I on its village sign. She stayed one night and anecdotally lost a ring, which still causes sporadic treasure hunts to this day. Ride past its 14th-century church and take a left down Harlton Road.


s Take a Break

HASLINGFIELD This route passes through several charming villages, but locals mostly stop at either the cafe or farm shop in Haslingfield. Situated at about the halfway point, it’s the perfect place for a little rest, with the cafe serving a variety of substantial meals and hot drinks, as well as having bike parking available. The farm shop does excellent coffee and is better for takeaway, so you could take a fresh sandwich with you to Wimpole to enjoy the views.



07 You are now on small country roads for several miles, and traffic is present but relatively infrequent, making for calm cycling. Zip along the countryside through the village of Harlton, keeping to the left when the road branches, and cross over a fast road when you get to a T-junction, turning right and immediately left in the direction of the twin villages of Little and Great Eversden.

08 Pass through Little Eversden and look out for a small left turn onto Wimpole Road, which is mildly euphemistic as the tiny road turns quickly into a compact gravel path. The path leads you between large fields up a slight hill, only 700m long and gentle, climbing up to a chalk ridge which forms part of the tail end of the Chilterns. At the top the path splits off and you will have to do a very short bit of walking due to some unenlightened land use definitions and to avoid a very large road.

09 Take the left-hand path and then immediately turn right between two wooden posts, before walking straight along a field edge for 300m or so. After this, you’ll see a path to your right through the hedge which is made of compacted gravel, and marked with a pink National Trust sign. Remount your bike and follow it, turning right into the grounds of Wimpole Hall.


Gifted Grantchester

The quaint village of Grantchester is said to have the highest concentration of Nobel Prize winners in the world – academics from the university escaping the bustle of Cambridge for a quieter life. It has been popular with great minds for centuries: the Bloomsbury Group frequented the Orchard Tea Rooms on the banks of the Cam in the early 20th century, while poet Rupert Brooke lived here and immortalised the village in his poem ‘the old Vicarage, Grantchester’ in 1912. Further back, Lord Byron is said to have bathed here at the nature reserve now known as Byron’s Pool, just off the route.
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10 The Hall’s grounds have not always been so easy to access. One notable owner Elsie Bambridge, the daughter of Rudyard Kipling, was once so irritated by picnicking locals on her land that she returned the favour, setting herself up in their considerably smaller garden in protest. For now, an excellent mixed-use path runs around the perimeter of the parkland on fine compact gravel which you follow, with views for miles over the flat countryside, all the way to the Essex ridge.

11 Cross over a small road and continue on the path through flowing woodlands, followed by a short uphill stretch leading to an open view of the house’s large gothic folly. Carry on through several gates and then swoop downhill, being mindful of a briefly steep descent. The path will end and you turn left towards the main house over a cattle grid. The main house is impressive and contains a good quality cafe.

12 When you’re ready, follow the path onwards until it crosses a road, straight over through a gate. This leads to a long forest track through old woodland, which is alive with bluebells in the spring. The ground is usually firm and easy, but a little difficult in the winter or heavy rains. You pop out of the wood next to a large road, where you should turn right and then quickly left into the village of Orwell. Ride through it and take the third right onto Malton Road, a small tarmac road that winds ever so slightly downhill.

13 Just past Orwell there is a stone Meridian marker, marking the line of 0° Longitude. The fields on either side stretch for ages, and you really feel in the middle of nowhere as you ride along, although you should be mindful of a blind corner over a bridge about halfway down the road, where it is difficult to see oncoming traffic.

14 At the end of the road, turn left into the village of Shepreth and left again, ending up at the train station where you can take a train back to Cambridge every hour. If you’re early the Teacake cafe has a great selection of food to replenish your energy. If you’d rather ride, you can turn this route into a 29-mile loop by continuing past the station to Barrington and climbing Chapel Hill, the steepest hill in the area, from its shallower side. Watch out as the descent back into Haslingfield is about 10% so can be fast, but from here you can then retrace your steps to Cambridge.


Water, Chalk & Clay

Cambridgeshire has a uniformity of its countryside, with vast expanses of arable land leading inexorably to the sea in the North East via the Fens, or the great clay plateau which runs north towards Lincoln. This is geology at work. The chalk hills you’ll climb in this route provide the watershed to the Wash far to the North East, and the clay soil of the valleys and plains are run through by rivulets and rivers. Harnessing this was key to locals: keep an eye out for the remains of water wheels in Shepreth and the long, Dutch-style drainage along the fields which keep this county green.
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s Take a Break

OLD RECTORY RESTAURANT Wimpole Hall has a range of options to stop for a break. The Old Rectory Restaurant is on-site and specialises in locally sourced produce and delicious hot meals, served between noon and 2pm on a terrace overlooking the gardens. If you just want a quick snack the Stables and Farm cafes offer hot drinks and lighter bites you can take into the grounds and enjoy at your leisure. Check the opening times before you visit as they depend on the season.
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Tissington & High Peak Trails


Best for HISTORY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2½–4hr
	
Difficult
	
31 miles
	
Mapleton Lane Car Park


	
TERRAIN
	
Gentle gradient on fine compact gravel




Cycling in the Peak District is often thought of as rewarding: the pain of high hills is counterbalanced by the payoff of beautiful views and rural idyll. However, there are a few places where the balance tips in your favour and the Tissington and High Peak trails deliver a stunning bike ride for minimal climbing. Utilising the remains of the LNWR (London and North Western Railway) train lines which snaked through the Derbyshire Dales, this route is almost entirely traffic-free and provides an all-day adventure, taking you high into the hills.
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Bike Hire

Bike hire is available at both Mapleton Lane Car Park and Parsley Hay, with myriad options including electric, tandem and kids bikes, as well as child trailers.

Starting Point

Start at Mapleton Lane Car Park just outside Ashbourne or if you’re staying in town, ride through the well-lit 350m-long Ashbourne Tunnel.



01 The trail begins at Mapleton Lane Car Park, a short ride away from the market town of Ashbourne. Head onto the trail and you’ll find the surface is perfect for bikes, with finely crushed gravel that doesn’t slow you down. After just under a mile you’ll find the only tricky part of the route: a sudden steep dip with gates on either side, which is the result of the collapse of a seven-arched viaduct during maintenance in 1980. The National Park advises that you dismount and push to the other side of the 10% incline, which is by far the easiest option.

02 Once navigated, the path is wide and easy riding, though it features several bridges where the path narrows. It should be noted that the path is wildly popular with walkers, families, horse riders and mobility scooters, becoming very busy on sunny days and school holidays. If you can, stick to the left and make sure to have a bell to warn those ahead of you of your passing.
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High Peak Trail
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03 For the next 3.7 miles, the path is banked on either side by high cuttings and embankments, constructed by navvies in the 1890s. This land is carefully managed as a nature reserve and provides a haven for wildflowers, insects and local birds. In the spring it is sweet with nectar, though in more recent times the woodland of the embankment has been cut back severely to combat Ash dieback, a fungus which attaches itself to Ash trees and attacks their ability to transport water, slowly killing them. Originating in Asia, it now sadly has its teeth in the Peak District. As a silver lining, it helps to better frame the view.

04 You may notice that you’re travelling slower than you should be as you ride along. The trail has been carefully graded to alternate between a 1% and 2% incline to accommodate the mighty steam trains for which it was originally made – slightly too subtle to notice as hard work, but enough to make things feel like more effort. The best way to address it is to slow down, find a gear and speed which feels comfortable and sit there, taking in the scenery. Push too hard and that gradient begins to work against you, making this section more of a slog than it needs to be; slow and steady is best.

05 You’ll soon pass by the remains of Tissington station at 4.3 miles, where you can find toilets and a small snack kiosk; perfect for a break before you push on. Immediately afterwards, your hard work will begin to pay off, as the trail suddenly opens up to stunning wide views as you leave the cuttings behind and come out onto the plateau. The views are bucolic, verdant rolling hills as far as the eye can see bordered by dry-stone walls. To your left, you’ll pass the peaks of Dovedale and Iron Tors, whose size makes you feel grateful for the gentle climb of the trail.


s Take a Break

Parsley Hay lies at the halfway point of this ride and is well worth a stop. Its small cafe serves coffee, tea and a surprising range of hot and cold food with vegan options available. It also houses bike hire and a bike shop, where you can have minor issues fixed as well as purchase accessories and local maps. Oddly, there’s also an Istrian Kazun just past it, a tiny Croatian stone hut gifted to the park in 2013.



06 As you ride onwards, the trail winds its way between enormous cuttings through high hills and wide open views. This section is high and exposed – if the wind is up you may have a fight on your hands as there isn’t much cover. Luckily, after 9.3 miles you’ve reached the highest point of the trail and it flattens out, 348m above sea level, meaning you’ll suddenly feel like you’re going much faster.

07 If you’re interested in the history of the railway, make sure to stop at Hartington Station where a plaque nearby reads ‘Dream of noise and wheels and coal and steam’. It’s hard to do in the silence of the hills, but the old signal box has been meticulously preserved and now contains a small visitor centre as well as the great levers and controls that once kept a busy railway on track.

08 Ride onwards to Parsley Hay for a well-deserved rest: you’re halfway round. Once you’re ready, return the way you came, but this time after 400m the path will fork. Head left, onto the High Peak trail: the repurposed remains of the Cromford and High Peak railway line, which carried minerals and cargo across the country. This trail is narrower than the Tissington Trail by about half, but you’ll also find it quieter with fewer other users. The trail runs through a short unlit tunnel almost immediately and then settles into a well-surfaced path which runs gently downhill, making for a fast and easy ride.

09 Over the next 2.5 miles, it passes by several working farms, whose access roads cross the trail and are gated off. These are easy-to-use, latched gates, so shouldn’t cause any hassle and won’t require you to carry your bike. The trail surface is, however, at the mercy of farm traffic at these points, so may be muddy. After 3.1 miles, you will need to cross a fast road: be cautious, but visibility is good on both sides of the road and you’ll be able to see oncoming traffic as you cross. Once across, the path flies through high-walled embankments and rolling scenery, meaning progress is swift.


Something Sweet

Just off this route is something truly special if you’re a lover of ice cream: Tagg Lane Dairy. They specialise in making high-quality gelato from their Jersey cows: you can see them in the fields as you ride over. The site also houses a coffee bar and cafe and is cycle friendly, so there’s somewhere to leave your bike. To reach this ice cream nirvana, carry on along the Tissington Trail past Parsley Hay to Hurdlow car park and turn right onto Tagg Lane. It’s a 3km trip either way, but well worth it.
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10 After 1.6 miles, you’ll reach Minninglow Car Park. Leave the trail and turn right, following the blue cycling path signs for Route 548. These will take you on to a quiet single-track road, where you should then turn left at the T-junction. This is an open road, so you should be wary of cars, but mercifully short at only 400m. Turn right at the Route 548 sign onto a gravelly path. The surface here is slightly more difficult than the two trails you’ve ridden, with larger loose stones in sections. It’s eminently rideable with a little concentration but be cautious if you’re riding on very thin tyres.

11 After a few hundred metres you’ll reach a large gate and once through, the path climbs upwards at a taxing 4% to 6% gradient over about 800m. It’s soon over though and, cliche that it is, it’s all downhill from here. Descend for 1.2 miles on a much more gentle grade until you reach another fast road. There’s a bike path to your right; follow it, then cross over the road at the first left towards Biggin.


A Shorter Option

If you like the sound of this route, but 31 miles feels like a bit of a stretch, then there is an option to cut it down to a more manageable 11.2 miles. To do this, start at Parsley Hay and follow the route as written from there, down the High Peak trail until you reconnect to the Tissington Trail at Biggin. There, instead of turning left towards Ashbourne, turn right and you’ll end up back at Parsley Hay. Doing so makes for a quick loop with only a third of the climbing which should take between one to two hours.
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View from the Tissington Trail
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12 Head down the road and you’ll spot a railway bridge. You’ll need to slow down now, as the turn is hidden. Turn right just before the bridge and head through a small gate marked with a blue Route 68 sign. Head up a ramp and you’ll find yourself back on the Tissington Trail. Turn left and begin the 9.9-mile-long gentle downhill stretch back to Ashbourne.


y
TOP TIP:

Gear Up

Outside of summer, it’s advisable to bring a waterproof or windproof jacket on this ride. The high sections are very exposed and it pays to be prepared if it looks like rain or high winds in the forecast.



13 Once you’re back, why not take a break in one of the town’s pubs or cafes? To do so, head through the well-lit 353m-long tunnel directly in front of you to Station Road. Turn left and then right onto Church Street, which will take you into the centre of town. The Tunnel Cafe and Cornerstone Cafe are great options to refuel after a long day in the saddle, while those looking for traditional pub grub could head to the George and Dragon.


s Take a Break

This is a long route but is thankfully well-stocked with places to stop and take a breather. You’ll find rest spots dotted along the route at relatively short intervals in the remains of old stations and supply depots. The stop at Tissington has a small cafe to get refreshments, and toilets are available there and at Hartington. You’ll also find well-placed benches across the route, perfect for stopping to admire the view and perhaps indulge in a little picnic.





Also Try...

Mariotts Way


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2–3hr
	
Intermediate
	
24.9 miles




The Mariott’s Way runs from the heart of Norwich out towards Aylsham in the north along the remains of two now-defunct railway lines.

At 24.9 miles long, this is one of the longest traffic-free paths available in the country and quickly takes you from the medieval city centre into pristine nature. Running through woodland and fields, it is well-surfaced for 18.6 miles until Reepham, where it gets a little more difficult in the winter months.

This route is an out-and-back and there is no train station at Aylsham, so it’s best to travel half as far as you feel capable before turning around and heading back to Norwich.

Rutland Water


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2–3hr
	
Intermediate
	
23 miles




This route takes you around Rutland Water, the largest artificial lake in the UK. Two villages were flooded in 1976 in its creation and now the reservoir supplies water for the county and beyond.

Flat, with excellent views across the water, the reservoir is a great place to ride around, with plenty of options to stop and refuel. No complex directions are needed, simply choose to go clockwise or anti-clockwise and head out on smooth paths through nature reserves, bird sanctuaries and a village or two before ending up back where you started. Binoculars are a must-take for catching a glimpse of rare wildlife.
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Dedham Painter’s Trail


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1½–2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
13.7 miles




This loop is part of the Painter’s Trail, a much larger 69-mile cycle route through the Dedham Vale Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

This section concentrates on the area around Dedham and the River Stour, featuring beautiful views made famous by the romantic landscape painter John Constable. Heading out from the picturesque village, it takes you on small country lanes and roads past churches, great houses and of course rural idylls. Make sure to stop at St Mary’s Church to see some of the great artist’s work: The Ascension is on permanent display here. This route is unsigned, but maps are readily available online and at the Dedham visitor centre.

[image: jpg]

River Stour, Dedham
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Derwent & Howden Reservoirs


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2–2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
14.9 miles




This route gives you the chance to loop around two huge landmarks in the Peak District: Derwent and Howden reservoirs.

Starting from Yorkshire Bridge, you’ll head out onto minor roads alongside the reservoirs, passing by the giant Gothic dams which have held back the water for 100 years. The path turns into traffic-free, hard-packed gravel and flows through woodlands with views of the sweeping moorland of the upper valley, before passing over a small packhorse bridge at the head of the valley and continuing down the other side. The track is rolling and there’s climbing to be done, but it’s gentle and rewarding with great scenery to spur you onwards.




Northern England
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Leeds & Liverpool Canal near Skipton
MaybeImaLeo/shutterstock ©

17 Cononley to Gargrave

Trace the canal through bluebell woods and open countryside to the heart of one of England’s oldest towns.

18 Grizedale Forest Hawkshead Moor Trail

A forest track with plenty of options to choose from – hilly, but with great views of the Lake District.

19 A Lap of Kielder Water

Follow the art trail around England’s largest artificial lake in the middle of England’s largest artificial forest.

20 Morecambe & Lancaster Loop

From the sea to the city, this route follows rivers, canals and cycle paths.

21 Preston Guild Wheel

A lap around one of the most famous cities in Lancashire.

22 Scarborough to Whitby: The Cinder Track

Classic seaside views and plenty of places to pause for tea and cake.

23 York to Selby

Leave the city behind and take a trip to the edge of our solar system – and beyond!
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Explore

Northern England

The industrial past of the north is one of the reasons we have so many wonderful cycle routes. They often follow canal towpaths or disused railway lines that are teeming with history and stuffed with surprising views. Although the hillier landscapes attract the more adventurous riders, there are still plenty of less challenging routes that you can enjoy as a family. In this chapter, we whisk you away from the crowds to explore behind the scenes of some of England’s most popular areas, and we spill the beans about the very best places to find tea and cake.

If you’re travelling from the south, then chances are you’ll either arrive on the east of the Pennines or the west. Travelling between the two once you’re up here is very pretty but never fast.

Lancaster

Lancaster is an excellent base for the west. It’s only 2½ hours on the train from London, and a shade over two hours from Glasgow. From here you could easily tackle three of the routes as day trips (Lancaster, Preston and Grizedale). Lancaster is a fascinating city to explore, from the dark history of the Pendle Witch Trials at the castle to the vibrant beats of the music festival that rocks the city every October. There is no finer place to find your packed lunch than Filberts, a tiny bakery in the heart of the city. Its delicious artisan breads and pastries are baked fresh every day and will satisfy even the hungriest of cyclists. The high street offers the usual assortment of stores and eateries, but for something a little more authentic, check out Bucelli’s Italian Restaurant. It has an extensive menu and a range of imported Italian goodies to buy as well.


.
When to Go

For long, unhurried cycling days out, early May to late July is best when the sun rises before 5am and sets close to 10pm. The colours in spring and autumn are worth the extra layers of thermals, and the winter months are far quieter with stunning snow-capped hills, but watch out for the 4pm sunsets.



York

London to York is a smidge under three hours on the train and is a good base for the York and Whitby rides. The station is in the heart of the city and it’s definitely a good idea to build in extra time for exploring. The York route runs from the city centre and both the Whitby and Cononley routes are day-trip distance away.

There are historic surprises around almost every corner in York, and wonky-fronted shops give clues to fascinating stories. There are also tours aplenty on offer to help you explore every corner of the city. The dark and winding Shambles will have you convinced that you have stepped back in time and it’s there that you will find the York Ghost Merchants, selling collectible handmade ghosts, guided by the traditions of the Sorrowful Guild of Master Ghost Makers – you will need to arrive early and be prepared for a queue.

As well as its history, York is famed for its chocolate and there are plenty of places to indulge, including York’s Chocolate Story which will satisfy even the most sweet-toothed visitor.


P
TRANSPORT

The region is well-served by trains. Avanti trains will get you to the western routes and LNER to the eastern ones. Both allow bikes free of charge but they require bookings. Locally, Northern Rail and TransPennine Express (TPE) both allow bikes – TPE require booking.



Treasure Trails

For a quirkier way of exploring both cities, look for the Treasure Trail guides, which will have you solving mysteries and riddles as you explore the city centres.

B WHAT’S ON

Kielder Observatory

(kielderobservatory.org) A range of events throughout the year to tie in with astronomical activity.

Jorvik Viking Festival

(jorvikvikingfestival.co.uk; February) A celebration of York’s Viking heritage.

Lit Fest Lancaster

(litfest.org; March) One of the UK’s oldest lit fests.

Vintage By the Sea Festival

(vintagefestival.co.uk/vintage-by-the-sea; September) A free family festival celebrating fashion, art and culture in Morecambe.


i WHERE TO STAY

To the west, Lancaster is handy for a number of the rides and has great train connections as well as being close to the M6. Ulverston, meanwhile, is within easy reach of Grizedale, and accommodation here is generally cheaper than inside the Lake District National Park.

To the east, York can be pricey in high season but it’s a bike-friendly city and there’s a great campsite in the city centre. On the coast, Scarborough offers a huge variety of accommodation and has a vibrant town centre.

In the far north, Kielder Village Campsite is a great base and has facilities for tents, vans and camping pods. It’s within walking distance of the castle and easy reach of the observatory.




Resources

Visit York (visityork.org) York events listings and accommodation guides.

Visit Lake District (visit lakedistrict.com) A comprehensive guide to events in the Lake District.

Kielder Water & Forest Park (visitkielder.com) Everything you need to plan your visit to Kielder Forest.
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Cononley to Gargrave


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1–3hr
	
Easy
	
8.6 miles
	
Cononley/Gargrave


	
TERRAIN
	
Hard canal towpath




Canals are great for exploring by bike – not too hilly and usually with a good towpath. Because they’re so popular they can generally be relied upon to have a good number of tea and cake stops along the way, and as they also naturally attract cyclists, there’s generally ample cycle parking when you need it, too. This route can be split or done in one go, depending on how fit you’re feeling. Cononley to Skipton is a lovely ride, and both Skipton and Gargrave have stations if you don’t fancy the ride back.
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Bike Hire

This area is popular with visitors and cyclists so there are several hire shops to choose from, including Tandem UK in Gargrave which specialises in tandem bikes.

Starting Point

The starting point is a short ride up from Cononley station, and there is also parking and camping available in the village.



01 Join the canal via the short dirt track just north of the bus stop lay-by. Turn left to head towards Skipton and keep the canal on your right at all times. The ‘ley’ in Cononley indicates an ancient woodland, and Farnhill Wood – on the opposite bank of the canal as you begin the ride – is beautiful to see in May when it’s covered in bluebells and wild garlic.

02 After passing through open countryside with wraparound views, you’ll reach a small bridge at Hamblethorpe with a touching memorial to a Polish aircrew. A little further along at the next bridge, the large building with the chimney that you can see is Cross Lane Mill, which was once a cotton mill, but has now been converted into apartments.


Skipton Castle

Skipton Castle’s solid, no-nonsense structure perfectly encapsulates the Yorkshire approach to life. It has stood for over 900 years and survived a swathe of attacks, including a three-year siege during the English Civil War – a recently discovered well in the grounds sheds light on how people survived. The castle is open throughout the year with a range of events and tours, and it has a fun, hands-on approach to engage visitors of all ages. Lady Anne Clifford did much to restore the castle after the civil war and, in 1659, she planted the yew tree which still grows in the central courtyard.
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Skipton Castle
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03 As you approach Skipton you’ll notice an increase in bridges. When the canals were originally built legislation was passed to ensure farmers still had access to their land, which is why there are so many bridges over canals. The stretch through central Skipton can be busy with people and bikes, especially on a warm sunny day, and if you want to break your journey here for food and drink, there is cycle parking in the large car park on the opposite bank.

04 If you’re up for a short detour then there is a lovely walk up through the woods, along Eller Beck and around Skipton Castle. Look out for High Corn Mill, one of the oldest mills in the county and still powered by water from the beck.

05 The name ‘Skipton’ derives from ‘Sheep Town’ and near to Skipton Bypass (bridge 175A) is Skipton Auction Mart which, every September, is host to Yarndale, one of the largest yarn events in the country. At Niffany Swing Bridge the cycle track leaves the canal banks briefly and runs alongside the road. It is safe and well-separated from the road, but a little narrow if you meet someone coming the other way.


s Take a Break

SKIPTON The obvious place to take a break is Skipton and there’s bike parking in most of the car parks. The town offers all the usual well-known hostelries, but take a wander along the alleyways (known locally as ginnels) and you’ll find a range of local, independent cafes and cake shops. There’s also the lovely walk along Eller Beck and up into Skipton Woods, which is carpeted with bluebells and wild garlic in May and has information boards to guide you through the local history.



06 Just beyond here, when you rejoin the towpath, notice how the railway, main road and canal all run alongside each other. Skipton has been an important town for over 1000 years; it was mentioned in the Doomsday Book in 1086 and many ancient routes lead to the town. Before you carry on, try calling up an arial image of the area on your phone; there you’ll clearly see the route of an old aqueduct in the landscape which you should then be able to pick out in the fields around you.

07 The sweeping bends of the next section are fun on a bike, but were a problem for the horse-towed barges because a horse with a straight rope would pull the boat into the side of the canal. To prevent this, wooden rollers were installed on the insides of the bends to keep the barge running straight. Most have been lost but a few remain along this canal.

08 The lock at Holme Bridge will definitely catch your attention – look for the engraving that reads ‘Super Slow Way, Super Low Way’. It’s not far to Gargrave now, but as you make your way there look for the mile makers and you’ll notice that the mileage appears to be back to front. This is because canal mile markers always tell you how far you’ve come and not how far you have left to go, this was so that boats could accurately calculate their tolls.

09 The charming stone-clad village of Gargrave can trace its history even further back than Skipton and this stretch is noticeably quieter than the busy section through Skipton.

10 Mark House Lane (Bridge 170: Higherland Bridge) is the end point of the ride. Turn left off the canal and continue straight through the village and over the river to the station.


Leeds & Liverpool Canal

The canal this route follows is the longest in Britain and was built to connect the industrial towns of Yorkshire and Lancashire with the port at Liverpool. It’s 127 miles long and you can walk or cycle along most of it. It took 46 years to complete because engineers had to solve the problem of how to get it through the Pennine hills, a feat they finally achieved thanks to several impressive flights of locks. As well as moving goods to Liverpool, the canal also allowed towns to trade with each other and many of the old warehouses still survive along the canal banks.
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Grizedale Forest Hawkshead Moor Trail


Best for WILDERNESS




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2–3hr
	
Difficult
	
10.5 miles
	
Grizedale Visitor Centre


	
TERRAIN
	
Hard forest track, hilly




Situated between Windermere and Coniston Water, this accessible forest has an excellent visitor centre, a cafe, exhibits, forest art and zip lines. There are plenty of trails to choose from; this one follows the green Hawkshead Moor trail and leads you around the western side of the forest. There is also the 2-mile Goosey Foot Tarn trail if you have smaller children, with parking nearby at Moor Top. It’s a good idea to follow the trail in a counterclockwise direction as there is one long steep up, so this way you’ll be coming down it.
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Bike Hire

Biketreks Grizedale, just past the visitor centre, has a wide range of bikes available, including mountain bikes and e-bikes. It also has kiddie trailers, plenty of accessories and loads of friendly advice.

Starting Point

From the visitor centre, turn right, and then left through the gate. Enter the forest and follow the green cycle trail waymarkers up the track to the right.



01 From the car park go down the small road past the forestry offices to a gate on your left. This will lead you into the forest. From here you will see coloured waymarkers showing you the many cycle trails. Take the green route, turning right and following the track uphill. Although ‘Grizedale’ means ‘Valley of the Pigs’ the forest is now home to a herd of native red deer, so if you’re quiet you might just spot one. It was one of the first forests in the country to welcome visitors, who mainly came to see the wildlife.

02 This is the longest stretch of uphill on the route, so as you climb along the track take regular pauses to admire the view, especially the view down over what was once Grizedale Hall. Built in 1905 it served as a POW camp in WWII and was the site of a famous and daring escape! Franz von Werra escaped in 1940 but was eventually found a few days later, stuck in a muddy bog on a nearby fell.


Grizedale Hall

The grand steps and walls next to the car park were once part of Grizedale Hall. It was built in 1905 by Harold Brockelbank, whose family owned a hugely successful shipping company in Liverpool. He tore down the previous hall on the site to build his 40-room Gothic mansion and lived there until 1936. After his death the Forestry Commission took over the estate and it later became the first prisoner of war camp in Britain. After the war the Forestry Commission began auctioning off fixtures and fittings to meet the running costs, but eventually demolished the hall in 1957.
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03 Continue on the mud track until you reach a sharp bend at the northern end of the forest at Moor Top – this is where you can detour to follow the blue trail past Goosey Foot Tarn and Juniper Tarn, before rejoining the main route. These are two of the many artificial tarns in the area and once served as reservoirs for the local villages. There’s a stone bench near the tarn dedicated to Bill Grant OBE who was responsible for founding the sculpture trail.

04 At the northern end of the trail, near to marker 22, look for the short detour to the car park and picnic bench at High Cross. Although there are plenty of places to pause along the route, this one is perhaps the most convenient, especially for family groups.

05 As the trail turns south down the western edge of the forest, look out for expansive views down over Coniston Water and the Coniston Fells behind. While it’s an idyllic rural landscape now, this area was once home to extensive copper mining and remains of the old mines are scattered across the foothills of the Old Man of Coniston.

06 Just past location point 12 near Lawson Park, there is a big tree stump; a perfect perch to stop for lunch or a snack. It has iconic views of the fells with the distinctively yellow Brantwood house down below – this was home to the writer John Ruskin and has beautiful gardens and an excellent cafe.


s Take a Break

GRIZEDALE VISITOR CENTRE There are no cafes or other facilities along the trail, but there are occasional benches and plenty of tree stumps allowing you to take a breather and admire the views across Coniston Water and the surrounding fells. Pack plenty of drinks and snacks in your rucksack and enjoy them on the large tree stump at Lawson Park. The cafe in the Grizedale Visitor Centre at the start of the route is the perfect place to stock up.



07 The trail continues south around Carron Crag which, at 314m, is the highest point in the forest. Take a moment along here to enjoy the views of Coniston Water – it was here that Donald Campbell famously crashed in 1967 during a world water speed record attempt. The museum in Coniston village is worth a visit to learn more about what happened that day.

08 At the south end of the trail you will be heading blissfully downhill at Farra Grain – this is a fast stretch of the route so remember to watch out for the two hairpin bends. The sculptures that you will have noticed on your ride began back in 1977 and today there are over 50 different sculptures along the trail, themed around the landscape and made from natural materials.

09 As you come to the T-junction at the bottom of the hill, the trail continues left to the visitor centre but, if you fancy a very short (and flat!) detour, turn right to discover two lovely stone bridges in a shaded glade. These little bridges over the meandering Farra Grain Beck are engraved ‘C.C Farra Grain Lower Bridge’ and ‘Higher Bridge’ and would have been the original route through the valley. Returning to the green cycle trail, continue until you reach the track back down to the gate and the starting point.


Red Squirrels

Although red squirrels are an iconic emblem of the Lake District, Grizedale Forest is a battleground where the reds are fighting for survival against the greys. If you’re lucky you will spot a red squirrel, but they are slowly becoming outnumbered. They nest high in the trees and can be left- or right-handed when it comes to eating pinecones. Contrary to popular belief, they do not hibernate in winter, but are less active during the colder months. They lose out to greys as they are smaller, require a more specialist diet and are susceptible to squirrel pox.
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A Lap of Kielder Water


Best for NATURE




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
5–6hr
	
Difficult
	
25 miles
	
Hawkhope Car Park


	
TERRAIN
	
Hard forest track




There is a very good reason why this route goes around the lake in a counterclockwise direction – this is a long ride and all the cake stops are on the homeward leg of the journey from the village back down to the dam. Although challenging, this is an excellent ride with plenty of variety and an assortment of sculptures to admire, photograph or even sit in to enjoy your lunch. Do be aware that during the summer months this area can be quite midge-y so be sure to take your repellent with you.
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Bike Hire

Kielder is a hotspot for cyclists and the Bike Place has a wide variety of bikes to suit all ages and abilities.

Starting Point

The route starts at the large, and usually quieter, Hawkhope Car Park on the far side of the dam. The nearest facilities are at Tower Knowe.



01 From the car park follow the track away from the dam wall with the reservoir on your left. The dense woodland is perfect for keeping you cool in the summer and dry in the winter. The Wave Chamber at the tip of the Belling is a small stone hut on the lake edge, and is a tempting and worthwhile detour while your legs are still fresh.

02 After winding around a tiny inlet, take a break and admire Belvedere – this was the first of the architectural pieces commissioned and has been designed to reflect the landscape around it. Robin’s Hut is another great place to pause and catch your breath. See if you can spot Freya’s Cabin on the opposite shore and learn a little more about their love story.
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03 If it feels like it’s taking a long time to reach the top of the lake, that’s because it’s the largest artificial lake in the UK – so relax and enjoy the swoops and turns on the track. It was planned in the 1960s and was opened by Queen Elizabeth II in 1982 and took two years to fill.

04 Keep heading north and look out for Silvas Capitalis in the woods. This giant human head made of 3000 individual pieces of larch symbolises a ‘watcher’ who has been observing the landscape for millennia.

05 Bakethin Wier marks the boundary between Kielder Water and Bakethin Reservoir. This stretch is gentler than some of the other sections, so enjoy it while it lasts. If you’re lucky, you may even spot otters splashing about in the water.


Kielder Observatory

Kielder is an internationally recognised dark sky area where light pollution is at a minimum and, on a clear night, you can see the arm of the Milky Way with the naked eye. The observatory opened in March 2008 and, as well as being an important member of the global scientific community, it also offers over 700 visitor events each year, catering for all ages and abilities. During these events you can observe planets, distant stars, and other astronomical phenomena through their high-powered telescopes. Advanced booking is required for all events.



06 As you reach the northern end of the lake you cross over Kielder Viaduct, an old railway bridge with skew arches. The unique walls along the viaduct are reputedly due to the Duke of Northumberland (who owned Kielder Castle) demanding that they matched the castle battlements.

07 Follow the signs through Kielder village – there’s a small shop where you can top up your water bottles and chocolate supplies before the trip back along the lake. Keep the water on your left and head south along the western shore. This side is less remote, but it has the benefit of cake stops.

08 The first section is one of the most wooded sections of the ride. The whole of Kielder Forest covers over 250 sq miles and is the largest ‘artificial’ forest in England.

09 Continue on down to Kielder Column, next to Bakethin Wier. This is a fascinating sandstone spiral and a perfect place to get some atmospheric shots of the reservoir. When you reach the Mirage Decking, an Escher-like interconnecting collection of wooden platforms, the track winds away from the shore and there are a few ups and downs here, but there’s also a distinctive curved wooden bridge that sounds wonderful as you ride across.

10 The track remains closer to the road for a short while before swinging back to the lake shore and towards a large campsite with several more art installations. Take care through the campsite as this is one of the only areas where you may encounter traffic on the route.


s Take a Break

The Janus Chairs are a great place to pause and take a break on your way up the reservoir. They form part of the sculpture trail and are three enormous chairs that can be rotated, and you can easily fit 2 people on one chair. They were inspired by the shape of flower petals and as you rotate them you can see the shape of a bud, and then bloom, forming. If you get caught by a shower, rotate them all towards the centre to form a shelter.



11 Bull Crag Peninsula is the last large headland to pass around as you head back towards the south of the reservoir. The term reservoir comes from the Old French word meaning ‘to reserve’, and in this case it reserves 200 million gallons when it’s full. As you cross the area around Wickhope, watch out for people from the nearby Calvert Trust centre enjoying kayaking.

12 After Elf Kirk viewpoint, Tower Knowe is your last major landmark as you approach the dam. Here you will find plenty of local information and, most importantly, plenty of tea and cake for the final short push. The cycle path follows the road back to the car park. The dam wall you’re cycling over is 0.75 miles long and 52m high and cost £167 million to build.


Kielder Castle

Built in 1775, the architect William Newton used the Duke of Northumberland’s design for Gothic-style Kielder Castle, which was originally used as a hunting lodge. The castle was rebuilt in the middle of the 19th century, sometime around 1867, although the exact date remains a mystery. The castle was sold to the Forestry Commission in 1932, and was converted into a visitor centre in the 1980s. It is now a Grade II-listed building and is said to be haunted by a servant girl named Emma, as well as the obligatory ‘Grey Lady’.
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Morecambe & Lancaster Loop


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3–4hr
	
Intermediate
	
10.5 miles
	
Platform Visitor Info Centre


	
TERRAIN
	
Tarmac and hard track




It’s so easy to say that a route ‘has it all’, but this one pretty much does. There’s a long section along Morecambe Promenade, a sweep through the edges of Lancaster city, an old railway route along a river, an iconic bridge and a towpath with views over Morecambe Bay. Throw in one of Britain’s finest comedians, some surprising history, one of the most important bird migration sites in the UK, and more tea and coffee stops than you could shake a cycle pump at, and you really would be hard-pressed to find something that this route is missing.
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Bike Hire

With the Morecambe Bay Cycleway passing straight through the heart of Morecambe there’s been a big push for more cycle and e-bike hire in the area, plus cycle accessory shops.

Starting Point

This loop trail begins at the end of the ‘Flock of Words’ pathway, next to the Platform Visitor Information Centre and opposite the Midland Hotel.



01 From the starting point, cycle away from the sea front and follow the Flock of Words pathway towards Morecambe station. Allow yourself time to pause and read the poems and facts along the way. The original station at the starting point was built in 1907 to accommodate the huge influx of visitors to the town and had four platforms plus sidings. Sadly, local tourism died as international travel took over and it closed in 1994.

02 When you reach the road, cross at the crossing, then bear right to head to the small car park next to the pizza outlet. You’ll find the start of the Greenway on the far side – a traffic-free route connecting Morecambe with Lancaster. At this point you’re following National Cycle Network Route 69 towards Lancaster. Cross the railway at the crossing, then at the next small road take a quick left-right to remain on the route. This ‘Greenway’ offers a popular commuting route between Lancaster and Morecambe.
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03 As you arrive in Lancaster, keep right to drop back down to the river. The route then sweeps towards the city over Millennium Bridge, which was opened in 2000 to mark the millennium. The design of the bridge echoes the masts of the tall ships that once visited the city. Turn left here and follow the signs towards Lune Aqueduct.

04 When you reach Sainsbury’s look for the signposted right-hand turn that will take you down and under the main road. When you reach the park on the far side pause to admire Skerton Bridge in front of you. It was the first commission for Thomas Harrison who went on to design the superb Shire Hall courtroom in Lancaster Castle.


The Flock of Words

This 300m-long pavement forms part of a larger art project in Morecambe – look for additional items on the same theme along the stone jetty and also around the Eric Morecambe statue. The pavement connects the new station with the old station in front of the Midland Hotel, and the typeface of some of the text was developed by one of the designers of the hotel. All of the quotes, poems and sayings are related to birds and come from sources as diverse as the Bible, William Shakespeare and Spike Milligan.



05 The route now follows the ‘Little’ Northwestern Railway which once ran from Morecambe to Skipton – a disused railway line and now tarmacked cycle/walkway. The line opened in 1849 and closed in 1966 due to a sharp drop in passenger numbers.

06 When you reach the aqueduct turn right to follow the long steady slope up to the canal at the top. The aqueduct was designed by John Rennie and cost so much to build that it resulted in the Lancaster Canal not being linked to the main canal network for over 200 years. (That only happened in 2002 with the opening of the Millennium Ribble Link near Preston.)

07 At the top of the ramp turn left and cross the aqueduct. There are some information boards at the far end to fill you in on the history of the canal. Keep following the canal and admire the elegant wide arch carrying the Bay Gateway dual carriageway overhead. Although planned in 1948, it eventually opened in October 2016 to provide a direct link from the M6 to the docks at Heysham.

08 After the dual carriage-way, the towpath runs quietly alongside the canal with just the crunch of gravel under your tyres for company. When you reach the next group of houses, bear left to follow Route 69 towards Morecambe and Heysham. At the end of the track turn left into Rushley Drive; follow it to the end, then turn left to follow the cycle path down to the crossing.


s Take a Break

HAPPY MOUNT PARK If you really want to find a place that only the locals know about, then take your break at Happy Mount Park at the northern end of Morecambe Promenade. Opened in 1920 and still free to visit, you’ll find a cafe, a play area, crazy golf, gardens and a range of activities, including brass band concerts, throughout the year. It’s open from 8.30am to dusk every day and is a true local icon.



09 Cross the road and join Morecambe Promenade, which you will now follow all the way back to the starting point. On your left is the Venus and Cupid statue; built to commemorate motherhood, it is subtitled ‘Love, The Most Beautiful Of Absolute Disasters’ and was unveiled in 2005.

10 As you approach the Midland Hotel at the start of the route, look out for the bronze statue of Eric Morecambe to your left. Like the man himself, it is larger than life, and was unveiled by Queen Elizabeth II in 1999. At the Midland Hotel return to the road and cross at the crossing to reach the start point.


Lancaster Canal

During the 18th century Lancaster was an important port, but as ships grew larger they were unable to navigate up the river to the city, meaning that important trade was diverted to places like Liverpool. The Lancaster Canal was designed to combat this by connecting Kendal and Lancaster with Liverpool. Sadly the cost of the Lune Aqueduct meant there was not enough money to complete the final link so the canal remained cut off from the main network until 2002. Although the canal to Kendal was blocked by the building of the M6, there are now plans to address that.
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Preston Guild Wheel


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3–4hr
	
Intermediate
	
21 miles
	
Avenham Park


	
TERRAIN
	
Mostly tarmac and hard track




Preston Guild dates back to 1179 when the town gained its royal charter. The Guild was a way for craftsmen to swear loyalty to the mayor and was originally an annual event; since 1542, however, it has taken place every 20 years, with a number of events and celebrations throughout the city. The Guild Wheel was created as a legacy of the 2012 Guild, and it encircles the city. The route passes through Brockholes Nature Reserve and includes two rivers and a canal. It is well-signposted, with GW signs painted on the pavement throughout.
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Bike Hire

Cycle hire is available at the station in the city centre, a short distance from the start point. When you collect your bikes, ask for the quietest route to the start.

Starting Point

There are plenty of facilities at Avenham Park, and the official start of the route is outside the Pavilion Cafe on the waterfront.



01 From Pavilion Cafe, head along the wide path keeping the river on your left. As you near the docks there are plenty of huge old moorings that give clues to the city’s past. Follow the signs to swing right and over the bridge at the end of the dock. The dock was completed in 1892 and was, at that time, the largest single dock in the country.

02 After a stretch alongside the main road head up and over the large bridge and down to the Millennium Ribble Link canal, an oasis of calm on the edge of the city. The canal was constructed in 2002 to link the Lancaster Canal to the canal network for the first time.
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03 When the track reaches Sawick Way, turn left and over the bridge to the large bus stop and follow the signed route to the UCLAN Sports Arena. Here, if you fancy a break from cycling, you could try hockey, football, netball or athletics – or just pause to catch your breath as you watch everyone else have a go.

04 Continue following the signs, over the Lancaster Canal, one of the flattest in the country with no locks for over 41 miles. When you pop out onto the main road turn left, cross at the crossing, then turn right along the cycle route

05 From here the route winds along wooded land between houses – keep going until you reach Miller Lane where you take a sharp right. At the end of Miller Lane, where the road ends, continue on the cycle track. This stretch has seen lots of new building work as the city continues to expand.


Preston Bypass

We now take motorways for granted, but this is where it all began in the UK. The Preston Bypass (now the M6) was opened by Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in December 1958 and he immediately became the first man to travel on a British motorway. This original stretch ran from Bamber Bridge in the south to Broughton in the north. It cost £3 million and was part of a scheme to create a motorway network connecting the north and south of the country. History nerds may want to track down the stone on the southbound side of Charnock Richard service which commemorates this event.



06 When you reach the end, turn left along the cycle path, then left again at the roundabout beyond the Ancient Oak pub. The actual ancient oak still stands near the pub (not visible from the road) and features heavily in the history of Cottam Hall. From here to Broughton there are several twists and turns, but all of them are very clearly signed – just keep your eyes peeled for the large blue signs.

07 When you emerge onto the road at Broughton turn right to follow the large, segregated cycle path down to the roundabout. Continue around to the left, then take D’urton Lane and remain on it under the motorway until you reach the business park. Although now an industrial landscape, this area was the site of the Battle of Preston, which took place in 1648.

08 Keep following the signs until you reach Fulwood Row where you are offered a high-gradient or low-gradient option. The high gradient route involves one short down and an equally short up, then a pleasant woodland track. The low gradient route has one small hill and runs alongside the road. Both routes converge at a large round-about near Starbucks Coffee.


s Take a Break

BROCKHOLES NATURE RESERVE Beautiful Brockholes Nature Reserve is owned and managed by the Wildlife Trust for Lancashire, Manchester and North Merseyside. The site was once an important sand and gravel quarry but has been owned by the conservation charity since 2007. The trust has restored numerous habitats and there’s an excellent visitor centre which is geared towards casual nature enthusiasts rather than serious ‘birders’. The excellent cafe serves a variety of dishes from big breakfasts to fruit snacks.



09 Continue following the signed route as it leaves the road and heads through the twisted trees of the ancient woodland to Brockholes Nature Reserve and Red Scar. The woods are beautiful all year round but the ethereal blue haze of the bluebells in April is hard to beat. At the top of Red Scar, you will need to dismount and walk your bike down the short steep hill. At the bottom, turn left through the nature reserve, home to a wide variety of birds including osprey and red kite, so have your camera ready!

10 As you exit the nature reserve you will pass underneath the M6 – this is the Preston Bypass and was the first ever section of motorway in the UK. The route now follows the River Ribble all the way back to Avenham Park. The unusual bridge on the final straight is Old Tram Bridge which was built in 1802 to allow horses to transport goods across the river.


Prince Albert Edward Dock

When it opened in 1892, the dock was the largest single dock in the country. The then Prince of Wales, Albert Edward (eldest son of Queen Victoria), laid the foundation stone, and the dock is named after him (although it is more commonly known as ‘Preston Dock’). It was built at a naturally sheltered point on the river and was the first port to introduce ‘roll on, roll off’ transport, meaning that it could handle large volumes of traffic. It was mainly used for cargoes of cotton and wood pulp and, although it traded for 90 years, it was only profitable for 17 of those years and eventually closed in 1979.
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Scarborough to Whitby: The Cinder Track


Best for COASTAL SCENERY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
4–5hr
	
Intermediate
	
22 miles
	
Scarborough/Whitby


	
TERRAIN
	
Hard gravel track




This stunning cycle path runs along the old railway line that was once a direct connection between Scarborough and Whitby. Because it’s on an old railway line, all the hills are gentle and there are no sharp twists and turns, plus there are plenty of sea views as well as some positively perfect cake stops. If the whole route seems daunting then maybe do the section from Scarborough to Ravenscar and back one day, then travel to Whitby and ride from Whitby to Ravenscar the next. The National Trust tearoom at Ravenscar is definitely worth two visits.
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Bike Hire

The Cinder Track is a popular route and is well supported by local cycle shops. Bay Hire offers a delivery and collection service to make things even easier.

Starting Point

Sainsbury’s car park may not be glamorous, but it is practical and is the perfect place to stock up on goodies for the ride.



01 Look for the trees and the playground on the far side of the car park and that’s where you’ll find the start of the route. The first stretch winds around houses and under bridges. The Cinder Track got its name from the fact that track bedding was made from old cinders instead of the usual crushed stone and it makes a satisfying crunch as you ride over it.

02 The beauty of old railway lines is that there are few roads to cross – the first one is a small access road to a new housing estate at Newby Farm Road. The other lovely thing about old railway lines is that the embankments are often wildlife havens that have been undisturbed for many years. Here you can spot wildflowers such as sea champion – also known as witches thimbles – which folklore says should never be picked.


The Cinder Track

This cycle route follows the old Scarborough to Whitby railway line which opened in July 1885. The gradients and proximity to the sea meant that the line was regularly closed due to poor weather conditions, and it dropped out of favour with commuters before being closed in March 1965. By 1972 all the tracks had been removed and the route became a popular walking and cycling route, but it became neglected in places over the years. An ambitious renovation scheme was launched in 2019 to clear undergrowth, improve the track, and preserve and protect the surrounding natural environment.
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03 When you emerge out of Chichester Close onto Station Road, turn right then left into Field Close Road, before forking right onto the cycle track. After following the track through fields it’s time to cross the main road. Turn left then right across the road, following the clear signage to the safe crossing point. The views out across the sea from here on a clear day are immense, but the area is renowned for its local fog, known as the ‘fret’ – the fog is caused by warm air passing over the cold North Sea and generally only stretches a short way inland, but can persist for several days.

04 Pause to admire the Station House at Houghton – with the platform still intact and distinctive white facias, it’s a great reminder of the history of this track, and you can almost hear the steam trains puffing past.

05 The track now winds towards the sea before bringing you to Ravenscar, known as the ‘Town That Never Was’. The Victorians planned a big resort here, making the most of the railway and the stunning views, but after they built the hotel nothing else was completed, leaving everything with a half-finished feel. There are some lovely walks around the headland if you need to stretch your legs.


s Take a Break

RAVENSCAR VISITOR CENTRE This visitor centre is the perfect place to pause. You’ll find plenty of information about the local area here, as well as lashings of tea and cake, and all the usual goodies you’d expect to find in a National Trust shop. There’s cycle parking nearby if you decide to stretch your legs on a walk around the headland. It’s also only a short detour to the Bent Rigg Radar Station for those who like a bit of WWII history.



06 From here the track takes you around a few big sweeping bends to accommodate the climb to Robin Hood’s Bay. When you pop out onto Thorne Lane turn right, follow the road downhill, then pick up the track to the left which will take you past all the old station buildings and into the car park – be careful as this very short section can be quite busy during peak season.

07 From the car park head down to the road, bear left, then fork right onto Mount Pleasant North. Be careful at the end and swing left up onto the cycle path rather than following the Cleveland Way footpath. Although there is folklore about Robin Hood visiting the area there is no historic evidence. The small but beautiful Robin Hood’s Bay Museum will tell you everything you need to know about the village.

08 After sweeping around the headland the track passes a couple of holiday parks before crossing another road, again with excellent signage and crossing facilities. The track now climbs gently towards Whitby and you’ll go over more bridges than you go under. None are more spectacular than the Larpool Viaduct, where those feeling brave can ditch the bike and try a bungee jump. Although iron was a popular building material at the time, the proximity to the sea meant that the Victorians avoided it and instead created this elegant 13-arch viaduct from beautiful red bricks. The bridge even features in Bram Stoker’s Dracula.

09 From the viaduct it’s a short ride to the abrupt end of the line and a pleasant view down over the town. There is plenty to explore in Whitby, but if you like things a little quieter, try the East Pier, or push on a little further to Upgang Beach.


The Alum Works

Alum is a chemical that fixes dyes into cloth, and it was a hugely important part of fabric production in England. Until the reign of Henry VIII most alum came from Italy, but then the king fell out with the Pope and so England had to find a way to make it locally. The Yorkshire rocks provided the raw materials and the Peak Alum Works opened in 1615. Human urine was another key ingredient and public urinals were built specifically to supply the factory. Once dye-making improved, alum was no longer required and the Ravenscar factory closed in 1871.
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York to Selby


Best for HISTORY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2–4hr
	
Intermediate
	
14 miles
	
York/Selby


	
TERRAIN
	
Mostly tarmac




The city of York has so much to offer that it’s hard to tear yourself away, but this ride is absolutely worth it. It begins in the shadow of the city walls before winding along the river, across the racecourse and then off on a journey through the whole of our solar system. There’s plenty of information to take in along the way and plenty of benches too, where you can rest your legs and admire the sweeping views. Selby has some lovely surprises at the end, including an abbey, a riverside amphitheatre and a cycle cafe.
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Bike Hire

Get Cycling, near the starting point, has a bike for everyone. Staff can provide plenty of useful advice too, if you’re feeling a little unsure.

Starting Point

The route starts in Tower Gardens, next to the river. There are several car parks nearby, or it’s a short jaunt from the station.



01 From Tower Gardens head away from the city, keeping the river on your right. If you have extra time in York, then take a walk along the nearby city walls to discover lots of hidden corners. When you reach Millennium Bridge, follow it up and over the river, then turn left at the end. The river will now be on your left.

02 Follow the signs up a short hill to the road, emerging opposite Terry’s offices. The business began in 1767 as a sweet shop in the centre of York before becoming an international brand. Cross the road at the crossing and follow the sweeping tarmac track towards the racecourse.


York City Walls

We have the Romans to thank for the impressive city walls, although little of the original walls remain. They built them in 71 CE to protect the Romans from the locals. The walls were improved and strengthened over the centuries, with gates (bars) added to control who came and went, and to impose tolls on people and goods. In 1644 they were the site of an important battle as the Parliamentarians recaptured the city from the Royalists. Some sections were lost in the 19th century but have now been reconstructed and today you can walk 2.5 miles around the walls.
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03 As the route swings along the far end of the racecourse, pause to take in the view. There has been racing in the city as far back as the Romans and the first record of a race dates back to 1530. This was also near where the town gallows were and where Dick Turpin met his end in 1739.

04 The route now passes alongside a busy road before dropping down to the Sun and the start of the Solar System Greenway – a series of scale models of the solar system spread over the next 6.4 miles. The first four planets appear in very quick succession and from Mars onwards the distance between them increases dramatically. Take the time to read the information plaques for each planet. This entire stretch is flat tarmac so you can concentrate on enjoying the planets and surrounding countryside.

05 The route travels through a very quiet cul-de-sac between Mars and Jupiter, and as you rejoin the cycleway you’ll also find a garden centre with a cafe if you need an early break. Naburn Bridge is an old swing bridge, built in 1870. Look up to see the 4m-high Fisher of Dreams above you – a galvanised steel sculpture of a fisherman created in 2001.


s Take a Break

PICKLED AT RICCALL Riccall is just past the halfway point and is a great place to pause. In the centre of the village, there’s a cafe – Pickled at Riccall – which offers good-sized portions and food to take out, as well as a post office. If you have a packed lunch and want some space to run around then try the park at the end of the village – it has plenty of equipment, including a zip line, and information boards to fill you in on the local history.



06 As you pass Saturn there’s a scale model of a satellite and a small honesty cafe in case you need a boost to make it to Uranus. After you pass Uranus, the track runs through what was once the Selby ‘super-pit’. In its day, it was the largest deep-coal-mining project in the world, producing five times the national average yield of coal. Continue on until you reach Pluto, which is up a short ramp just off the main track. You could turn here for a traffic-free return to York, or keep going to Selby to take the train back.

07 To continue, follow the track as it emerges into Riccall – keep looking for the Trans Pennine Trail 65 route signs. Riccall is an ancient site with evidence of habitation pre-dating the Romans – it’s near enough to the river for water, but raised enough to avoid flooding. As you leave Riccall the route runs alongside a busy road until you reach Barlby. Continue on through the village of Barlby, passing Barlby Hall – look for the Pin Fold next to the hall where stray sheep were once kept.

08 Before the roundabout at the end of the village, turn right through a gap in the trees, then continue over a footpath to follow the track up a small incline to the river bank. Keep the river on your right and continue on – remaining on the track until it drops to street level behind a small terraced estate. The track is a little narrower and uneven along this stretch, so switch to off-road suspension if you have it.

09 Turn left along Pond Lane to reach the main road, then turn right to cross the bridge into Selby (you will need to dismount to cross the bridge). The Waterfront Gardens are on your right at the end of the bridge. Here you can follow a timeline of Selby’s history through to the amphitheatre which has plenty of benches and a cycle cafe (Cogs and Coffee) opposite.


Selby Abbey

Founded in 1069, this was once one of England’s most important churches. It survived the dissolutions of the monasteries (when Henry VIII closed down and confiscated church property). Benedict, a monk from France, had a vision to start a new monastery at ‘Selebiae’ where three swans would mark the spot. After initially heading to Salisbury, he eventually ended up at Selby where, at a bend in the River Ouse, he saw three swans in the water. The three swans have been the emblem of the Abbey ever since and can also be found throughout the town.
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Also Try...

Morecambe Bay Cycleway


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2–3 days
	
Intermediate
	
80 miles




This is a long-distance, multiday ride if you tackle it all at once, but you can easily dip in and out of sections. It is a very practical route boasting ‘a loo, a brew and a view’ every 10 miles, and although there are a couple of steep hills, much of it follows the lower tracks around the bay.

The section around Glasson Dock is well worth exploring with plenty of local history and cafes to keep everyone entertained. There’s also a nice stretch of track along the shore at Roosebeck on the north of the bay if you fancy something different.
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Gorse Cycle Trail, Whinlatter Forest


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1hr
	
Intermediate
	
6.2 miles




Whinlatter is a cycling centre with a wide array of routes to choose from. There’s ample parking at the visitor centre and on-site cycle hire, including e-bikes, is available at Cyclewise.

The Gorse Cycle Trail winds through England’s only true mountain forest, exploring some of the quieter corners, and offers plenty of panoramic views of the northern Lake District fells. The on-site facilities are excellent with a large shop and Siskins Cafe. If you head up from Keswick, look out for the large lay-by along the road – it offers impressive views along Bassenthwaite Lake, and there’s usually an ice-cream van parked there during the summer months.

Leeds Canal: Kirkstall Forge to Leeds City Centre


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
30min
	
Easy
	
3.7 miles




This is an easy ride along the canal towpath with interesting industrial history. Short enough to do a ‘there and back’ or take the train to Kirkstall Forge and follow the canal back into the city.

The route is very straightforward and offers excellent views of Kirkstall Abbey near the start. The abbey is over 800 years old and is one of the best-preserved Cistercian monasteries in the country. As you reach the centre, the landscape evolves into a modern cityscape, with a variety of bars and restaurants to welcome you. End your journey here or continue along the canal – the choice is yours.
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Berwick-upon-Tweed to Lindisfarne


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
15 miles




A beautiful route suitable for families with older children. The start of the route is predominantly off-road but the final stretch, over the causeway to the island, is on the road.

Follow the signs for Route 1 from the station and wind through the historic streets of Berwick, then over the old bridge and out down the coastal track. Stay on the track past the golf course and over the railway line towards Holy Island and Lindisfarne Castle which was built in 1550 to defend the harbour that was sheltering English ships. Note: the causeway is tidal so you must check the tide times before setting out. Also this is an ‘out-and-back’ route as there are no local train routes.




Wales
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24 Elan Valley Trail

Spectacular landscapes meet feats of human engineering on this unbelievably scenic out-and-back ride from Rhayader exploring the Elan Valley’s dams.

25 Llyn Brenig & Alwen Reservoir

Tour around two of North Wales’ most underrated reservoirs with this challenging off-road cycle route across the beautiful Denbigh Moors.

26 Millennium Coastal Path

You won’t believe the industrial past of this redeveloped coastline while riding on cycle paths between salt marshes and beaches.

27 Taff Trail from Brecon

Ride along the canal towpath and into the Brecon Beacons on this linear route up to Talybont Reservoir and back.

28 Mawddach Trail

From town to sea, trace the edge of the Mawddach Estuary and over the historic wooden Barmouth Bridge from Dolgellau.

29 Brunel Trail

From Neyland up to Haverfordwest, explore the castle in Pembrokeshire’s county town and return along the peaceful former railway line.
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Explore

Wales

From the towering mountains of Eryri (Snowdonia) to the valleys and coastline of South Wales and the vast expanse of rural landscapes between, Wales is an adventurer’s paradise waiting to be explored. It is best known for its rich industrial past in coal mining and steelworks, love of rugby, beautiful hilly and mountainous landscapes, male voice choirs and strong preservation of its native language and culture. Welsh hospitality is second to none, so make sure you punctuate your rides with stops to enjoy delicacies from Welsh cakes and bara brith (a rich, fruit tea-loaf) to Welsh rarebit and laverbread.

Rhayader

Ideally situated for exploring Mid-Wales, Rhayader is a sizeable town surrounded by hills on the cusp of the spectacular Elan Valley. The market town is the first on the River Wye, and its name means ‘waterfall on the Wye’. The main income in the area is derived from tourism and farming, so you’ll find a great selection of pub hotels and cosy cafes to choose from, as well as more rural options in the nearby valleys. Plenty of cyclists pass through the town each year, which is located on National Cycle Network Route 8, Lôn Las Cymru. For a quirky visit, time your trip to coincide with the carnival in July to witness world championship wheelbarrow racing and rock-paper-scissors tournaments.

Swansea

The second-largest city on the south coast, Swansea offers the perks of urban life while still being close to the green country-side and sandy beaches of the Gower and Carmarthenshire. There’s plenty to explore near the centre, including the National Waterfront Museum and the Dylan Thomas Centre, while breathtaking beaches including Oxwich Bay on the Gower are just a stone’s throw away. Choose between authentic country pubs providing a hearty meal or modern bistros in the city offering fine dining after taking it all in.


.
When to Go

Wales is wonderfully green, and for a good reason. The maritime climate means that the country is typically mild, though often cloudy, wet and windy. On a good day, though, it can’t be beaten. Though never guaranteed, you’re more likely to get drier, sunnier weather through the late spring, summer and early autumn.



Machynlleth

Certainly one of Wales’ most charming towns, Machynlleth, also affectionately known as ‘Mach’, is an arty, eco-friendly town that borders Mid-Wales and the southern edge of Eryri (Snowdonia). The Dyfi Valley has produced some world-class mountain bikers, and with such incredible slate upland landscapes here, it’s not hard to see why. A stay in Machynlleth can be described as wholesome, where you’ll find locally produced food, a bustling Wednesday market, arts and crafts, antiques and a warm welcome. For the best veggie breakfasts, be sure to visit Tŷ Medi on the high street.

Abergavenny

At the heart of Monmouthshire to the southeast, the market town of Abergavenny is a desirable place to live and visit. Known for its annual food fair, and writing and arts festivals, it’s a hub of cultural activities that’s also within striking distance of the Black Mountains and Brecon Beacons. The town has a strong connection to cycling, having hosted the British National Road Race Championships no less than three times in recent years as part of the Abergavenny Festival of Cycling.


P
TRANSPORT

Though the very north and southern coastline are well linked by train services, the vast majority of Wales is under-served by public transport, so you’ll need a car to reach most of these routes. Especially in Mid-Wales, the driving can be as scenic as the rides themselves.



B WHAT’S ON

Machynlleth Comedy Festival

(machcomedyfest.co.uk; April) Intimate gigs in eclectic venues over the weekend.

National Eisteddfod

(eisteddfod.wales; July) National festival of Welsh language, music and culture.

Royal Welsh Agricultural Show

(rwas.wales/royal-welsh; July) Best of Welsh farming, food, crafts and entertainment.

World Alternative Games

(worldalternativegames.com; August) Disciplines from bog snorkelling to husband carrying in Llanwrtyd Wells.


i WHERE TO STAY

Book in advance and you’ll be spoilt for choice on accommodation for your Welsh holiday, from authentic farm stays to quaint cottages and castle hotels, not to mention a wide array of scenic campsites both by the sea and in the mountains.

There’s something on offer to suit all tastes and budgets, from the social bunkhouses and hostels full of fellow adventurers right the way through to luxurious five-star spa hotels.

Like the rest of the UK, it’s a really good idea to plan ahead to secure your accommodation, especially during the school holidays and warmer months.




Resources

Visit Wales (vistiwales.com) More guidance and inspiration for planning a trip in Wales.

Natural Resources Wales (naturalresources.wales/days-out) Great ideas for outdoor activities with an interactive map.

Wales Coast Path (walescoastpath.gov.uk/things-to-do/cycling) Rideable sections of the Wales Coast Path and nearby routes.
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Elan Valley Trail


Best for WILDERNESS




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Difficult
	
20 miles
	
Rhayader


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free paths, quiet roads




Explore the four dams of Elan with this ride into the Cambrian Mountains. Marvels of 20th-century engineering meet incredible landscapes as you leave civilisation behind in Rhayader and ride into the remote and spectacular ‘Desert of Wales’. Largely following the traffic-free Elan Valley Trail along the former railway line, you then climb a quiet but jaw-droppingly scenic lane to reach the highest and most impressive Craig Goch Dam. Discover the magic of this unique upland landscape and encounter the wildlife that calls it home.
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Bike Hire

Clive Powell Bikes offers bike hire from the heart of Rhayader, including hybrids, mountain bikes and e-bikes. You can also hire a range of bikes from Elan Valley Visitor Centre.

Starting Point

Central Rhayader is a good place to start, with plentiful pay-and-display parking and a selection of shops and cafes, as well as several options for overnight accommodation.



01 Start at the clock tower at the centre of Rhayader, turning into West Street. This leads you down the hill and over the River Wye. Where the road starts to climb, you’ll see the blue National Cycle Network sign on your left, signposted for the Elan Valley Trail, Routes 8 and 81. Peel off to join the start of the trail, passing between the intricately carved wooden gates.

02 Take the traffic-free paved trail up the hill, which will certainly warm the legs. It leads you into Rhayader Tunnel, a nature reserve managed by Radnorshire Wildlife Trust. This area includes the former railway tunnel, which is now an important roosting site for multiple species of bats, as well as the rich meadowland that surrounds it, where you can see wildflowers, many invertebrates and birds that depend on it.
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Elan Valley
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03 As the trail starts to twist around mounds of slate, you’ll descend out of the nature reserve. Soon the landscape opens out, offering breathtaking views over the surrounding hills and farmland as you ride into the Cambrian Mountains. Ride between birch trees as you continue to descend gently, carefully cross a small lane, pass between tall conifers and then join alongside the main road for a short section on the track.

04 The path veers left a little, segregated from the road by trees and hedges. Soon the trail is lined by mighty oak trees, with the snaking River Elan down in the valley. Pass the slate-roofed Elan Valley Hotel, Elan Oaks campsite and a very pretty stone church. The trail follows an old metal railing, the charismatic stone houses of Elan Village visible down in the valley to your left and towering cliffs of rock to your right.


Elan Valley History

The Elan Valley is best known for its network of reservoirs and dams, created after 1892 when the Birmingham Corporation bought the catchment area of the Elan and Claerwen Valleys in order to supply water to the city of Birmingham.

The Elan Valley reservoirs and dams were completed first, with five dams, while a single, larger dam was built on the Claerwen to form the Claerwen Reservoir after WWI and WWII, thanks to advances in engineering.

The Elan Valley Trail follows the line of the former Birmingham Corporation Railway, which was used in the construction of the reservoirs.



05 You’re nearly at the Elan Valley Visitor Centre as you follow the track down the drive a little and cross carefully. Here you have the option of turning left to ride down to the visitor centre on the cycle path, or turning right to continue to follow the trail. You could also visit on your return leg.

06 Continue to follow the trail, gently climbing as you pass stone walls and looming stone cliffs. You soon get a magical view of Caban Coch Dam, as well as the stone buildings at its base. These house turbines used to generate electricity from the water flow, and also have other mechanisms to alter how much water is released.

07 Ride along the edge of Caban Coch Reservoir, hugging the shore around to the right to reveal the arches of Garreg Ddu Dam up ahead. It’s easy to mistake this dam for a bridge, as the dam is largely submerged and it also carries road traffic into the neighbouring Claerwen Valley. The trail cuts across this junction to continue along the eastern edge of Garreg Ddu Reservoir, past established woodland, and with peaks up ahead.


s Take a Break

ELAN VALLEY VISITOR CENTRE Passing either on your outward leg or return (or both), the Elan Valley Visitor Centre cafe is a fantastic place to stop for refreshments. Huge windows offer glorious views over the River Elan from inside the cafe, or you can sit outside on the picnic benches. There’s a great selection of meals, cakes and lighter bites available, including traditional Welsh Cawl.

Visit the exhibition while you’re here to see the 3D model of the reservoirs and learn more about the construction of this breathtaking region.



08 Rejoin the road, taking a diversion from the Elan Valley Trail. At the time of writing, a landslide ahead at the Devil’s Gulch had rendered the path impassible, though the road alternative is quiet and just as scenic. Climb on the smooth tarmac past woodland critters carved into felled tree stumps, over the old stone bridge and past Penbont House to Pen y Garreg Dam.

09 The final and arguably most impressive dam awaits further up the climb, and is well worth the effort. Wind your way up the road to Craig Goch, with an ornate arched roadway over the dam in classic ‘Birmingham baroque’ style. Beyond, the wild and treeless Cambrian landscape extends as far as the eye can see.

10 For your return leg, enjoy the road descent to rejoin the trail alongside Garreg Ddu Reservoir, before pedalling your way back to Rhayader the way you came.


Elan’s Red Kites

Seeing and hearing these impressive birds of prey certainly isn’t a rarity in the Elan Valley, though their presence is a real success story.

In the early 20th century, DNA evidence suggested there was only a single breeding female in Mid-Wales, and that red kites were already extinct in England and Scotland.

An intensive conservation programme ensued, including the release of birds in areas of England and Scotland, while supplementary feeding proved to be hugely beneficial across Mid-Wales.

Gigrin Farm near Rhayader is one of these feeding sites, which has been shown to help more fledgling kites survive to breeding age.
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Llyn Brenig & Alwen Reservoir


Best for WILDERNESS




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Difficult
	
15 miles
	
Llyn Brenig Visitor Centre


	
TERRAIN
	
Gravel cycle tracks, short road sections




One of four signposted cycle routes from Llyn Brenig, the Two Lakes Trail takes in both Llyn Brenig and Alwen Reservoir, showcasing the spectacular scenery of the Denbigh Moors. This remote, off-road route is almost totally traffic-free. The reservoirs, heathland, wetland and bog are home to numerous bird species, from osprey, merlin and hen harriers to crossbills and grouse. Choose a clear day for this ride and be rewarded with spectacular views across the moorland and beyond to the Clwydian Range and even the Irish Sea.
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Bike Hire

You’ll find mountain bikes, children’s bikes and trailers for hire at the Llyn Brenig Visitor Centre’s Cycle Hub year-round, though it’s best to book in advance online.

Starting Point

There’s plentiful pay-and-display parking at Llyn Brenig Visitor Centre, right on the shores of the reservoir. Unfortunately, the Denbigh Moors (Mynydd Hiraethog) aren’t served by public transport.



01 From the shore outside the slate visitor centre, head right on a narrow gravel track, signposted with the coloured marks of the cycle trails. Pass through the gate, reaching the gravel track at the end near the dam where a wooden signpost shows the cycle routes split. Turn right, following the yellow signs for Two Lakes Trail, which leads you up the wider gravel climb, through the gate to the visitor centre driveway. Cross the main road carefully to join a narrow slither of single track that leads you into the forest.

02 Climb a little between tall pines and mossy banks to reach a gravel road, again following the yellow signs to turn left. Descend this forest road for a short while, taking in a glimpse of Llyn Brenig to your left, before peeling off onto another single-track section marked to your right. This slightly downhill and skinny trail between the trees is a real blast. Rejoin a fire road for another short section, where you get a sighting of Alwen Reservoir. After a hairpin bend, climb the gravel road up past a farm and cabin, before peeling off to the left to ride towards the magnificent stone dam.
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Alwen Reservoir
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03 After riding right over the dam, follow the undulating gravel single track to start your ride along the western shore. There’s a real mix of views over the water and snaking trails through the trees, as well as some great info boards along the way, covering history and wildlife to local folklore. You’ll rejoin a fire road for a section, before rejoining the single track that winds around an inlet and features the remnants of an old iron fence.

04 A longer gravel road section ensues, with an incredible array of mosses covering the earth beneath the trees on either side. After another fun little single-track descent, you pop out of the trees onto another fire road, only this time the landscape looks quite different. Ahead of you, tussocky grass and heather dominate the open moorland scene, typical of the Denbigh Moors, or Mynydd Hiraethog. Directly ahead, heather-clad hills loom over you, and if you look closely, you can even see the ruined building and cairn atop Mwdwl-eithin, the highest peak in the area.

05 There’s a longer single-track climb up next, first alongside the edge of the wood and moor, and then more exposed as you carry straight on up between the long grass and heather. While it’s not easy, you’ll soon see exactly why it’s worth the effort. The views over the far end of Alwen Reservoir and also the surrounding hills are simply divine. You can also see the footbridge that spans the water, which you’ll soon be riding over.

06 What goes up must come down, so enjoy the single-track gravel descent that twists and turns a little on its way down the hillside to the water’s edge. The wooden bridge is narrow but quite long and, fascinatingly, absolutely covered in different species of lichen. The slats rumble a little as you ride over, but it’s certainly sturdy enough. Take in the sublime views through each side of the bridge as you make your grand crossing over Alwen Reservoir.


s Take a Break

LAKESIDE CAFE With a gable end glass wall overlooking Llyn Brenig, Lakeside Cafe, within the visitor centre, offers delicious refreshments and spectacular views. There’s plenty of inside seating as well as some tables on the balcony outside. The kitchen serves a good selection of hearty breakfast and lunch dishes as well as seasonal specials, and hot drinks and cakes are available too if you fancy a lighter bite.

Take a seat by the glass window to watch cormorants gliding above the water’s surface and finches feasting at the bird tables outside.



07 A single-track gravel climb leads you up the other side of the reservoir alongside a dry-stone wall, before a right turn into a conifer plantation. Shortly after, you reach a junction in the trail. Here, the Alwen Trail (red) turns right to run back along the opposite shore of Alwen Reservoir, but you need to carry straight on, following the yellow signs for the Two Lakes Trail to make your way towards Llyn Brenig. Though the terrain and landscape varies hugely in this next section, you continue in a straight line headed northeast until you reach Llyn Brenig.

08 A right turn onto a wide double track with a strip of cropped grass up the middle signifies the first change. Here you ride onto farmland, with grassy grazing fields stretching out either side of you over fences and stone walls. It’s quite a contrast to the rough and wild moorland on the other side of the reservoir, but no less beautiful. Further along the track you’ll come to a junction with a wooden fingerpost showing the bridleways, as well as the cycle route marked just before it. Continue straight, through the farm gate and along the rocky farm track.

09 The trail narrows to a sliver of single track as you pass through the gate and into Hafod Elwy Moor National Nature Reserve. The area is characterised by purple blooming heather and bilberry bushes, which form important breeding grounds for black grouse in the summer. If you’re lucky, you may see a hen harrier or merlin above. Listen out for ravens calling from the woodland to your right, and admire the gleaming wind turbines up ahead. Heading straight across the heathland, exit through gates on the opposite side back into another plantation.

10 More forest trails await, lined by more vibrant green moss. After crossing a fire road, the track narrows for another thrilling descent, albeit fairly gentle, carrying on straight ahead. Take extreme care when you reach the end of this section, as it takes you to the edge of the main road. The next segment is almost directly opposite and a real gem: slightly downhill, pretty smooth and lined with heather and small trees.

11 Ride along a short section of paved road down into a dip and over the stone bridge, then back up onto the wide gravel road. Climb gradually as you head up Bryn Maen. The purple slate single track leads you close to the road, though well separated by a large ditch. This area of upland heather moorland, bog and wetland is also a nature reserve, known as Gors Maen Llwyd, and is managed by the North Wales Wildlife Trust. It’s a crucial habitat for curlew, skylark, cuckoo and sand martins, as well black grouse. You reach the top of the climb at a gravel car park, now with a new outlook over Llyn Brenig.


Llyn Brenig Ospreys

If you’re visiting Llyn Brenig in the summer months, keep an eye out for majestic ospreys, as these impressive birds of prey have been making the area their home to nest for nearly a decade.

From inside the visitor centre, you can view the live cameras from the ospreys’ nest and perch, part of the Brenig Osprey Project Exhibition. You can also learn all about these rare fish-eating birds and the work that’s being done at Llyn Brenig to try to support them.

In the winter months, from September to April, the osprey migrate to warmer climes in Africa.
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David Pimborough/shutterstock ©

12 The single-track gravel descent that comes next is truly a barrel of fun, though you’ll likely want to stop along the way to admire the ridgeline of the Clwydian Range you can see in the distance beyond the wind farm. On a clear day, you can even see the sea from here off the North Wales coast, as well as an offshore wind farm. Enjoy the twisting, turning path before the last climb up alongside the road to turn right back towards the reservoir.


y
TOP TIP:

Tyres & Gears

While the Two Lakes Trail is listed as a mountain biking route, any sturdy bike with wider tyres will be suitable, including gravel bikes and hybrids, as the tracks are fairly smooth. You’ll be thankful for a good range of gears though, as the moors are certainly not flat!



13 Start your final leg to follow the eastern shores of Llyn Brenig by following the paved lane. This section feels more agricultural again, with large grassy fields of sheep and wind turbines. This undulating road levels off a little as it turns to gravel, taking you over the cattle grid to meet the edge of the water. From here the wooden sign indicates it’s 4 miles back to the visitor centre. The wide gravel road meanders a little beside the shore, sometimes heading around an inlet or through a wooded section. You can see the visitor centre on the opposite side of the reservoir, and soon you’ll reach the dam. It may surprise you how long it takes you to ride across the breadth of this huge dam, which just shows how huge the reservoir is. Once on the other side, follow the gravel track back along the western shore to the visitor centre. Time for a brew with a view at the Lakeside Cafe, don’t you think?


The Two Reservoirs

The construction of Alwen Reservoir was completed in 1920; at four times the capacity, Llyn Brenig was more recently finished in 1976. Together, the two reservoirs provide a supply of water to the city of Liverpool and the Wirral, as well as parts of northeast Wales.

With a huge capacity of 60 million m³, Llyn Brenig takes more than a year of annual rainfall in its catchment to refill. The reservoir is only drawn from in drought conditions when Lake Bala and Llyn Celyn can no longer sufficiently feed into the River Dee.
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s Take a Break

As the ride will take around three hours and heads deep into the countryside, it’s a very wise idea to pack some snacks. Even better, why not take a picnic? Ruthin is a good place to stock up, with Leonardos Deli and Eagles Bakery both highly rated for filling your backpack.
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Millennium Coastal Path


Best for COASTAL SCENERY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
1½hr
	
Easy
	
11 miles
 	
Bynea station/Burry Port station


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free cycle path, paved and unpaved




This family-friendly pedal will wow you with views across the Loughor Estuary and South Wales coastline to the Gower Peninsula, while offering a mix of paved and unpaved coastal and parkland trails. Where heavy industry once prevailed, incredible investment has seen a remodelling of the landscape into a haven for wildlife and people alike, all set against an incredibly picturesque backdrop. Why not make a day of it and include a visit to the Llanelli Wetland Centre on your ride?
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Bike Hire

Local bike hire is available from Krankz Bike Shop in Llanelli. Adult bikes and children’s tag-along bikes are on offer, as well as helmets, child seats and trailers.

Starting Point

As an A to B ride, start at Bynea railway station to the east, allowing for easy train travel on your return leg from Pembrey and Burry Port station.



01 The first section is along the main road from Bynea station towards the coast, though there is a cycle lane along most of the way. Turn right into the car park with the large brown sign for the Millennium Coastal Path. Alternatively you can start here for a truly traffic-free ride, for example if riding with small children. Follow the trail to the edge of the car park, now following signs for National Cycle Network Route 4 and the Wales Coast Path.

02 After a few turns, the trail leads you over a pedestrian bridge that spans both the railway line and the A484, yielding your first views of the route over the Loughor Estuary and to the Gower opposite. The path follows close to the coastline, with mudflats and beaches visible at low tide beyond the boulders separating them from the elevated trail.
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03 After taking two wooden bridges along the path, there’s quite a rough section of gravel, though short-lived. Pass a caravan park to your right as the path returns to a smooth tarmac, then drop down behind the sea wall for a stretch which gives some shelter. For the next stint, the path turns to head inland, skirting the edge of the Llanelli Wetland Centre between tall hedges and taking you past the entrance to the visitor centre. The cafe inside is a great place for a break and free to enter, should you opt for a short diversion here.

04 Soon the trail leads you alongside the edge of the Machynys Peninsula golf course, wound sympathetically into the surrounding grassland and marsh. Along this gorgeous trail, stop at one of the benches to gaze across the blue waters of the salt marsh pools, where you can often find ducks, swans and grebes. Rejoin the coastline for more spectacular views across the water to the hills of the Gower Peninsula, rounding the corner to follow the smooth gravel trail alongside a wide, sandy beach.


Pembrey Country Park

If you love the Millennium Coastal Path to Burry Port and are looking to extend your ride, consider a 12-mile lap of Pembrey Country Park.

Continue along the Millennium Coastal Path before turning right onto the narrow tarmac road through the park leading you past the closed road circuit used for road racing. Follow the cycle signs to head off-road onto a selection of trails through the woodland, old concrete tracks across the former air base and beside the old sea wall.

Loop back easily by following NCN Route 4 along the Burry Port and Gwendraeth cycle path.



05 The path widens to a rough road as you pass between houses in Machynys and the beach, turning tight at the end. This is a great spot to see wading birds and ducks at low tide near Delta Lakes, as there are many channels between the marsh and mudflats here where they forage. Cross the blue bridge and follow the narrower cycle trail beside the main road and roundabout, which leads you alongside the River Lliedi before crossing it on another blue-sided bridge.

06 You’re on the outskirts of Llanelli as you pass North Dock and past the St Elli’s Bay beachfront bistro. The Millennium Coastal Park stretches out before you along Llanelli Beach, with a number of sculptures along the way. After the short climb over the land bridge where the railway passes under, marked by the needle sculpture, ride into Sandy Water Park, previously the site of Dupont Steelworks.

07 Further along you pass the lakes near Pwll including Ffynnon Helig, which makes for a great picnic spot. Ride away from the coastline into the local nature reserves of Pwll Lagoon and Ashpits Pond. Though these are peaceful areas that are a haven for wildlife today, the site used to be home to settling lagoons for fuel ash from Carmarthen Bay Power Station, now demolished.


s Take a Break

KINGFISHER COFFEE SHOP Though you have to pay an admission fee to explore Llanelli Wetland Centre, entrance to the gift shop and cafe is free. There’s a sheltered bike rack in the car park, so make sure you bring a secure lock if you plan on stopping here.

From inside Kingfisher Coffee Shop you can watch the native and exotic ducks dabbling on the ponds, while enjoying hot drinks, iced coffees, milkshakes and cakes. There are also pasties, sourdough toasties, quiches and pies available.



08 Rejoin the coast for the final stretch, cycling past Burry Port East Beach before you reach the port itself, with a view of the squat Burry Port Lighthouse. Passing the RNLI lifeboat station, turn right following the cycle path along the edge of Burry Port Marina and enjoy the vista over the boats moored here.

09 Follow the cycle path over the roundabout towards the small Burry Port railway station, which you’ll see on the other side. If you’d like to pick up some refreshments before your return journey on the train, there are several shops and cafes on the main street on the other side of the station. Want to do it all again? Retrace your ride back to the start.


Llanelli Wetland Centre

A visit to the Llanelli Wetland Centre along your route comes highly recommended for nature lovers, giving you the opportunity to see abundant native flora and fauna with no less than 10 hides and observatories across the site. If you’re lucky, you may even see the family of otters that have made the area their home.

There are exotic species to learn about too, with enclosures of South American and Australian birds as well as a flamingo house.

Check out the Llanelli Wetland Centre’s website before you go for events, including regular warden walks and children’s activities.
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Taff Trail from Brecon


Best for HISTORY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
16.5 miles
	
Brecon Canal Basin


	
TERRAIN
	
Quiet lanes, canal towpaths




Following the Taff Trail from its northern terminus in Brecon, ride into the heart of the Brecon Beacons National Park to the area’s largest stillwater reservoir. From serene canal-side towpaths beside colourful narrowboats to glorious country lanes studded with cosy cottages, there’s charm in bucket-loads on this wholesome ride to Talybont Dam. Keep your eyes peeled as you go, as you encounter both native wildlife and fascinating historical sites along the Monmouthshire and Brecon Canal, River Usk and Talybont Reservoir.
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Bike Hire

Located in central Brecon, bike shop and workshop Biped Cycles offers mountain-bike hire for trips to the Brecon Beacons. Ring or email the shop to book in advance.

Starting Point

Brecon Canal Basin forms a good start point where you can ride straight onto the canal towpath. There are two adjacent car parks and the Waterfront Cafe in Theatr Brycheiniog (Brecon Theatre).



01 The quaint canal basin at the heart of Brecon town is at the northern terminus of the Taff Trail, which you’ll follow, signposted in blue for National Cycle Network Route 8. Take the road around the back of the theatre, past the sports fields and play park with the canal to your left. The Taff Trail then joins the canal just after a stone bridge, leading you onto a light gravel towpath that’s fairly wide. It can become very busy along here, so take care of walkers, dogs and other cyclists. After passing a few houses with gardens right by the canal on the opposite bank, the path widens into a paved road.

02 Continue to follow alongside the water, passing a very steep-sided stone bridge. The pedestrian path veers off to the left by the canal, while you stay on the tarmac lane parallel. This leads you past the arches of the restored Watton lime kilns, once an intrinsic part of the Monmouthshire and Brecon Canal. The two paths rejoin soon after, with the wide paved path beside the water again.


Talybont Reservoir

Designed and built in the early 20th century in response to increased demand for drinking water in the rapidly industrialising Newport, Talybont Reservoir is now the largest stillwater reservoir in the Brecon Beacons National Park.

The reservoir takes its name from the nearby village, while occupying the Caerfanell River Valley. Surrounded by peaks and forest, it is a tranquil place to enjoy by bike.

The reservoir is a Site of Special Scientific Interest, with an abundance of wildlife both on the water and in surrounding woodland, moor and streams, including overwintering migratory birds, woodcocks and nightjars.
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03 Now well out of town, the towpath offers a peaceful traffic-free way between the canal and the River Usk to your right across the pasture. A concrete tunnel takes you under the A40 dual carriageway, before you ride beneath a much prettier old stone bridge a little further on.

04 Distant hills are silhouetted against the sky, while the Usk sparkles in the valley as you approach Brynich Lock. Rejoin the road here, turning right to follow the cycle route signs and over the River Usk on the beautiful stone bridge. It’s a fairly major road, though you’re only on it for a short section before turning right onto the much quieter lane to Llanfrynach. While the lane descent is good fun, it’s the views here that are really something else, with the curved ridges of the Brecon Beacons directly ahead.


s Take a Break

WATERFRONT CAFE Situated in Theatr Brycheiniog at the start and finish point, the Waterfront Cafe has ample inside and outdoor seating right next to the canal basin for a delightful pre-ride brew or post-ride meal.

On offer you’ll find a range of breakfast and lunch dishes including eggs Benedict, jacket potatoes, paninis, soup and salad. A range of delicious bakes may tempt you, too, great with a hot drink, or perhaps you’d like something a little stronger from the cafe’s bar after your ride.



05 Navigate through Llanfrynach village using the cycle signs, crossing over the Nant Menasgin river onto a country lane. This pretty, hedge-lined lane undulates with gentle climbs and descents, leading you back to the canal at Pencelli. You’ll see the Royal Oak on the other side of the water, easily accessible over the stone bridge, which is popular with cyclists and walkers thanks to the glorious beer garden overlooking the canal.

06 Continue along the lane, following parallel to the canal, though at a distance, as the towpath along here is too narrow to cycle. Take a right-hand turn by the pink cottages and war memorial, signposted for Talybont Reservoir. Climb gently past the old stone barns and between farmland before a descent to a junction next to an orchard. You’ll bear right here, climbing up the lane past more cottages. You know you’re close to the reservoir when you pass signs for the water treatment works.

07 Talybont Reservoir creeps up on you, with the flood relief channel visible first before the remainder of the dam. The view isn’t particularly spectacular until you reach the same height as the top of the dam, revealing the blue waters of the reservoir in this expansive valley. Ride over the dam, soaking up the views as you go. If you fancy riding on further, the Taff Trail takes a right here, steadily climbing the wide gravel track along the eastern edge of the reservoir, which offers more glorious views from higher up, looking down over the water. The dam forms the turning point for this ride, so perhaps take a break to enjoy some provisions or a picnic in this sublime setting. If you’d rather, descend back to Pencelli for a visit to the Royal Oak’s welcoming beer garden, or save your appetite for the extensive menu at Theatr Brycheiniog’s in-house cafe at the end of your ride. Whichever you choose, you’re bound to have a delightful time along the Taff Trail.


The Taff Trail

While this ride follows part of the Taff Trail, there’s much more to explore further south. In its entirety, the trail covers 55 miles from Cardiff Bay across the Brecon Beacons National Park via Merthyr Tydfil to Brecon, and is named after the river that it largely follows.

The trail is popular with cyclists and walkers, and features both easy, traffic-free sections and more challenging unpaved segments, as well as some quieter roads.

Opened in 1988, the Taff Trail is well established, providing a green corridor out of the capital city for people and wildlife alike.
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Mawddach Trail


Best for NATURE




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
19 miles
	
Y Bont Fawr, Dolgellau


	
TERRAIN
	
Mostly unpaved, flat, traffic-free cycleway




Sited in the heart of North Wales’ Eryri National Park (Snowdonia), the Mawddach Trail is a spectacular, traffic-free cycle route that’s popular with families and nature lovers. Following along the trackbed of the former trainline, the Mawddach Trail leads you from the town of Dolgellau to Barmouth on the coast, enjoying an easy, flat pedal while towering hills surround you in the glacial U-shaped valley. You’ll discover two old wooden bridges, and ride over the largest wooden viaduct in Wales to reach the charming town of Barmouth.
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Bike Hire

In the centre of town, Dolgellau Cycles offers bike hire. Its hire fleet of adults and kids bikes are all kitted out with mudguards and luggage racks.

Starting Point

The major bridge into Dolgellau, Y Bont Fawr, marks the start of the Mawddach Trail, handily next to a large pay-and-display car park and the public toilets.



01 Starting from the large stone bridge that spans the River Wnion into Dolgellau town centre, follow alongside the river on the shared-use path, marked as the Mawddach Trail (Llwybr Mawddach). This leads you between lovely silver birch trees past the cricket, rugby and football fields to your left. Take the green bridge following the blue National Cycle Network signs for Route 8, signposted for Barmouth, to cross over the River Wnion. The Mawddach Trail forms part of the long-distance Lôn Las Cymru route, linking Anglesey to Cardiff.

02 Follow alongside the river, now to your left, with farmland on the other side flanked by the impressive hills of Foel Ispri and Clogau. Fascinatingly, these hills were once the setting for a small gold rush in the 1860s, when gold was discovered. Over 500 miners once worked here, split between Clogau and Gwynfynydd as the two main extraction sites, while others panned the River Mawddach for treasure. You can still buy jewellery made from the gold from this area, though the mining terminated just before the turn of the millennium.
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03 Soon you reach a blue-fenced bridge, Pont Y Wernddu, where you cross the road to keep following the signposted trail. There’s a small, free car park, which could make a good alternative starting point. Continue over the cattle grid, along the short paved road with speed bumps, and through the gate onto a wide, traffic-free, smooth gravel trail. Here the former use of this way becomes obvious: the wide, flat and raised embankment between farmland, reedbeds and marsh once paved the way for trains taking holidaymakers to the seaside. Today, the embankment is lined with trees. Stretching out to your right, the hilltops are awash with colour; vibrant deciduous woodlands and purple moorland summits of heather in bloom contrast with patches of exposed grey slate.

04 The River Wnion flows into the River Mawddach through this section, which you’ll meet again as you ride into Penmaenpool. The trail leads you through a small car park with a view of the striking black-and-white wooden toll bridge that dates back to 1879. If you want to explore by bike, a crossing will set you back 30p! Beside the gorgeous wooden tollbridge house, you’ll find the former station house still standing here, as well as a railway signalling tower next to the river. The George III Inn is a popular place to stop for refreshments, right on the water’s edge with plenty of picnic tables outside. It’s also a great place for wildlife spotting.


y
TOP TIP:

Time Your Trip

The day and time that you cycle will determine what sort of views and wildlife you may encounter, with wading birds more often seen feeding at low tide. Why not plan your ride so that you’ll have different views on your outward and return legs?



05 Heading on from delightful Penmaenpool, ride past a few houses and pass through the gates into a wooded section between tall banks. Where it opens out a little, again following a raised embankment over farmland, reedbeds and marsh, the track is dead straight, so you can see really far ahead. This is a great example of a glacial landscape, with the steep hills flanking a flat, wide floodplain in this U-shaped valley. With such wide views from here, admire the quaint stone cottages dotted on either side of the estuary.

06 Where the trail starts to bend around to the left, you rejoin the banks of the widening river, now gifted with even more jaw-dropping views. Whether the tide is out, revealing a patchwork of mudflats, channels and marshland, or the tide has filled the estuary a beautiful blue, with hills rising before you on both sides, this scene is hard to beat. To your left, an entrance to Abergwynant Woods – home to many bird species including redstart, pied flycatcher, treecreeper, tawny owl and sparrowhawk – is marked with a picnic bench and bike racks. The 90-acre native woodland is characterised by oak, birch and holly, and extends along your left-hand side for some way along the riverside trail.


s Take a Break

GEORGE III A sunny spot beside the river serving up delicious meals and local ales – what’s not to love?The George III at Penmaenpool has a rich history dating back to the mid-17th century. Half of the building used to be a ship chandler, trading in items for sailing boats. As the area became a hub of boat-building activity, this would have no doubt been a busy place. Whether for a quick drink or something more hearty, you pass the George III at mile 2 and 17.



07 The trail continues to dazzle as you pass over a small bridge where the River Gwynant flows from the woodland into the estuary. A little further along, you round another left-hand corner to reveal your first view of the Barmouth Bridge, which you’ll be riding over soon. From here it may seem tiny, though this structure is actually the longest wooden viaduct in Wales, and also among the oldest that sees regular use in Great Britain.

08 Pass another forest to your left, before the hills start to fall away, opening up an area of intertidal marshland with traditional stone houses and barns perched nearby. You’ll also see some of the steel markers from the side of the former railway, too. Lose sight of Barmouth Bridge as the Mawddach Trail leads you away from the water’s edge for your final approach. This section feels quite reminiscent of the start, heading between fields of grazing sheep with hills to either side.


History of the Mawddach Trail

Fairly straight, flat and raised from the surrounding marshland, the Mawddach Trail was built on the trackbed of the former Ruabon–Barmouth Line. Though a popular mode of transport both with visitors and for carrying slate from its opening in 1865, the railway line was closed some 80 years later as part of the Beeching Axe. As travel by car became more popular, railways all over Great Britain saw the strain.

Linking Morfa Mawddach and Barmouth stations, the 820m wooden railway viaduct that spans the estuary is still used by the Cambrian Line, which you ride alongside.
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09 Take care at the road crossing, following the signs along the paved section that leads you to the tiny railway station of Morfa Mawddach. Here the track narrows and swings to the right, leading you alongside the existing railway line towards Barmouth, which you can see straight ahead. You can’t quite catch sight of the sea to start with, as the Fairbourne spit of sand and shingle extends across the mouth of the estuary. Joining the Wales Coast Path, the sand dunes to your right are stabilised with coarse marram grass, while the marshland extends towards the estuary, where you may spot some grazing sheep. Soon you reach the estuary, and the wooden Barmouth Bridge, for your thrilling crossing over the water. Prepare for a bumpy ride, wheeling over wooden boards, though you’ll soon glimpse your first sighting of the Irish Sea between Penrhyn Point on the spit and Ynys y Brawd. Don’t forget to stop to soak up the views as you cross, with the towering peaks of Garn and Ffridd y Graig above the town.

10 After crossing the wooden bridge, pass through the Troll House, perhaps feeding the troll with some change, before a short paved path up to the main road, where the train line heads into the tunnel. Ride with care here, as the track crests right onto Porkington Terrace. Follow this road down into Barmouth, which leads you to the high street. If you follow the one-way system, turning left in front of Aber House and onto Jubilee Road, you can then turn left just before the railway station to cross the railway line and ride to the beach. There’s a shared pedestrian and cycle path along the promenade here, or you can hop off your bike to explore the harbour wall. There’s a huge selection of places to visit for refreshments in Barmouth, from traditional fare at the Old Tearooms to speciality coffee at Goodies, ice cream by the beach at Flossie’s Ice Cream Parlour and street food by the beach from Celtic Cabin.

11 When you’re ready to head back to Dolgellau, follow the one-way street system through Barmouth from the promenade along the beach back towards the estuary, passing the large car park and Bath House, with the dolphin statue on your right as you round the corner onto the Quay. You then ride under the railway bridge, turning right back onto Porkington Terrace for the short road climb to rejoin the Mawddach Trail on your right. Back over Barmouth Bridge and up the estuary, simply follow back the way you came. If you’re hungry or thirsty when you return, you’ll find plenty of options for refilling the tank among the narrow streets and squares of Dolgellau.


Wildlife on the Mawddach Estuary

Nature lovers rejoice, wildlife is abundant along the Mawddach Trail. Whether that’s hammering woodpeckers in the sleepy tree-lined trail sections, dabbling ducks on the river or foraging waders on the mudflats at low tide.

The salt marshes and lowland peat habitats make the estuary a Site of Special Scientific Interest. There’s also a small Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) reserve – Arthog Bog – near Morfa Mawddach train station.

The wetland reserve transforms in the spring with yellow mire flowers of iris and spearwort, as well as some rarer species, while willow and alder flank the bog to create a home for bullfinches and willow warblers.
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s Take a Break

ABER HOUSE With a sunny outside courtyard in the heart of Barmouth, Talbot’s Tea Room at Aber House B&B is a great place to stop for a bite in Barmouth when you arrive by bike. Relax in the delightful ‘Tea Garden’ while enjoying home-baked delights, cream teas and hot drinks – it’s easy to find on the corner as you ride down the high street. Do check opening times before you set off, as these depend on the season.





29

Brunel Trail


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
20 miles
	
Brunel Quay, Neyland


	
TERRAIN
	
Traffic-free paved cycleway, some streets




Named after the Victorian engineer who was responsible for the former railway line that the route now follows, the Brunel Trail links bustling Haverfordwest, the county town of Pembrokeshire, to the small town of Neyland, sited on Milford Haven Waterway. The Brunel Trail forms part of Wales’ Celtic Trail, largely following the coastline from Fishguard to the English border. Explore peaceful rural scenes, a thriving wetland nature reserve and a lively town packed with historic sites on this predominantly traffic-free route.
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Bike Hire

A 20-minute drive away in Manorbier, you can either collect hire bikes from Pembrokeshire Bike Hire, or they will deliver to you. Choose from hybrids, e-bikes, road and children’s bikes.

Starting Point

Brunel Quay in Neyland forms a logical starting point, with a free car park. Pembroke Dock is the closest train station, a 3.5-mile ride over the Cleddau Bridge.



01 Starting from Brunel Quay by a charming statue paying homage to the engineer himself, follow Station Road past the boatyards and many boats moored in Neyland Yacht Haven marina. A set of steel gates at the end of the road leads you onto the start of the traffic-free Brunel Trail, part of National Cycle Network Route 4, heading under the A477 road bridge high above.

02 Ride into Westfield Pill nature reserve, past freshwater pools teeming with wildlife. While there’s a small pond to your left, the majority of the water is to your right as you ride along the wide, paved path through Westfield Pill.


Westfield Pill

Once a tidal, saltwater ecosystem, today Westfield Pill forms a largely freshwater lagoon, as two bunds added in the 1980s to control dredged slurry from the marina prevent the ingress of saltwater.

The darting blue of a kingfisher can often be seen here, little grebes forage under the water’s surface, both grey herons and egrets stalk between the reeds, and shelducks and swans have been known to breed here in summer.

There are many benches along the route through the reserve, so why not park up a while to take it in or plan a picnic overlooking the calming water.
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03 Continue along the trail, carefully crossing a lane to carry on straight. You may notice a very, very steady incline to the trail, which here is lined by banks covered with moss and ferns, and trees dripping with ivy. Cross over another two lanes in fairly quick succession, remaining on the track, which occasionally opens out to give a view of the rolling countryside to either side.

04 Soon you’ll reach the edge of the village of Johnston. After passing a few houses, a boardwalk section takes you alongside the railway line, under the old railway and the new railway arches. If you’re peckish or would like to pick up some treats for a picnic, a diversion off the trail to Farmhouse Bakery opposite, next to the train station, is highly recommended.

05 Ride out of the other side of Johnston, joining a lane to cross over the railway using the old stone bridge. Follow around to the right, over the cattle grid, past the farm and down the hill. Shortly after the second cattle grid, pass through the gate on the right to rejoin the traffic-free trail.


s Take a Break

FARMHOUSE BAKERY A visit to Farmhouse Bakery is well worth the short diversion off-route at Johnston. Located on the opposite side of the train tracks from the Brunel Trail in the small industrial park, the family-run bakery has a huge selection of treats from Welsh cakes and bara brith to cream cakes, as well as filled baguettes, pasties and quiches.

There’s sheltered dedicated bike parking outside and picnic benches, or you could take your freshly baked goods with you to enjoy in a more scenic spot.



06 A very scenic section awaits here, tracing at first around the edge of a field before riding into the heart of Bolton Hill Woods. Tall beech and magnificent oak trees surround you as you progress along the undulating trail. Out on the other side of the woods, pass a field likely filled with sheep before crossing over the main road to rejoin the narrow path on the other side.

07 The track runs alongside the main road for a short stretch before they diverge, as the cycle trail follows closely parallel to the train line. The traffic-free trail stretches out before you, though far from flat, leading you towards Haverfordwest between farmland and scrub.

08 Approaching the town of Haverfordwest, cross over a stream on a stone bridge under the canopy of the trees before turning right, following the blue cycle signs for Haverfordwest, now accompanied by a castle symbol. This leads you onto a short, paved lane and then alongside Caradog’s Well Road towards the major roundabout, where you can use the pedestrian crossings. This section of the route admittedly isn’t so scenic, but the segregated cycle route beside the major road leads you into the centre of Haverfordwest safely and without tackling any hills.


Haverfordwest Castle

With a commanding view over the town, Haverfordwest Castle appears impressive from below, though on closer inspection it’s clear to see the tumultuous history that this once impressive building has seen.

After being held by numerous different owners through the 14th century, becoming derelict in the 16th century and partially rebuilt during the Civil War, the order came from Cromwell in 1648 for the castle to be destroyed.

As you’ll see, demolition of the castle wasn’t fully completed, leaving several towers between standing ruins that you can still explore today, as well as the town museum housed in the keep.



[image: jpg]

Bara brithAnna_Pustynnikova/shutterstock ©

09 Riding alongside Freemens Way, look to your left as you cross the Western Cleddau River and you’ll see the ruins of Haverfordwest Priory. The earliest mentions of the priory date back to 1200, around the same time as the early castle nearby, and the presence of medieval raised beds in the gardens suggest that the Augustinian canons who lived here had green fingers.

10 Further along, take a left after the next roundabout to head up the high street. To reach Haverfordwest Castle, it’s easiest to dismount and take the pedestrian route from halfway up the high street, with a few flights of steps to reach the top. After taking some time to explore the town and castle, retrace your pedal strokes back to Neyland by following the one-way system down North Street and past the new bus station back to the Brunel Trail.



Also Try...

Llangollen Canal


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1½hr
	
Easy
	
8.7 miles




For a flat and peaceful jaunt through the Vale of Llangollen, known as the gateway to North Wales, take a ride alongside the Llangollen Canal.

This out-and-back route starts on the canal towpath from Llangollen and heads to Trevor Basin, a turning and mooring facility on the edge of the village with a great visitor centre.

The canal towpath is predominantly paved, so suitable for all bike types, and there are a few places in Trevor to get a bite to eat or something to drink.

You can also walk your bike over the impressive structure of Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, which carries the canal over the river some 38m above, and enjoy incredible views down over the River Dee.
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Swansea Bay


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
2hr
	
Easy
	
12 miles




Starting from Trafalgar Bridge on the banks of the River Tawe near Swansea Marina, ride all the way around Swansea Bay to Mumbles.

Take in the sandy beach and dunes at Swansea Beach, past the footgolf, over the bridge crossing the Clyne River and through green parks to reach Mumbles Beach.

Stop to get an ice cream when you reach Mumbles from Verdi’s next to the cycle path, or venture to Joe’s Ice Cream Parlour on the high street before heading over to the pier.

If you wheel your bike out here, you can visit the new RNLI lifeboat station, which offers a beautiful view of Mumbles Lighthouse.

Cardiff to Caerphilly


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
23 miles




We’ve mentioned the Taff Trail from Brecon, but how about starting from the other end in Cardiff?

This 23-mile loop predominantly follows the Taff Trail before peeling off to visit the castle town of Caerphilly along the traffic-free Penrhos Cutting on National Cycle Network Route 4.

Largely following the river out of the capital city past rushing weirs and through peaceful woodland, this is a fantastic escape route into a slower-paced rural environment, though a steeper climb on the way past Castell Coch will get the blood flowing!

After admiring the staggering Caerphilly Castle, the largest in Wales, return along National Cycle Network Route 8 to avoid the hills.
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Lon Las Ogwen


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
3½hr
	
Difficult
	
22 miles




Linking Llyn Ogwen in Eryri (Snowdonia) National Park with the coast at Bangor, Lon Las Ogwen is a fantastic route blending rail trail, quiet valley lanes and a short stretch of B-road around Bethesda.

From the mountains to the sea, the first half of the route generally descends, starting down the Nant Ffrancon valley on a lane, then on a cycle route past waterfalls on the River Ogwen and Penrhyn Quarry.

A short stretch on the B4409 takes you past Bethesda, before joining the former railway line in Tregarth, tracking alongside the River Cegin to the pretty harbour of Porth Penrhyn.

Leave some fuel in the tank for your return, with more climbing on the way back.




Scotland
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30 Falkirk

From the iconic Kelpies sculptures to the world’s only rotating boat lift, this canal-side route showcases the industrial history of Scotland.

31 Kirroughtree, Galloway Forest

Experience a taste of the vast Galloway Forest with rolling countryside, tall trees and wild views.

32 Aberfoyle

Miles and miles of signposted gravel roads are an easy way to explore this beautiful forest park in the Trossachs.

33 Glenfinnan

A highland ride with huge mountains, vast views, and wildlife and history galore.

34 Royal Deeside

Follow the picturesque old railway route from the former Royal Station in Ballater along the scenic River Dee.

35 Aviemore

A heather-lined route through ancient pine forest to the foot of the Cairngorm mountains and the UK’s highest beach.

36 Ullapool

Explore the mountains and lochs of northwest Scotland.
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Explore

Scotland

If adventure, a warm welcome and dramatic scenery are a priority, Scotland is the destination that will deliver. These rides take in the best the beautiful Scottish landscape has to offer, from lochside gravel roads in the Highlands and scenic riverside paths in Royal Deeside, to wildlife-rich forests in Stirling and feats of Victorian engineering in Falkirk. Exploring by bike is the perfect pace at which to discover the country’s rich history, heritage and culture. All routes are mostly traffic-free and have cycle hire nearby with easy transport links, plus knowledgeable locals happy to share recommendations and advice.

While the mountainous Highlands and Cairngorms are the most famous landscapes in Scotland, there are natural treasures elsewhere to be discovered, such as the vast Galloway Forest, the pine forests of Aberdeenshire or the surprisingly mild-weathered northwest region.

Hub Towns & Cities

Edinburgh is the capital city, with Glasgow located nearby in the populous Central Belt region. These are linked to the rest of the UK, Europe and worldwide with good quality rail and air connections. Away from these hubs, large towns like Fort William, Aviemore and Inverness are good jumping-off points for adventure, connected by regular train services and main roads.

Routes & Responsibilities

Scotland has always been popular for outdoor activities with a long history of hiking, mountaineering, snow sports and climbing. It is now embracing cycling as an environmentally friendly form of transport, and also as a draw for tourism, with ongoing investment in routes and bike spaces on trains, and encouraging bike-friendly accommodation and businesses around the country.

Aside from the Borders and Central Belt, Scotland doesn’t have the same number of converted railway lines that are now traffic-free cycling routes as England and Wales. It makes up for this in the huge number of forest roads and gravel paths that were used for forestry operations or as old military routes.

Scotland is unique within the UK in that the right to roam is enshrined in law. The Land Reform Act (2003) grants access to much of the countryside for leisure activities, which means that it’s possible to cycle on any path or track. With the right comes responsibility, and the Scottish Outdoor Access Code lists three principles of responsible access: respecting the interests of others, caring for the environment and taking responsibility for all actions.


.
When to Go

Scotland has lots to offer year-round. In winter, expect wet weather, short days and cold temperatures, but snow in the Highlands and Cairngorms makes them exceptionally beautiful. Summer days are long and balmy, though still prone to wet weather and cloudy conditions. Spring and autumn are ideal times to visit, with fewer tourists and fewer midges.



Insect Irritants

An infamous aspect of summertime in Scotland is the midge. These tiny biting insects are drawn to boggy, waterlogged areas and lochs, and can be seen hovering in swarms between mid-May to September, though mild weather may see them emerge earlier or linger later. Bites are painful, itchy and annoying, and a good quality insect repellant is a must.

Cycling Sustenance

Food in Scotland is a far cry from the legendary deep-fried Mars bar it’s become synonymous with (though these should be tried, if only once). Instead, expect cafes, restaurants, pubs and delis everywhere from city centres to tiny towns serving freshly cooked food made with seasonal Scottish produce. A bowl of traditional Cullen Skink, a fish and potato chowder, is highly recommended for satisfying post-cycle hunger pangs.


P
TRANSPORT

Glasgow and Edinburgh airports receive domestic and international flights. Intercity trains stop at both cities, and the Caledonian Sleeper runs from London to Edinburgh. Regular trains run to Fort William, Aviemore, Inverness and beyond, with good on-board storage for bikes. In the Central Belt and up to the Cairngorms, off-road long-distance cycle paths connect some major towns.



B WHAT’S ON

Up Helly Aa

(uphellyaa.org; January) This fire festival on Shetland celebrates the end of Yule.

Fort William Mountain Festival

(mountainfestival.co.uk; February) Talks, events and film screenings at this celebration of Scottish mountain culture.

Edinburgh Fringe Festival

(edfringe.com; August) The funniest folk in the world take over the capital.

Braemar Gathering Highland Games

(braemargathering.org; September) Spectate traditional Scottish events from tossing the caber and highland dancing, to pipe bands and tug-of-war.


i WHERE TO STAY

Cycle-friendly accommodation is everywhere in Scotland, and the Developing Mountain Biking in Scotland (DMBinS) website is a great source of information. Near the main towns, the Premier Inn hotel chain will allow bikes into the rooms. At Aviemore, the bike-friendly Ravenscraig Guest House has secure storage and bike-washing facilities. For the more adventurous, the Mountain Bothy Association manages a series of bare-bones huts in the wilderness, or why not rent a camper van and explore the countryside at leisure, staying at community-run motorhome sites which are often in scenic locations.




Resources

Visit Scotland (visit scotland.com/things-to-do/outdoor-activities/cycling) Cycling in Scotland guide.

Scottish Outdoor Access Code (outdooraccess-scotland.scot) A guide to safe, responsible, respectful outdoor activity and the right to roam.

Developing Mountain Biking in Scotland (dmbins.com) Scottish ride guide resource.
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Falkirk


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2½hr
	
Easy
	
16.3 miles
	
Falkirk Wheel Visitor Centre


	
TERRAIN
	
Canal and paved paths




Discover feats of engineering, sculpture and architecture in this canal-based tour around Falkirk, a city midway between Edinburgh and Glasgow shaped by its industrial past. This family-friendly route follows the path of two canals: the Union Canal and the Forth & Clyde Canal. The Falkirk Wheel, the world’s only rotating boat lift, allows canal boats to move between the two and is the starting point of this tour. You’ll encounter the iconic Kelpies sculptures, ride through the forested grounds of Callendar House, a 14th-century stately home styled like a French chateau, and there are plenty of opportunities for kids to play.
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Bike Hire

Hire bikes are available at the Falkirk Wheel Visitor Centre in high season, or hire electric city bikes from docking stations located there, Callendar Park and Helix Park.

Starting Point

The Falkirk Wheel on the city outskirts has plenty of parking, charging for electric vehicles, and the number 6 bus connects directly with the city centre and Falkirk Grahamston Station.



01 From the Falkirk Wheel Visitor Centre, take the path up the hill to the upper Union Canal following the blue signs for the HArTT cycle route, then into the Roughcastle Tunnel where the canal runs under the railway. This is filled with a shifting rainbow of lights so it’s perfect for a photo opportunity. After the tunnel, keep following the wide towpath until you reach a park where the canal enters another dark tunnel; take the path up a gentle climb until you reach the B803, dismount to cross the road then continue up the signposted route to the large park at the top. Pause here to drink in the amazing views across the city and out over the Forth; on a clear day, you can see right to the Trossachs mountains. After crossing another busy road and up another climb, the tour reaches its highest point, so it’s mostly all downhill or flat from here.

02 Head into the Callendar Woods and cruise down the wide forest road until you reach the lawns around Callendar House. This is the perfect spot for a break, and if you’ve got time why not lock the bikes up and pay a visit to the house itself. With the house behind you, continue along the forest paths past the ornamental lake and gently upwards until you reach the New Hallglen Road and a roundabout. Cross over to the far side of the B805 and walk downhill away from the roundabout, then turn into the entrance of Westquarter Glen, flanked by stone gate pillars – the road here is busy, so we recommend pushing your bike along the footpath for this short section until entering the park. The path takes you over the top of a waterfall and into the wood-sided glen, which is filled with flowers in spring and birdsong in summer. On the way, there’s a little bicycle pump track which is a good point for younger riders to stop and have a play on.
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03 After a slope up out of the Glen, cross the A803, then there’s a short climb up the quiet Sandy Lane, a residential road. At the top, follow the signposts along a traffic-free lane following the ridgeline. In the autumn, the brambles are laden with blackberries, and looking out over the city it’s possible to get a first glimpse of the huge Kelpies in Helix Park. The descent down is quite steep and is shared with walkers, then passes through an underpass to Beancross Farm hotel and restaurant which is a good stopping point for food, refreshments and toilets.

04 The HArTT route then skirts fields along quiet cycle paths, where you might spot horses relaxing or huge colourful shipping containers being stacked nearby. After a short section on a shared footpath alongside a busy road, the route turns off and skirts around the Falkirk Football Club stadium – it’s worth being aware that it’s likely to be very busy in the area on match days before and after games.


y
TOP TIP:

Falkirk Wheel

In the summer the Falkirk Wheel and visitor centre has lots to offer families. There’s the kids Eureka Play Zone with splash park, mini golf and stand-up paddleboarding, as well as a cafe with amazing views of the Wheel. You can sit virtually underneath it as it rotates.



05 Following the path of an old railway line, the HArTT route arrives in Helix Park and this is another spot that’s worth spending a little time exploring. There are adventure play and splash play areas – perfect for hot summer days – plus a wetland area with a boardwalk where it’s possible to spot lots of different birds and other wildlife.

06 From here, it’s impossible to miss the towering form of the Kelpies. These 30m-high steel sculptures, designed by artist Andy Scott, are shaped like horses’ heads, and sit at the terminus of the Forth & Clyde Canal. They are a tribute to the working horses from Scotland’s heritage, and there are daily tours inside them. The nearby visitor centre has a gift shop and toilet facilities, as well as several cafes and a restaurant for more substantial food.


s Take a Break

CALLENDAR HOUSE Indulge in a classic afternoon tea at Callendar House, a 14th-century stately home and gardens designed in the style of a French chateau. The beautiful tea room boasts period features aplenty with wood panelling and gold filigree coving decorating the walls and ceilings, and views out over the park. Tuck into a tiered tray of sandwiches, cakes and scones, washed down with tea or a glass of fizz. Vegan options are available.



07 The sculpture journey continues on the next section of the ride, but an alternative to cut the route short is to take the Forth & Clyde Canal straight back to the Falkirk Wheel, which is signposted. Leaving the Kelpies behind, the HArTT trail rolls along a causeway through wetlands with reed beds wafting in the wind and willows lining the water, before entering the birch-lined paths of Abbotshaugh Community Woodland. The first sculpture encountered is the Human Sun Clock: stand on the plaque and on a bright day the shadow cast will tell the time. Further along, a huge curved form in the shape of a heart, or lips depending on your point of view, sits in a grassy clearing.

08 The route continues through groves of willows beside the River Carron, planted to help slow the flow of rainwater runoff and prevent flooding. Following the signposts across grassy parks, between houses and past a number of children’s play areas, there are plenty of places to stop for a rest before emerging onto wide playing fields, with views out into the countryside, before reaching the A9. There’s a crossing point with traffic lights for pedestrians and cycles – use this, then turn right and push the bike up the footpath over the raised section of the A9 rather than rejoining the canal path to avoid having to carry the bike up and down two steep sets of steps.


Bikes, Boats & Trains

Feeling energetic? Extend the ride by cycling along the Forth & Clyde Canal all the way to Glasgow, or take the Union Canal into the centre of Edinburgh. It’s a great way to explore the countryside of the Central Belt of Scotland while avoiding roads, and the routes are mostly flat. There’s also a regular train service between Glasgow, Edinburgh and Falkirk, so you can ride one way and return by train. Or for a more leisurely experience, why not hire a canal boat and recreate the journey taken by goods and people for over 200 years first hand.
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The Kelpies by Andy Scott
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09 Past the road bridge, the route rejoins the canal path where three large sculptures in the form of the outline of whisky bottles stand. These reference the Rosebank Distillery, which sits on the opposite bank of the canal and is gradually being brought back to life. The route now runs alongside the second canal of the journey; the Forth & Clyde Canal, which runs all the way to Glasgow city centre.

10 The towpath passes under the road and emerges at a flight of canal locks. These structures are used to help canal boats climb and descend slopes, with a boat entering the lock when the water is at the same level, closing the gates, then changing the water level to match the exit point by adding or draining water away. The Union Inn pub sits on the canal bank, offers hot and cold food and drinks, toilet facilities, and is the perfect spot for sitting out in the sun and watching canal boats go by in the summer.


Impressive Engineering

The Falkirk Wheel is the world’s only rotating boat lift, and it was designed to get boats from the Forth & Clyde canal up to the Union Canal which sits on higher ground. This giant wheel rotates 180 degrees in under five minutes, lifting boats 24m into the air. Opened in 2002, it means that canal boats can now travel uninterrupted from Glasgow to Edinburgh. In the summer months, visitors can book a ride on a canal boat as it uses the Falkirk Wheel, docking into a bay and swinging around through the air to arrive at the canal above.
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11 The final stretch of towpath is wide with trees on the opposite bank, and more wildlife to be spotted with ducks, swans and moorhens making the canal their home. Moored along the length of the river are dozens of canal boats in a rainbow of different colours and styles from modern to traditional. These are some of the hire boats that can be rented for day trips and longer holidays. At the end, the Falkirk Wheel will be visible above and to the left, and the canal path crosses a narrow bridge over a lock, then takes a short switchback path back up to the visitor centre and the end of the ride. More fun for families can be found here, with a splash park, pedal-boat pond and kids’ activity zone, or sit and watch the Falkirk Wheel in action. If you happen to have time and energy to spare once you’re back at the Falkirk Wheel, take the opportunity to walk or ride out to visit the remains of a Roman fort and the Antonine Wall. While it’s less famous than Hadrian’s Wall, it was also built by Roman soldiers to defend the Roman-controlled south from Scottish tribes to the north, and runs the whole way across the central band of Scotland from coast to coast.


s Take a Break

HORSEBOX CAFE AND GIFT SHOP Grab a delicious artisan ice cream (or a hot drink or snack) and spend some time sitting with a great view of the Kelpies at the Horsebox Cafe. Located canalside in the Helix Park complex next to the Kelpies sculptures, it has indoor and outdoor seating, and serves locally produced ice cream from the MilkBarn using milk from its very own herd of cows. Winter opening is limited, but the nearby visitor centre also has a cafe for snacks and drinks.





31

Kirrough-tree, Galloway Forest


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2hr
	
Intermediate
	
10.2 miles
	
Kirroughtree Visitor Centre


	
TERRAIN
	
Quiet roads, gravel forest road




Located in southwest Scotland, Galloway Forest Park is one of the largest in the UK and is a designated Dark Sky Park, with low light pollution levels making it an exceptional place for stargazing. Kirroughtree Visitor Centre is the starting point for the ride, which follows Palnure Burn out into the Galloway Forest to a riverside picnic spot before returning, with a short, easy taster of the mountain-bike trails the area is famous for en route. Expect wildlife, stunning views and the sounds of nature all around.
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Bike Hire

The Break Pad bike shop, in the same building as the visitor centre, offers pre-bookable hire mountain bikes, electric bikes and kids bikes, plus trailers for little kids and dogs.

Starting Point

The ride starts at the Kirroughtree Visitor Centre, which has ample parking plus toilet facilities, a cafe, indoor and outdoor seating and a children’s play area.



01 From the car park, follow the signposted Bargaly Woods Trail onto a series of quiet country roads which run alongside and sometimes cross Palnure Burn. ‘Burn’ is a Scottish word meaning large stream or small river, and the route follows the course of the burn upstream. This first section rolls past picturesque cottages, bucolic fields and pastures, with snowdrops and daffodils lining the route in the spring, while in the summer willow trees can be seen. The burn burbles to the left of the road, while the mixed trees of Bargaly Woods shade the hillside to the right.

02 The road crosses a stone bridge, with pretty views up and downstream. At this point, the Bargaly Woods Trail forks to the left away from the road, but this route takes the road to the right, past a white house, then forks up to the left on a gravel road. This crosses a field, then re-enters the forest itself after a short distance.


Explore on Foot

There are several stunning signposted walking trails in the forest around Kirroughtree that are perfect for exploring at a slower pace, including the accessible Wild Watch Trail. This is suitable for all abilities and leads to the Wild Watch Hide for woodland bird spotting. Following gravel paths, with short and long options, these walks take in sights such as the Big and Little Bruntis Lochs, the remains of historic tin mines, streams, little waterfalls and the chance to spot wildlife such as roe deer and red squirrels.
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03 The woods feel old, ancient and wild, with gnarled trees and moss-carpeted rock. Small streams cascade down through the trees, forming little pools and miniature waterfalls as they flow towards the burn. The road briefly becomes tarmac at this point, before returning to the gravel surface for the remainder of the route. Very few vehicles use this route; only occasional forestry and farm vehicles. More common are the mountain bikers who visit the graded trails across the forest, which can be seen criss-crossing the route on either side.

04 The route here becomes rolling with gradual climbs and descents as it moves further away from the visitor centre. Look out for a spot where the path widens and moves close to the burn – an almost-hidden path near the water leads to a low wall where you’ll find a plaque inscribed with a poem, inspired by Palnure Burn, written by Valerie Gillies, former poet laureate to the city of Edinburgh. Below, the burn rushes through a narrow low waterfall, and it’s a beautiful spot for a break.


s Take a Break

KIRROUGHTREE VISITOR CENTRE The visitor centre cafe is the ideal spot for a pre-ride snack or a post-ride refuel. It offers hot and cold food and drinks, including cakes, sandwiches, breakfasts and hearty soups. The cafe is open year-round, though seasonal opening hours vary. There is plenty of seating inside, plus picnic tables outside with bike stands nearby. An exhibition highlights the scale of Galloway Forest Park as well as exploring the wildlife that can be spotted in the area, and there are local crafts for sale.



05 The woods become wilder, the trees become older and taller, and the road passes Dallash, a small cluster of buildings, before gradually climbing as the terrain becomes more hilly. Gradually, the roar of the burn grows louder until the road bends to the right and a bridge appears. This is the furthest point on the ride, and the views out onto the towering mass of Craignelder and Cairnsmore peaks are spectacular. Away from the bustle of the visitor centre bigger wildlife can sometimes be spotted, like eagles, buzzards and deer. Palnure Burn flows through a rocky set of small waterfalls and pools here, and in the summer it’s the perfect picnic spot.

06 Beyond the bridge, the gravel road bends back on itself to the right, and follows a quiet rough gravel road which descends towards a small farm. The route passes through the farm and back towards the river – ride quietly or dismount to avoid disturbing livestock or residents, and close all gates once through. There’s a low bridge to cross the river, or if the water levels are high, a footbridge. On the far bank of the river, retrace the routes back to the white house and rejoin the Bargaly Woods Trail by the stone bridge.

07 From here, the route crosses several fields and a farmyard, before being signposted into a single-track trail in the woods to the right. This flowing ribbon of gravel is a gentle rollercoaster of a ride, providing a taste of the end of the easy, blue-graded mountain bike route that extends out into the forest and is a great additional ride. Look out for walkers as you get closer to the end. Finally, it rolls over a narrow bridge, shaped like a bicycle wheel, before emerging right back next to the visitor centre.


The Seven Stanes

Kirroughtree is one of the Seven Stanes, a network of mountain bike trail hubs across the south of Scotland. Each of these locations has graded trails suitable for everyone from families and beginners right up to expert riders, and they’re a great way to discover a more adventurous style of riding. ‘Stane’ is the Scots word for stone, and each of the Seven Stanes has a unique large stone sculpture, which relates to the history of the area. At Kirroughtree, the Gem Stane is carved from Scottish pink quartz and is inspired by the nearby Creetown Gem Rock Museum.
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Aberfoyle


Best for FOOD




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2hr
	
Difficult
	
12.3 miles
	
Riverside Car Park, Aberfoyle


	
TERRAIN
	
Wide gravel forest road




While Loch Lomond might be the most famous loch in this part of Scotland, for a real taste of the wild landscape and stunning views of the Trossachs, this rolling route through Queen Elizabeth Forest Park can’t be beaten. This well-signposted ride provides a sample of wilderness without any risk of getting lost, along wide forest gravel roads, under Victorian aqueducts, and with views over Loch Ard as part of the ‘Gravelfoyle’ gravel ride network. The route starts and ends at the town of Aberfoyle.
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Bike Hire

Aberfoyle Bike Hire offers year-round cycle hire with online booking, and a fleet of hybrid, electric, mountain, gravel and kids bikes.

Starting Point

The route starts at Aberfoyle’s Riverside Car Park, behind the high street close to shops and cafes, with nearby public toilets and route maps on display.



01 The first short section involves quiet residential roads, so take care especially when exiting the car park. Turn left and over the narrow road bridge, then straight ahead with houses to the right. A waymarker indicates the route turns to the right and up a short sharp hill past more houses. After the initial climb, the route levels out and passes several more buildings before the tarmac stops abruptly and the route becomes a wide gravel road, marking the start of the Queen Elizabeth Forest Park.

02 Almost immediately the Aqueduct Loop feels immersed in wilderness, with towering pine trees, bushes festooned with fronds of lichen, and thick green moss carpeting the surrounding ground. Wildlife is abundant here: in the spring the numerous ponds and pools are full of frogs and frogspawn, and look out for the rare and endangered red squirrels, which are smaller than their grey relatives. This route is undulating, with many gradual climbs and descents. The first longer climb rounds a corner to reveal an incredible viewpoint out over the forest. Rolling tree-covered hills stretch out into the distance with a view towards Ben Lomond, the most southerly munro in Scotland.
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03 From here, there’s a thrilling descent down to the first appearance of the Loch Katrine Aqueduct, which stretches over the trail and valley as a dark metal channel supported by stone pillars. The trail crosses the aqueduct at several points, and is named in its honour. Opened by Queen Victoria in 1859 to carry water from Loch Katrine, to the north, to the city of Glasgow in the south, and it is still in operation today.

04 The Aqueduct Trail climbs again then continues on its undulating way through the trees, before the landscape opens up to the right as it descends towards Duchray Water, a river that follows the valley floor, and with Duchray Cottage visible before it. At the cottage, turn left and follow the road as it descends down, turns right to cross a low bridge, then climbs up along a wide road in the open above the river. Across on the hills opposite it’s possible to spot the aqueduct again, almost hidden by trees, and riding through the landscape it’s easier to understand the feats of engineering that went into its construction.


Explore Gravelfoyle

The Aqueduct is part of the Gravelfoyle trail network, a series of three waymarked routes that sample some of the best of the over 180 miles of gravel forest roads that lie within the Queen Elizabeth Forest Park. All of the routes are traffic-free, and many intersect with other famous routes such as the West Highland Way. If you have a taste for more, take things up a notch with the 18.6-mile Lomond View route, an extension of the Aqueduct Loop, which includes some steep climbs, forest single track, and views of Ben Lomond.



05 After another bridge crossing, the trail features a short, sharp and evil climb through Blairvaich Wood, gaining elevation quickly, then continues through the trees until suddenly another stunning view opens up, with Loch Ard spread out below and the towering mass of Creag Innich and Ben Venue opposite. The route hugs the contour of the hillside, and overlaps with a popular walking route so can be busy. Stop for a rest, snack or packed lunch at the perfectly positioned picnic bench looking out over the breathtaking surroundings.

06 From here, the route skirts the hillside, moving away from the loch and descending down until it reaches the calm waters of Lochan a’Ghleannain, a quiet pool surrounded by pine trees. A picnic bench on a little promontory shaded by pine trees is a lovely spot for a rest. Don’t forget to look up as you ride along to spot the bird sculpture overhead, and look out for real ospreys, buzzards and kites.


s Take a Break

STATION COFFEE SHOP Grab some delicious food before heading out, or once you’ve worked up an appetite, at the Station Coffee Shop, located on the high street opposite the Visit Scotland information centre. Serving coffee from local roasters Loch Lomond Coffee Company plus a vast selection of teas and smoothies, there’s plenty of food temptation too in the form of fresh cakes, breakfast rolls, toasties, soup and a kids menu. Seating is available inside and out, and there are dog-friendly tables for four-legged friends.



07 Heed the warning signs as the wide trail descends downwards; another very popular area with walkers, it’s easy to pick up too much speed. At the bottom of the hill the trail enters the forest car park which is in two sections, and is signposted to the far side of the second section. It continues on a single-track trail across a stream and along the far bank before rejoining the wider forest road; the path here is narrower so take care. From here, it’s a short ride through the trees to the entrance to the forest, and back down the road into Aberfoyle and the car park.


Feats of Engineering

The aqueducts that criss-cross the route aren’t a relic of the past, but a feat of Victorian engineering still in use today. Opened in 1859 by Queen Victoria, the Loch Katrine Aqueduct runs nearly 25 miles, using only the force of gravity to bring fresh water from Loch Katrine to the city of Glasgow and surrounding areas. Imagine the work required to construct a channel that drops so slightly it’s barely noticeable, over bridges and through tunnels. So well built is it that it still supplies Glasgow with around 500 million litres of water per day even now.
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Glenfinnan


Best for WILDERNESS




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
4hr
	
Intermediate
	
23.5 miles
	
Glenfinnan Visitor Centre


	
TERRAIN
	
Wide gravel road




This out-and-back route really is a ride on the wild side, providing a taste of the dramatic Scottish Highlands without having to tackle mountainous climbs. With stunning views of the Glenfinnan Viaduct, famously crossed by the Hogwarts Express train, this location has been featured in a number of Harry Potter films. The route also passes the Glenfinnan Monument, a tribute to Bonnie Prince Charlie and the doomed Jacobite uprising. Skirting scenic Loch Shiel, you may even see majestic eagles soaring high above.
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Bike Hire

While there isn’t bike hire available at Glenfinnan, Off Beat Bikes in Fort William has an excellent range bookable online, and also offers local drop-off and pickup.

Starting Point

Start from the car park at the Glenfinnan Visitor Centre, which has plenty of parking (though it can get busy in high season), plus a cafe, a shop and toilets.



01 The route starts at the Glenfinnan Visitor Centre, situated at the head of Loch Shiel from which the River Finnan that gives the location its name flows. As the route has no facilities, it’s worth stocking up on water and snacks here before heading out. Across the road from the visitor centre, looking out over Loch Shiel from a prominent position, is the Glenfinnan Monument. Comprising a cylindrical tower topped with a kilt-clad highlander, this is a monument to the Jacobite Highland clansmen who rallied here in 1745 under the banner of Charles Stuart, also known as Bonnie Prince Charlie, at the start of his ultimately doomed campaign to gain the British throne. The route takes a gravel path out to the monument and around its base. Pre-book or purchase tickets in the visitor centre to climb the tower. The vantage point at the top, beside the lone highlander, affords incredible 360-degree views over the loch and the surrounding mountains.

02 From here, the route heads back towards the visitor centre before branching to the right and along a series of raised wooden boardwalk paths through the low trees and over the boggy ground near the lochside. This path is narrow, can be slippery, and also busy during high season, so walking rather than riding this section is recommended. Beyond the boardwalk lies a wooden bridge and narrow gravel trail, with silver-trunked birch trees and gnarled Scots pine hugging the rocky promontory. After a few hundred metres, this path joins the wide gravel road that hugs the eastern shoreline of Loch Shiel for most of its length. Out in the Highlands the weather can change quickly, so in the summer bring sun protection and water, and in the winter warm layers and waterproofs. And since it’s Scotland and the ride is along a loch, midge repellent is a must!
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03 The majority of the route is along this wide gravel road, with no turns, branches or forks to navigate, making it an easy route to follow. The first section of the route is open to the elements, with incredible views up and down the length of the loch. The trees are left behind, and instead the towering rocky mass of Sgorr nan Cearc dominates the left side of the trail as it descends gradually towards a flat open area of land which houses a cluster of buildings, boats and a pontoon.

04 This is the salmon fishery at Guesachan, and out in the fresh water of the loch, the circles of floats and buoys indicate the netted salmon pools where the fish are cultivated until they grow large enough to be moved to seawater farms on the west coast. From there, the salmon is shipped to restaurants and retailers across the UK and around the world. Salmon are also found swimming wild in the loch, as are brown trout and sea trout, and the loch is popular with leisure anglers who can often be seen out on small boats on the loch.

05 Beyond the buildings, the road climbs steadily, with the imposing 849m Sgùrr Ghiubhsachain towering above. This peak is one of a number of Corbetts that surround Loch Shiel. Corbetts are mountain peaks reaching between 762m and 914m high, a Scottish mountain classification that’s less well-known than Munros, which indicate peaks over 914m high, and are incredibly popular with walkers. In this area, the only Munro is Sgùrr Thuilm, which provides a lofty backdrop to the Glenfinnan Viaduct and is often snow-topped in winter months.


s Take a Break

MONUMENT VIEW The Monument View cafe at the Glenfinnan Visitor Centre has indoor seating and is a cosy spot when the weather is bad. It serves hot drinks, homemade soups, pasties and freshly made cakes. The building also houses an exhibition on the Jacobite uprising which famously began at the head of Loch Shiel, led by Bonnie Prince Charlie. In the summer, an outdoor takeaway cafe serves artisan hotdogs, fries and burgers, with views of the viaduct.



06 As the climb levels out, a concrete bridge crosses a stream with a view of a small gurgling waterfall, lined with a few trees and heather, and with a view back down the loch towards Glenfinnan. This is a great spot to pause and sit on a rock to enjoy the scenery and have a snack. There are many small streams flowing down the mountainsides along the path, and in hot weather they provide a welcome opportunity to dip warm feet in cooling water.

07 The second half of the outward ride is through thick forest, a mixture of conifer plantation cultivated for forestry, and semi-natural woodland with occasional pockets of ancient oak trees. These are the last remnants of the vast forests that once covered this landscape. Thanks to the clean, moist air and remote location, this part of the route and section of loch is a haven for all sorts of wildlife, and parts are classified as temperate rainforest, a very rare ecosystem that occurs in only a few areas of the British Isles. The ground around the trees is carpeted with thick, green, verdant mosses, and many species of lichen coat the trees, from the long fronds colloquially called ‘old man’s beard’ due to their hair-like appearance, to bushy branching types that can cover some trees like a coat. These lichens are very sensitive to air pollution, and their presence indicates just how clean the air is here.

08 Loch Shiel is designated a Special Protection Area as it’s home to a number of rare birds who also breed in this area. This includes black-throated divers, ospreys, golden eagles and white-tailed sea eagles, the last of which have been known to emerge from the trees right next to the road and soar off into the mountains, with a wingspan that’s over 2m wide. Otters can sometimes be spotted in the water, on the shore, or foraging for food, though their dark fur blends in exceptionally well with the dark-coloured rocks. Look out for the rare Chequered Skipper butterfly with its brown and orange wings.


Magic for Muggles

For fans of Harry Potter and his wizarding world, Glenfinnan is a must-see location. The Glenfinnan Viaduct is frequently featured in the films as the Hogwarts Express steam train passes over it; this is the real-life Jacobite steam train that runs twice-daily in high season, taking passengers from Fort William to Mallaig on the coast. Loch Shiel has been used in several of the films as the Black Lake or Great Lake that Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry sits near, and also for several of the underwater scenes for the Triwizard Tournament.
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09 Where the views open out, it’s possible to get a sense of the sheer scale of this landscape. Carved by retreating glaciers during the last Ice Age, on the opposite shore of the loch are U-shaped valleys and jagged ice-hewn rocky peaks. Loch Shiel originally formed as a sea loch, before material left by retreating glaciers at the end of the last Ice Age blocked it off, creating the fourth longest loch in Scotland.

10 The forested mid-section along the loch is the most hilly, with several climbs and descents, but eventually this levels out again to a more gently undulating gradient. Towards its south end, the loch bends to the west and narrows, with a sheltered bay which houses the floating pontoon where the cruise boats dock. This is the furthest part of the route; sit on the pontoon to recharge before the return ride.


y
TOP TIP:

Take the Train

Instead of driving from Fort William to Glenfinnan, why not take the train? The local Fort William to Mallaig service runs regularly year-round, including over the Glenfinnan Viaduct, and it’s a short ride downhill to the start of the route.



11 The way back retraces the outbound route, and while it’s familiar ground the shift in viewpoint offers a whole new experience and perspective. Once clear of the forested section, without trees in the way, the view back towards Glenfinnan is spectacular. On a fine day the viaduct, monument and mountains behind can be clearly made out, and seeing the end point makes the return trip feel that much quicker. One way to make the experience even more spectacular is to book an outward or return boat trip with Loch Shiel Cruises. This company offers trips to or from the floating pontoon near Polloch, at the most distant point of this route from Glenfinnan, on Wednesdays and, in high season, Saturdays, and will take bikes and riders on board. Spot wildlife from the deck of the MV Sileas, enjoy a snack or drink in the boat’s saloon, disembark at the pontoon, then enjoy a leisurely ride back, or vice versa.


Explore by Boat

Loch Shiel Cruises offers regular and varied tours of the loch by boat, suitable for everyone from families with children to the avid wildlife enthusiast. Guided by on-board local experts who give live commentary, it provides possibly the best chance to spot some of the more spectacular wildlife, such as golden or white-tailed eagles, particularly on cruises to the far end of the loch. On board are toilets and a bar, plus tea, coffee and other refreshments. The cruise schedule varies seasonally and ranges from short lunchtime trips to longer cruises traversing the entire length of the loch.
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s Take a Break

DINING CAR Take your afternoon tea in a vintage 1950s train carriage. The Dining Car located at Glenfinnan Station Museum, nearby the visitor centre, is open over the high season, and has been restored and furnished to provide a taste of the joys of mid-century travel dining, albeit without actually moving. The menu includes freshly made seasonal soups, salads, sandwiches, toasted sandwiches, scones and homemade cakes, plus hot and cold drinks.
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Royal Deeside


Best for FOOD




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
3hr
	
Easy
	
22.4 miles
	
Station Square, Ballater


	
TERRAIN
	
Off-road gravel path




Just down the River Dee from the royal residence of Balmoral sits the picturesque town of Ballater. It’s paradise for foodies and fans of the royal family, with plenty of places to indulge in delicious treats. This out-and-back ride follows the route of the Deeside Way, almost completely off-road and pancake flat all the way to the pretty town of Aboyne and back. Easy to follow, the route passes old station platforms, an artisan cheesemaker and a stunning suspension bridge, all the while following the course of the river.
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Bike Hire

Bike Station is located in Station Square, and offers mountain bikes, e-bikes, kids bikes and gravel bikes. Cycle Highlands also offers mountain-bike hire and tours.

Starting Point

Station Road marks the start of the Deeside Way, signposted next to the Visit Scotland information centre. There are toilets, shops and parking nearby.



01 The Deeside Way starts at the Old Royal Station, the former terminus of the train line the Way now follows, and the original train station for Balmoral Castle. Inside, see a replica of a royal train carriage and the royal waiting room. Starting from the abandoned platform at the rear of the station, leaving the houses of Ballater behind, the route heads out into the fields and pastures of the river valley, lined with hedgerows and the occasional rabbit warren. Roughly following the path of the A93 road, the Deeside Way crosses this main road a couple of times over the course of the ride.

02 A short distance from Ballater is Tullich, where a little detour through a series of gates leads to the tumbledown remains of Tullich Church and lichen-covered grave stones. In the church grounds sits a display of the ancient Tullich Pictish Stones, explaining their significance and story. There are some also housed in the Ballater Visitor Information Centre.
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Suspension bridge, Cambus O’May
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03 Cambus o’May is the next stopping point on the route, where there are two excellent places to satisfy any hunger pangs. Courie Courie Bakery and Cafe has freshly baked bread, cakes and pastries, while Cambus O’May Cheese offers mouthwatering hot and cold food and drinks and, of course, artisan cheese made on-site to a family recipe. Seasonal opening can vary for both.

04 The route then rejoins the River Dee and the beautiful Cambus o’May white pedestrian suspension bridge built in 1905. A turnstile at the entrance to the bridge means bicycles aren’t able to cross, but it’s worth taking the short walk to the far side, where a small sandy beach makes for a good dipping spot on a warm summer’s day. Beyond the bridge lies the old platform and a former station building, now converted into a beautiful private dwelling.


Ancient Stones & Symbols

In the quiet graveyard of a tumbledown church in the fields a short cycle ride from Ballater lies a display of ancient stones complete with Pictish carvings. These are the Tullich Pictish Stones: a selection of the 27 carved stones found in and around the remains of Tullich Church, dated to between around 650 to 750 CE. The Picts were a group of people that lived in northern and eastern Scotland, and are known for their intricate and beautiful stone carvings, which here include crosses, animals and symbols. Wander through the church grounds to spot more.



05 Sweeping away from the river and the road, the Deeside Way passes through an area of pine, alder and birch forest. Where the woods open out, incredible views into the hills of the Muir of Dinnet National Nature Reserve appear and golden eagles are known to have been spotted in this area. Blaeberries grow close to the ground in the summer months, and dragonflies, red squirrels and black grouse call the forest home.

06 At Dinnet, the route passes through another old station with platforms on either side, and continues in an almost straight line until it joins the car park at the Aboyne Airfield. Here it’s possible to spot gliders take off and land, or sit on one of the picnic benches and watch them soar silently overhead.


s Take a Break

CAMBUS O’MAY CHEESE Located 2.5 miles along the route from Ballater lies the Cambus O’May artisan cheesemaker. This family-owned company follows a process used for generations, and in summer months there are regular tours. Several varieties of the cheese are available to buy, and there’s also an on-site cafe offering Ploughman’s lunches, cheese toasties, mac ‘n’ cheese, plus a delicious selection of cakes, teas and coffee. Seating is available inside, or outside on sheltered benches with blankets or picnic benches, and there’s a dedicated area for locking up bikes.



07 As the route approaches Aboyne, it crosses the main road once more at a busy location, runs parallel to the road through some trees then turns away to the left, before rejoining the path of the old railway on the right. It continues along a final long straight, into a gradually descending railway cutting, with towering pine trees on either side. Several stone road bridges pass overhead.

08 Finally, the Way follows a ramp up to the right, while the old entrance to the railway tunnel that would have taken trains into Aboyne railway station can be seen on the right, fenced off and overgrown. The route then emerges into the centre of picturesque Aboyne; the Deeside Way continues towards Aberdeen to the right, but to conclude this ride, head towards the old station. The large central park, known as the Green, is the venue for the popular Aboyne Highland Games, which take place annually in August, and there are public toilets nearby. For refreshments before the return ride, head to the Spider On A Bicycle cafe, located in the old station building, which serves delicious sourdough toasted sandwiches, fine coffee, and has indoor seating. Take a little time to explore the town, before retracing the Deeside Way in reverse back to Ballater.


Explore by Bike

The beautiful pine forests in this part of Aberdeenshire have some incredible mountain-bike trails, perfect for a ride with a little more action and adrenaline. Ballater shop Cycle Highlands offers mountain-bike hire, guiding and route advice and is the perfect way to get a taste of what’s on offer in the region. Trails suitable for families and beginners all the way up to expert riders are located a short distance from town. For a big mountain-bike adventure, try the Heartbreak Ridge trail, which offers a lung-busting climb, incredible views of the surrounding area and a thrilling descent.



[image: jpg]

Old Royal Station, Ballater
D MacDonald/Shutterstock ©



35

Aviemore


Best for NATURE




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2½hr
	
Intermediate
	
15 miles
	
Aviemore Bikes car park


	
TERRAIN
	
Paved road, wide gravel path




Immerse yourself in the mountains and forests of the Cairngorms, a national park that’s heaven for fans of outdoor adventure and wildlife spotting. This ride follows the traffic-free Old Logging Way up to Loch Morlich and Glenmore, near the base of the looming mass of Cairngorm Mountain, before completing a circuit of the loch on the Loch Morlich Trail. The route takes in incredible mountain scenery, and the chance to see wildlife such as red squirrels, golden eagles, red grouse and the elusive pine marten.
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Bike Hire

The friendly team at Aviemore Bikes, just behind the high street, offer a wide array of hire bikes including mountain bikes, gravel, electric and kids bikes, plus route advice.

Starting Point

The ride starts from the car park outside Aviemore Bikes, just off the main road through Aviemore. Alternatively, start from Aviemore Car Park in the centre of town.



01 The ride heads out from Aviemore Bikes and down the high street towards the railway station. Like most Scottish towns, the speed limit is 20mph so traffic is slow-moving and considerate. On the left in the middle of town is a small park with a nearby public toilet, and a large information board about the Speyside Way. This is the start of the official cycling route, and from here the way is well signposted and easy to follow. Take the concrete ramp down alongside the small stream in the park and under the railway line; this path is shared with walkers and often busy, so it’s best to dismount and walk this section until it emerges beyond the railway line.

02 To the left lies the Speyside Way, and to the right is the main route to Glenmore and Loch Morlich. Follow the path to the right, along a quiet road, until it reaches the Old Bridge Inn on the right. This is a very popular pub with an open fire, weekly live music and tasty food. It also has outdoor seating on the left of the road overlooking the river, and is a very pleasant spot for a cool drink on a hot summer day, particularly when there’s enough breeze to keep the midges at bay.
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Purple heather, Cairngorms National Park
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03 From here the route crosses the River Spey on a shared walking and cycling bridge, then tracks the path of the main road out towards Glenmore. The route itself is mostly on an off-road gravel path that winds its way through the pine forest that blankets this area, occasionally crossing the road or joining a shared roadside path for short distances. This is the popular walking and cycling route known as the Old Logging Way, and it climbs gradually and steadily away from Aviemore, towards the loch. The all-season path holds up to bad weather, though the occasional muddy puddle makes an appearance after rain.

04 The forest here is more open than conifer plantations in other parts of Scotland, with plenty of light filtering through the canopy. The forest floor is carpeted with heather which gives the landscape a purple hue in the summer and fills the air with its sweet honey scent. In late summer, dark purple wild blaeberries, also known as bilberries, can be spotted growing in low leafy bushes amongst the heather, and in the autumn their leaves turn warm shades of yellow and orange, transforming the landscape to golden hues. Here and there, the forest opens up to allow views of the surrounding mountains.


y
TOP TIP:

Out on the Water

Don’t forget to pack your swimming gear as there are loads of opportunities for water sports at Loch Morlich, also known as ‘the beach in the mountains’. These include stand-up paddleboarding (SUP), canoeing, sailing, kayaking, windsurfing and, of course, swimming.



05 The Old Logging Way path emerges onto a wider gravel forest road – follow this until it reaches the main road again as it runs alongside Loch Morlich. Across the road here is a car park next to a sandy beach complete with picnic benches and a resident population of ducks. This is the first clear view of the loch and of Cairn Gorm mountain beyond, and it’s a breathtaking sight. In the winter, snow blankets the mountains, and when the weather is clear the full scale of the surrounding peaks can be appreciated.

06 The route returns to and follows the Old Logging Way until a path branches off to the right and towards a road crossing, indicated by a low square wooden post with a red horizontal band or stripe. These are the waymarkers for the Loch Morlich Trail, which circuits the loch using gravel forest roads, gravel paths and some narrow single track. Cross the main road with care, as it can be busy in the summer and at weekends, and into the car park, then follow the signs out towards the loch where the trail continues.


s Take a Break

PINE MARTEN BAR For mid-ride hot food and snacks, cold drinks, coffee or freshly baked cakes, the Alpine-style Pine Marten Bar is located near Loch Morlich and the Glenmore Forest Park visitor centre. With an atmospheric wood-lined interior and covered outdoor seating, food is cooked fresh daily using local produce, and there are vegetarian and vegan options on the menu. Or, for something a little stronger, try a wee dram of local whisky.



07 Near the car park, you’ll find accessible toilets (open from 1 April to 31 October), and for refreshments there’s the Pine Marten Bar to the west of the car park, which offers hot food and drinks with indoor and outdoor seating, and the lochside Boat House Cafe for lighter bites with pretty views. A little further up the road is the Glenmore Forest Park Visitor Centre and Cafe, which offers information and advice, and an optional detour to the Cairngorm Reindeer Herd, the only free-ranging reindeer herd in the UK, which offers daily guided trips.

08 The beautiful, long sandy beach that stretches nearly a quarter of the way around the loch is an idyllic spot, particularly in the warm summer months. Popular for swimming and water sports, picnics, or just lazing in the sunshine, schedule some time here to relax and enjoy the surroundings. It’s the only freshwater beach in Scotland to have a Rural Beach Award for cleanliness and sustainable management. Hire a canoe, a kayak, a stand-up paddleboard or a row boat from Loch Morlich Watersports and take a little trip out onto the water. They also offer lessons and short guided trips onto the loch, and it’s a great way to see a different side of the area.

09 Beyond the beach the trail heads into the woods alongside the loch, crosses a small burn, then narrows for a short while and twists through an area of boggier ground. This can get pretty midge-y in the summer, so keep moving. The trail then emerges onto a wide gravel forest road again via a sharp but thankfully short climb, then sticks to this as it skirts the loch with the shore to the right.


The Scottish Ski Resort

Aviemore was built as a winter sports resort, and when the snow is good there are pistes aplenty to ride, with hire shops in town supplying ski and snowboard equipment, local guides, and coaching or lessons available to book in town or at the Base Station where lift passes can be purchased. The slopes can be reached by the Cairngorm Mountain Railway, Scotland’s only funicular railway and also the highest in the UK, reaching the Ptarmigan Building and Restaurant in under 10 minutes. There are slopes suitable for families and beginners to expert enthusiasts.
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Cairngorm Mountain ski area
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10 As the trail moves further away from the bustle of the beach, the chances of spotting wildlife increases. The Cairngorms are home to 25% of the UK’s rare and endangered species, and while some like the Scottish wildcat are so rare that a sighting is unlikely, others are becoming more common thanks to conservation efforts. In the forests, species that the eagle-eyed might spot include red squirrels and pine martens. Look closer to the loch for the chance to spot an otter or heron hunting for food. The forest itself is significant; the Scots pine trees that shroud Loch Morlich are remnants of the ancient Caledonian Forest, an old-growth forest that pre-dates the arrival of humans on the British Isles, and are a designated natural nature reserve.

11 At the far side of the loch the landscape opens up where a large area of trees has been felled, and this is a likely location for spotting birds of prey such as golden eagles or the massive white-tailed eagle, the largest bird of prey in the UK, with a wingspan of up to 2.45m. Closer to the ground are the famed red grouse and the majestic red deer, the UK’s largest land mammal. Another very rare bird is the beautiful capercaillie, an iconic Scottish species of black-feathered grouse with its distinctive fanned tail. There are thought to be fewer than 600 capercaillie left, so it’s imperative that these ground-nesting birds aren’t disturbed, particularly during spring, and dogs should be kept on a leash.

12 The final stretch of the Loch Morlich Trail reaches a wide wooden bridge, which emerges back on the main road, then back into the first lochside car park. From here, cross the main road and rejoin the Old Logging Way, and follow it in reverse towards Aviemore. The return trip is mostly downhill, which means hardly any pedalling. It also means it’s possible to pick up a fair lick of speed, and since the route has several bends and narrow sections, riders should be aware of other walkers and cyclists.


Explore the Speyside

The Speyside Way is another great traffic-free ride that heads out of Aviemore towards Boat of Garten. This wide, bike-friendly route is a section of a long-distance trail that stretches from Newtonmore in the Cairngorms, following the course of the River Spey all the way to the Moray coastline. The route consists of a wide gravel road with some tarmac path and short sections on very quiet roads, and it winds its way through the forest with incredible mountain views on either side. Thanks to the route being part of Sustrans National Route 7, it’s also very well signposted.
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s Take a Break

CHEESE AND TOMATIN Delicious, freshly made stone-baked sourdough pizza is the perfect post-ride treat, and the Cheese and Tomatin sits right near the end of the trail. Located upstairs above the Cairngorm Mountain Sports shop, it serves a range of pizzas and salads, delicious garlic bread, and a selection of local beers and whiskies. It also offers tasty breakfasts such as french toast, scotch pancakes and scrambled tofu. It can get busy so arrive early.
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Ullapool


Best for COASTAL SCENERY




	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE
	
START/END


	
2hr
	
Easy
	
10.4 miles
	
Ullapool Harbour


	
TERRAIN
	
Paved road, gravel road




If you’re exploring the northwest of Scotland, travelling the North Coast 500 route, or on your way to the Outer Hebrides, this short route is a simple way to take in some of the breathtaking scenery of this rugged and beautiful part of the country. This out-and-back route starts in the picturesque town of Ullapool, heading out into hills formed of some of the oldest rocks in Europe and along Loch Achall. Pause in the stillness around the loch, breathe in the fresh air and maybe tuck into a picnic before spinning back down into town.

[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]


Bike Hire

Ullapool Bike Hire has a small fleet of bikes and e-bikes that can be booked online. The friendly team also offers route advice, plus pickup and drop-off for bikes and riders.

Starting Point

The route starts at the Ullapool Bike Hire cabin located at Ullapool Harbour. Parking is available near the supermarket a short walk away.



01 Ullapool is one of the most beautiful towns in the British Isles, and this route departs from the ferry port, out along the waterside road up to an ancient graveyard where it follows the road left uphill and out of town to the north. This section through the town is relatively steep, and skirts the edge of Ullapool until it reaches a bridge over the river, with a gravel road signposted for the Morefield Quarry to the right just before it. While this is a main route, it’s generally fairly quiet except for ferry traffic.

02 Turn right up the gravel road as the route continues to climb with the mass of Meall Mhor, or Ullapool Hill, rising steeply above to the right. Trees and gorse bushes line the road, which is popular with walkers and cyclists, with very occasional quarry traffic. The gravel road passes around to the right of a quarry yard, then reaches the quarry itself. This is the highest point of the ride, and most of the climbing of the route has been completed by this point. The views at this point out towards the sea are beautiful, and this is a good spot to catch your breath.
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03 The gravel road now turns to tarmac, and swings downhill spinning through alder and birch trees until suddenly the view opens out ahead. The expansive valley is lined with rocky, steep-sided mountains, while Loch Achall sits at the centre surrounded by grassy moorland and small areas of woodland. This is the best view out over the loch, and sometimes woodpeckers can be heard here in the trees.

04 The road reaches the valley bottom where it crosses the Ullapool River once more, as it passes through a small rocky gorge and low waterfall. From here to the far side of the loch the route is almost entirely flat, so it’s possible to cover the distance quickly, but it’s much more pleasant to dawdle, drink in the views and spot wildlife. There are a few dwellings in the valley, but vehicles are few and far between.


Ancient Inhabitants

This area is rich in historical and geological sites, such as Dùn Canna, the remains of an Iron Age fort dating to between 800 BCE and 500 CE, which sits on a promontory between two beaches, located about 7 miles north of Ullapool. The majority of the walls have collapsed into rubble, but it’s possible to trace the remains of the earth banks and stone walls which formed defences for the occupants. The Visit Scotland information centre in Ullapool has maps and guides for further exploring, and the Ullapool Museum is ideal for discovering the fascinating history of this part of Scotland.



05 The smooth tarmac weaves a winding way through the grassy moorland of the valley bottom before swinging back to hug the loch shoreline. There are occasional small stony and sandy beaches that are ideal for dipping toes and paddling in the cooling water on a hot day. In the water, whooper swans and tufted ducks can sometimes be seen gliding on the surface, or look up to spot kestrels, buzzards or, occasionally, white-tailed eagles.

06 Midway along the loch lies a small wood of birch and alder trees, hugging the shore and hillside, and this is the most shade to be found along the shoreline. Look out for the red wooden boathouse hidden in the trees on the loch shore, with the unusual herringbone pattern of logs used in its construction. Cattle sometimes roam this area, and there’s often cow dung on the road, which can be slippery.


s Take a Break

There are two excellent delicatessens in town offering hot and cold drinks, sandwiches, charcuterie, cheese, breads, pies and more. Jojo’s Cafe has great coffee and hearty soups, while West Coast Delicatessen offers delicious Scottish produce and hampers. Between them, a truly delightful picnic can be created for enjoying mid-ride, or for eating on the waterfront after returning with views out over Loch Broom. In the summer, there are even more options in town including the Seafood Shack serving freshly caught fish and shellfish.



07 Beyond the stand of trees, the tarmac turns to gravel and is a rougher, more potholed ride until it reaches the far end of the loch. There are plenty of puddles after the rain, but they’re easy to avoid. At the far side of the loch, the valley is a wide grassy plain criss-crossed with tributary streams that feed the loch and rocky boulders. This is a good spot for a picnic, though if the midges are out, pick a rock a little way away from the water. For a longer ride, continue along the road following the Rhidorroch River upstream to East Rhidorroch Lodge, which doubles the distance.

08 To complete this route, backtrack along the lochside following the outward route in reverse to return to the start. The way back is mostly downhill, with the exception of a short climb back up to the quarry.


Explore the Shore

Take to the water to get a different point of view on this area. WhatSUP Ullapool offers stand-up paddleboard (SUP) hire and wetsuit hire, by the day or half-day, plus private and group lessons and courses. Available year-round, March to October is the main season, and it’s an incredible way to explore the lochs and coastline in the northwest of Scotland. Suitable for beginners to experts, the friendly staff will advise the best location depending on experience, wind and weather conditions, deliver the boards to the right location and collect them afterwards.
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Also Try...

Arthur’s Seat Loop, Edinburgh


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
45min
	
Easy
	
3.3 miles




Take a spin around the base of the iconic Arthur’s Seat in the centre of Edinburgh, the rocky hill that dominates the city skyline, formed from the remains of an ancient volcano.

Located in Holyrood Park, next to the Palace of Holyrood and the Parliament Buildings, the route is paved and 95% traffic-free on Saturday and Sunday when the through roads are closed to motorised vehicles. This circular loop follows the Queen’s Drive, a tarmac road, offering spectacular views over the city and up to Edinburgh Castle while it flows around the rocky hillside through meadows, grassy fields and woodlands. There are plenty of places to stop and sit to admire the view.
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Tweed Valley


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
1½hr
	
Easy
	
8 miles




Located an hour south of Edinburgh, the scenic Tweed Valley in the Scottish Borders follows the course of the historic River Tweed through the towns of Peebles, Innerleithen and Walkerburn.

A traffic-free cycle and walking path that was once a railway connects the towns, with plenty of bike shops offering hire in the main towns and a bike-friendly bus to and from Edinburgh. Head to Traquair House, Scotland’s oldest inhabited house, and St Ronan’s Wells, visited by famed author Sir Walter Scott, or wander through Hay Loft Park to Neidpath Castle, balanced precariously on rocks overlooking the river on the edge of Peebles. Ride the route one way and hop on the X62 bus with your bike back to Peebles.

Fort William


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
12 miles




Ride under the shadow of Ben Nevis, the highest mountain in the British Isles.

Follow a mostly traffic-free and segregated route out of Fort William, past a whisky distillery and through the lush pine forests on the mountain flanks to the Nevis Range centre. From here, hop on the gondola lift up the mountain for spectacular views out over the Highlands, when the weather is clear. For an optional extra for the more adventurous rider, hire a mountain bike and try the Blue Doon mountain bike trail, a thrilling roller-coaster of a ride all the way back down to the centre.
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Ayrshire Coastline


	
DURATION
	
DIFFICULTY
	
DISTANCE


	
3hr
	
Intermediate
	
22 miles




Explore the coastline of southwest Scotland with this ride from Irvine to Ayr, a short drive or train ride from the city of Glasgow, following part of the National Cycle Network Route 7.

The route is mostly traffic-free or on quiet residential roads, and can be completed one way, hopping on the train to return to the start point. Alternatively, take the train to Ayr and ride back to Irvine. Along the way, expect long expanses of sandy beaches, wildlife-rich sand dunes, world-renowned golf courses and views over the Firth of Clyde and out to the Isle of Arran.




Arriving

If you’re arriving in the UK from abroad, you’ll need to pass through customs at the port or airport before you complete your onward travel, be that by car, bus, train, coach or taxi. Tourist information centres are found in many towns and cities, particularly in more scenic areas, and offer plentiful practical information and friendly staff.

[image: jpg]

MDart10/Shutterstock ©

Travelling with a Bike

If arriving by plane, most airlines require you to book your bike as sporting equipment, with an associated fee. A few airlines, including British Airways, allow you to check it in as your main hold luggage.

You can pack your bike in a specialist soft or hard bike box or alternatively a large cardboard box, which you can usually pick up at a local bike shop, each requiring partial disassembly of your bike. You’ll be shown where to check it in on arrival at your departure airport, and can collect it from oversize baggage at the other end. Bear in mind that you may need to book a large taxi for onward travel for your big bike box.

When travelling by train with a bike, you may need to reserve a free space for your bike, especially on busier mainline trains and at peak times.

[image: jpg]


CASH

You’ll find ATMs at banks, petrol stations and grocery stores across the UK, though you may get a more favourable exchange rate at a Bureau de Change.




BORDER CROSSINGS

Though getting in and out of the UK is more stringent, you can travel freely between England, Scotland and Wales without any border stops or checks.




TRANSFERS

The major London airports (Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted) offer more transfer options, including trains and coaches, while smaller local airports are often served by buses and taxis only.




CUSTOMS

It’s worth being aware that you cannot bring meat, fish, eggs or dairy products into the UK from abroad, nor fruit and vegetables, nuts or seeds.





Getting Around


Rules of the Road

The rules of the road are listed in the Highway Code. The rules for riding a bike are largely similar to those for driving a car, though you can also cycle on shared-use paths and cycleways, though not on pedestrian pavements. According to the updated Hierarchy of Road Users, you must give way to pedestrians, while motorised traffic should give way to you. Helmets are highly recommended, though not legally required. At night, you must use a red rear light and white front light.
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Driving info

[image: jpg]

Drive on the left.

[image: jpg]

The national speed limit is generally 20–30mph in urban areas and 70mph on motorways.

.05

Blood alcohol limit is 0.5g/L in Scotland and 0.8g/L in England and Wales.



Railcard Discounts

If you plan on using trains, check out railcard.co.uk for savings on off-peak travel, with eligibility for young travellers, seniors, disabled travellers, families and two together. While not free, railcards may save you money over multiple journeys.

Best Time to Travel

If you’re not bound by a schedule, time your travel to avoid the rush for a more pleasant journey, whether that’s using public transport or on Britain’s roads. These will be quieter between 10am and 3pm and later in the evening.

Where to Park

If travelling by car, it’s generally best to seek out car parks when visiting urban areas. It often costs a few pounds, but you’ll know you’re in the right place, not blocking local access or in a dodgy area.

Rules of the Road

If you’re from abroad and plan on driving in the UK, check how the rules of the road differ before stepping foot into a car. You’ll need to know the meaning of road signs and symbols, which aren’t always intuitive.


Travel costs

Car rental

Approx.
£36/day

Petrol

Approx.
£1.48/litre

Rapid EV charging

£44/hour

Train tickets

Approx.
54p/mile





Accommodation


Cycling-Friendly Accommodation

If you’re travelling with your bike, you might want to ensure there’s somewhere safe to store it overnight. Due to the theft risk, leaving bikes in cars or on racks is not recommended.

Contact accommodation in advance to see if there’s a luggage room or locked shed where it can be stored overnight. Some hotels will also allow you to take your bike into your room.

Run by Cycling UK, Cyclists Welcome (cyclistswelcome.co.uk) is a great directory of cycling-friendly accommodation, as well as eateries and bike shops.
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HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a hotel room

£85/night

a hostel dorm bed

£35/night

a campsite for 2 people

£20/night



Narrowboat

See Great Britain from the waterways with a stay on a narrowboat, cruising the canals. Designed as barges for transporting goods during the Industrial Revolution and originally towed by horses, today these brightly painted boats are the choice of those seeking a slower pace of life. Choose between a moored boat or try your hand at navigating the canals.

Cottage Rental

Live the rural idyll like the locals do by hiring a charming country cottage. Rental is often on a weekly basis, and some offer the option of including a basket of local produce for cooking up scrumptious breakfasts and enjoying delicious drinks. Nothing beats curling up in front of a cosy log fire in the winter months.

Wild(ish) Camping

While wild camping is only permitted in Scotland and specific regions of Dartmoor in England, there are plenty of rustic campsites that offer you a wild experience when it comes to sleeping under canvas. Many of these sites also boast fantastic wildlife conservation projects. Nearly Wild Camping (nearlywildcamping.org) is a great resource for finding these.

Bothies

Located across Scotland with a few in northern England and Wales, bothies are simple shelters in remote, wild places that can make for a magical stay. You’ll need to take your own sleeping and cooking equipment with you.


NATIONAL TRUST STAYS

Tasked with taking care of some of Great Britain’s most historic buildings and breathtaking landscapes, you can also turn to the National Trust for a range of holiday cottages, hotels, bunkhouses and quirkier stays. Fancy a night or two in a converted lighthouse, grand castle turret, sleepy woodland cabin or old cobblers’ shop? There are plenty of delightful options.





Bikes

Bike Rental

You’ll find a range of bike rental options across England, Scotland and Wales, from city bikes docked on the street that you can easily unlock using a smartphone app, through to bike shops with a small hire fleet and dedicated bike-hire centres near popular cycle trails.

Depending on what kind of ride you’d like to do, make sure you’ve got the right type of bike. For example, city rental bikes are excellent for nipping about on flatter urban streets, but may be a slog on longer rural loops or if you’re heading off-road.

A hybrid is generally good for most riding, as it can handle both on- and off-road cycling, as well as giving a comfortable position with flat handlebars.

[image: jpg]
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E-Bikes

Many bike-hire outlets will also offer e-bikes. The added electrical assistance can really take the sting out of steeper hills, especially in more undulating areas. Cornwall is a good example of an area where e-bike hire is common, as many of the roads can be pretty steep!

Modern e-bike technology means that you won’t need to charge the bike during the ride, as battery range tends to be very good. If you’re planning on hiring an e-bike for multiple days then you’ll most likely be provided with a battery charger, which simply plugs into mains electricity.

Bear in mind that e-bikes are generally heavier than standard bikes, so you may need a specialist car rack to transport them.


how much to hire...

an average bike

£20/day

an e-bike

from £45/day

a London Santander Cyles bike

£1.65/30min




Other gear

Acknowledging that most people don’t travel with their own helmet or puncture-repair kits, these are usually on offer at bike-hire centres, either included in the price of bike rental or for a small supplement. Child trailers, tag-a-longs and child seats are also commonly available for family riding.





Health & Safe Travel

Cycling Injuries

Alas, accidents do happen, so it’s worth knowing where to head if you come off your bike and hurt yourself. For emergencies, ring 999 for an ambulance. For minor injuries, ringing 111 will put you through to someone who can assess your injury and direct you to the most suitable, convenient local centre for physical assessment and treatment.

[image: jpg]
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Weather

While Great Britain doesn’t tend to have devastating natural disasters, bar localised flooding events, the day-to-day weather can be very unpredictable. Blue skies can quickly turn to downpours and winds can whip up out of nowhere. Be prepared by taking extra warm layers, gloves and waterproofs with you, just in case.


INSURANCE

In general, most comprehensive travel insurance policies will cover leisure cycling but not specialised cycling such as cycle touring or downhill mountain biking. Check the policy wording and make sure additional cover is purchased should you wish to include extensive cycling as part of your trip.



Wildlife & Livestock

There are very few critters in Great Britain that are likely to do you harm. The only venomous snake is the adder, and though a bite is not life-threatening, you should seek medical attention to help ease the pain. If you’re riding through a field with grazing livestock, keep a sensible distance, especially if there are young at foot.

Security

Whether you’re using your own bike or hiring one, take sensible steps to reduce the risk of bike theft. Never leave your bike out of sight without a lock. If you do need to leave it somewhere, for example outside a cafe or museum, use a high-quality lock. Look for a Gold or even Diamond Sold Secure lock rating.


bike breakdown

If you suffer a mechanical issue with your bike, you have a number of options. Most bike-rental outlets will be able to help you if you call. Alternatively, find your way to a local bike shop or flag down a fellow cyclist who may be able to assist. A taxi back to the start is your last resort.





Responsible Travel

Climate Change

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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RESOURCES

Independent Hostels

independenthostels.co.uk
Bunkhouse guide.
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Big Barn

bigbarn.co.uk
Local food map.
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Komoot

komoot.com
Bike touring routes.
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EAT LOCAL

Farmers across Great Britain take great pride in their produce, so why not see what it’s all about? Visit a farm shop to enjoy local delicacies in the cafe or take some home to try.




SLEEP LOCAL

The added benefit of enjoying an independent guesthouse stay with a local family is that they will also be able to give you tried and tested recommendations for the best places to visit and eat.




CHOOSE TO REFILL

Cut out unnecessary plastic by carrying a refillable water bottle, lunchbox and reusable coffee cup. Download the Refill app (refill.org.uk) to see the closest places to fill up.





Nuts & Bolts


Currency: Pound Sterling (£)



Best Ways to Pay

Almost all establishments in Great Britain accept card payments, and many offer contactless payment as standard. Some are card-only, so make sure you have a suitable card before you travel. A little cash will come in handy for tipping and purchases in more remote areas.

Tipping Etiquette

Though there’s no obligation to tip, it’s generally appreciated in restaurants where there’s table service. Ten percent of the bill is generally a good benchmark, though some establishments add a service charge as standard. Also consider tipping if you’ve had a good journey by taxi or using a local guide.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC in winter, GMT/UTC plus one hour in summer

Country Code
44

Emergency number
999




Electricity 230V/50Hz
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Internet Access

Free wi-fi is quite widely available across the UK, often offered in cafes, on trains, in shopping malls and airports. You’ll likely need to sign up to log on, though.

Tap Water

Unless there’s a sign telling you otherwise, tap water in the UK is one of the safest in the world to drink. Handy for refilling water bottles on your ride!

Opening Hours

It’s best to check opening hours before you travel, though core shop opening hours are typically 9am to 5pm and many operate with reduced opening hours on Sundays, especially in rural areas. Eateries often close on Mondays or other weekdays.

Public Holidays

Holidays for the whole of Britain:

New Year’s Day 1 January (plus 2 January in Scotland)

Easter March/April (Good Friday to Easter Monday inclusive)

Spring Bank Holiday Last Monday in May

Summer Bank Holiday Last Monday in August

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December

If a public holiday falls on a weekend, the nearest Monday is usually taken instead. In England and Wales most businesses and banks close on official public holidays. In Scotland, bank holidays are just for the banks, and many businesses stay open.


HOW MUCH FOR A...

flat white

£3

restaurant meal

£15

visitor attraction entry

£10






By Difficulty

EASY

Bath

Cononley to Gargrave

Falkirk

Hackney Wick & Olympic Park

Millennium Coastal Path

Monsal Trail

Mount’s Bay

Royal Deeside

Shoreditch, Hackney & Islington

Ullapool

INTERMEDIATE

Aviemore

Brunel Trail

Cambridge to Wimpole

Cannock Chase

Cromer to Sheringham

Down’s Link

Exe Estuary

Forest of Dean

Glenfinnan

Greenwich to Canary Wharf

Kirroughtree, Galloway Forest

Mawddach Trail

Morecambe & Lancaster Loop

Preston Guild Wheel

Richmond Park to Windsor

Scarborough to Whitby: The Cinder Track

Sherwood Forest

Taff Trail from Brecon

York to Selby

DIFFICULT

A Lap of Kielder water

Aberfoyle

Elan Valley Trail

Grizedale Forest Hawkshead Moor Trail

Llyn Brenig & Alwen Reservoir

New Forest

Tissington & High Peak Trails




Behind the Scenes


Send us your feedback

We love to hear from travellers – your comments help make our books better. We read every word, and we guarantee that your feedback goes straight to the authors. Visit lonelyplanet.com/contact to submit your updates and suggestions. Note: We may edit, reproduce and incorporate your comments in Lonely Planet products such as guidebooks, websites and digital products, so let us know if you don’t want your comments reproduced or your name acknowledged. For a copy of our privacy policy visit lonelyplanet.com/privacy.
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Follow the guidance of our experts with the
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Using this Guide

Difficulty Ratings
Ridesin this book are targeted at the casual
cyclistand divided into three levels of difficulty:

Easy A trail with a flat, even surface, and few to
no steep sections. Usually over a short distance
on a well-travelled and marked route.

Intermediate A trail with some steep
sections and gentle climbs. Some sections may
have arough surface.

Difficult A longer trail, up to a day of riding,
with some steep hill sections and/or unstable
surfaces.

Times & Distances

These are provided only as a guide. Times are
based on actualriding time and do notinclude
stops for breaks or taking photos.

The maps and descriptions in this book should be
used as a guide only. We recommend sourcing a
local map and/or using GPS.

Even better, download the digital maps via QR
codes throughout the book and follow along with
your favourite mapping/cycling app.
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