Allez Le Garstang!!

So, the much-trailed, but sparsely-attended, club jaunt to Annecy in France is
wrapped up for the year. In the end only Sue and I, lan, Rick and Kath
decided to make the late summer foray into the Alps. Rick and Kath were the
advance party in their sumptuously-appointed campervan, and the rest of us
Berlingoed down together in one hit, overnighting in a misty campsite
somewhere near Dover before heading south the following day.

When we arrived in Annecy it was wet and grey, and the heavy skirts of the
clouds above were ponderous with moisture. They tumbled and billowed
across the lake in swathes, occasionally squeezing out big, warm gobbets of
rain. Later, as we sat under the awning of his campervan and hoovered up a
barbecue dinner laid on by Kath, Rick was full of tales of two weeks of
glorious, sunshine-filled ascents of iconic cols such as the Telegraphe,
Galibier, and the Croix de Fer. He thoroughly wetted our appetites for the big
climbs to come. Needless to say, the only thing that was thoroughly wetted
the next day was us.

Day 1 - Col de la Forclaz followed by the Cret du C  hatillon

With the low cloud obscuring the views we first ascended the steep and
sinuous Col de la Forclaz at 1150 metres. It twisted up through a narrow
valley carved into the rock. We milled about in the mist at the top for a bit, had
a sandwich, and then descended. Back down at Lac du Annecy it began to
plank it down and we were drenched as we spun slowly up the hulking 1699
metre high Cret du Chatillon just to the west of Annecy.



No views on the Col de la Forclaz and then gettiﬁg so aked on the way up the Cret

Soaked through and beginning to shiver, we tarried in the café at the top as
long as possible before slip sliding our way vertiginously off its wind-lahed
pate into the trees. The frozen, nervous skitter down through the Cret’'s
forested slopes ended in a boozy dinner in our rented chalet in Camping Le
Belvedere. Though there was bright talk of the cols to come, baleful glances
were cast in the direction of our sodden riding gear as we all privately
pondered the possibility of a week of rain. Ggrrrrgh!
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Day 2 — Mont Revard via Aix-Les-Bains

The next day dawned overcast and gloomy, but as we wound our way over to
Aix-Les-Bains the sun cracked a smile and it brightened up. Suddenly it was
hot and humid as we broiled in lycra up the 17 kilometre ascent of Mont
Revard, with breathtaking views all the way up. The descent was followed by
a quick ascent of the diminutive Col de Leschaux upon which Sue was given
a call by Monsieur Bonque. Luckily, lan had a gel floating about in his
backpack so she got enough go-go juice to see her home. The long, gradual
descent to Lac du Annecy was followed by a lazy spin back along the lovely
lakeside cycleway.

The sun shines as we start the long ascent of Mont Revard, and the viewing platform at

the top wasn't for those who suffer from vertigo.

That evening we downloaded more alcoholic fortification for the next day’s



ride. Well, you've got to get your calories in somehow.........
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Day 3 — Col de la Croix-Fry, Col des Aravis, Gorges  de I'Arondine,

Gorges de 'Arly

Sun, sun, sun, and more sun! What a day! What a ride! Rick’s trusty Garmin
led us east out of Annecy. Soon we cut south and then up the classic Alpine
pass of Col de la Croix-Fry at 1467 metres. Small alpine chalets, grassy
meadows, cows lolloping around doing bugger all. It was a cliché (as they say
in France) from bottom to top. Rick, who had his descending legs finely tuned
from his previous activities, showed us a clean pair of heels at first, but lan
soon caught him up. | pretended to valiantly wait for Sue, but the truth was |
was a bit too scared to chase Rick down the hill. Eventually though | got fed
up hanging around while Sue determinedly bedded in her new brake pads on
the way down and cracked on a bit.

The ascent of the Col des Aravis (1486 metres) was soon polished off as we
headed for a slap up feed at the top.



Nice views or what?

The descent of the Aravis was fast and furious with only one untoward

incident in a tunnel which Rick made us swear we wouldn’t tell Kath about.

With just a bit of a bump to be mounted on the way back in order to avoid the

busy main road down through the Gorges de I'Arly we soon found ourselves

heading north out of Ugine along the cycleway back to base camp. We all got

our heads down and pretended we were Team Sky on a time trial. The pace on the way
back was high enough for Monsiuer Bonque to give lan a tap on

the shoulder as we closed out the final few miles (no gel required).
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Day 4 — Park and ride from Albertville up over the ~ Cormet de Roselend

to Bourg St. Maurice and back round.

Day 4 was grey, but lovely. Rick and Kath had had to return home a touch
early, leaving just lan, Sue and | to conquer the Cormet de Roselend, at 1963
metres lan’s first proper Alpine pass. The switchback ascent from Beaufort up
through the trees was a slow and steady affair as we husbanded our energies
for the duration of the ride.

The winding, riotous descent to Bourg St. Maurice gave us a chance to cut
loose and have a burn up. It lasted a full half hour with bug-splattered grins all
round. | managed to key myself in to the cornering at last so | could keep lan

in sight, and Sue finally began to relinquish her iron grip on her brake handles.

Heading south on a lovely riverside cycleway we somehow contrived to leave
Aime by climbing up another bloody huge hill.

Sometime later, knackered and confused, we had to visit the tourist
information bureau in Moutiers in order to find a way out of town that didn’t
end up with us on the motorway. By the time we got back to Albertville we
were ready for our dinner, and wondering how we were going to cope without
Rick’s Garmin telling us where we should be going.
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Day 5 — Park and ride from Albertville up over the Col de la Madeleine to

La Chambre and back round.

Once again we drove to Albertville, and hacked out along the valley to the

northern end of the Col de la Madeleine. So, only 23 kilometres to reach the

top at 1993 metres.....ho hum.....

As the road ramped skyward two thirds of the way up and my lungs started

flopping out onto my handlebars with every breath | realized why this was the

climb that put David Millar out of the 2004 Tour de France. It was brutal!

Luckily we were able to score some gigantic slices of Myrtle tart at the top.
T - | N




More up, more down

The tart must have sat heavily in my stomach because | was able to overtake
lan on a couple of corners on the way down, though he did mumble some
pathetic excuse about going into shadows with dark sunglasses on...... pish!!
We followed some uppydowny back roads along the valley before turning
north along the flat to Albertville. Once again we got in formation and started
streaming along, whizzing past a bunch of five Frenchies dithering about in
the way.

“Zis is ow ewe mek a chaingang!” | thought contemptuously to myself as we
scudded by.

A few moments later | checked over my shoulder to see if we were all in and
came face to face with a gurning, Gallic gob, right up on my back wheel. The cheeky
wheelsuckeur! | could see Sue’s head bobbing behind two other

infiltrators with a further two some way off, and lan heading down the outside.
| eased up so Sue could get in my pocket and suddenly two of them whipped
by, the faint smell of garlic lingering as they jumped on lan’s wheel and slunk
by me. Now there were eight of us strung out in a line and it was mortal
combat. It was nation against nation, wheel to wheel. lan gradually ramped up
the pace at the front, and the two following Sue popped off the back. We
somehow contrived to become a Rosbif trio once more with the three
remaining cheese eaters hanging on at the back. | took the lead into the
outskirts of Albertville and stamped hard on the pedals, hoping Sue could
hang on. She did, but the Frenchies couldn’t hack it.

“Hurrah! Victory to Angleterre....” | congratulated myself, “...It was a good
thing those guys were all in their 70’s, otherwise things might have been a bit




Day 6 — Park and ride from Faverges up over the Col  de I’Arpettaz and

the Col de Tamie

On the final day we’d vowed to take it easy with a lazy spin up the 1581 metre
Col de I'Arpettaz, and back over the 907 metre Col de Tamie. With the sun
scorching our backs and the sky an impossibly dreamy blue, we set off on the
lower slopes of the first climb. Suddenly lan was up out of the saddle and
attacking the tree-clothed switchbacks like a man possessed. It appeared he’d
been saving a bit in the tank....Soon he was a red speck in the distance as
Sue and | chugalugged up slowly like a pair of wheezy, old ponies making a
futile escape attempt from the knacker’s yard.




Omelettes at the top and beautiful views of the Mon  t Blanc massif on the way down

That night we finished off our remaining supplies of recovery drink (beer) and
gleefully relived all the moments of derring do, the sweaty climbs, the heavy legs, and
the glorious summits. We swore we’'d do it all again the next year,

and we will.

By the way, while us “hairy-arsed A-groupers” were chuffing up and down cols
like maniacs, Kath, who regularly rides in the C-group, managed to quietly get
in a few climbs herself...the Col de Mollard at 1638 metres, the Cret du
Chatillon at 1699 metres, and the Col de St.Michel at 1650 metres. So, if
you're in the B-group and thinking you're not up to next year’'s Alpine odyssey,
then think again. All you need to get to the top of the hill is determination and




sweat, and when you get there the sense of achievement is massive and the
views are to die for (unless it's pissing down and then they’re rubbish). Why
not?

Justin Lindsey Noble




