Coast To Coast Cycle Ride

Saturday 12 Nov & Sunday 13 November

At 7:00am on Saturday 12 Nov the intrepid team of Roger ‘the navigator’ Thorne, Tony ‘two bikes’ Hemingway, John ‘saddle bag’ Stepto and Andrew ‘wish I had a road bike’ Morgan left Okehampton bound for Ilfracombe (thanks to our drivers, we appreciated the lift).
At 8:45 we set off on our bikes for the first leg of the challenge. The sun was shining and a cool, calm day followed affording us ideal cycling conditions.
The first few miles was a steady climb out of Illfracombe followed by a gently undulating route around the estuary of Barnstaple, Instow & Bideford.

I say gently undulating but even the slightest bump seemed to cause John’s antique saddle bag to fall off. We were beginning to suspect it was a ruse to take regular breaks but John insisted it was a problem with the saddle and to prove it we stopped off in Braunton to buy a new saddle complete with appropriate fixings for the saddle bag. At least John claimed it was a saddle to the rest of us it looked like a instrument of abject torture and we winced as he dared to sit on it. 

We couldn’t help but notice the proprietor of the local antique shop taking an interest in John’s saddle bag but the lack of a Carbon Dating machine meant he couldn’t date it accurately. The last we saw of him he was making a hurried phone call to the ‘Time Team’ producers.
At 12:15 we had our scheduled lunch stop where we discovered Roger can eat even faster than he can cycle - if it had been a sponsored eat-a-thon we could have made a small fortune. We were very grateful to Roger’s Mum & Dad for meeting us at the Puffing Billy and providing us with an endless supply of food. 
During the afternoon we discovered some of Devon’s steepest hills - why are they always up! But with lungs and legs pumping for all they were worth we made good progress - until Hatherleigh where the first puncture occurred. Not a problem, we had spare inner tubes and a pump - oh! If only we had checked the pump worked before we left. However, a quick phone call and a short wait saw the cavalry arrive and we were on our way again.
Shortly after 4:00 we arrived at Okehampton Baptist Church to a wonderful reception plus some very welcome tea & cakes.
Sunday was a little overcast but still cool and dry as we set off at 9:00. Tony had changed his bike and was really feeling the benefit of slimmer, faster tyres (The rest of us felt the benefit of no longer having to listen to his whimpering cries of “Ow this hurts so much”. As he is by far the youngest and fittest of our team he got the appropriate amount of sympathy – none!). 
We reached Tavistock at 10:45 in time to see the start of the Remembrance service/parade. Tony had brought a Poppy/Cross to leave at the War Memorial. He wrote a message on it, signed our names and left it in the Church yard as we couldn’t get near the War Memorial. A poignant moment for us all but particularly for Tony who is ex-army and has seen active service.

Leaving Tavistock brought quite a shock as the climb was relentless, the road was wet and slippery and made for a very tough ride.

Fortunately (?) John got a puncture and we were all relieved to take a break at the top of the hill to fix it. This time we had a working pump and the repair was made rather too quickly for those of us still wondering if we had left our lungs somewhere on the hill. 

Around the halfway point the challenge changed from us riding the bikes to the other way round as we heaved the bikes onto our backs to climb the ridiculously steep forest path through mud and rocks. 
I was particularly disappointed as when I was told about this part of the route I secretly thought, “I’ll be OK cos I have a Mountain Bike.” This should have been my moment, the one point of the leg where having a Mountain Bike was an advantage. “How Tony will regret switching to a road bike”, I sniggered to myself. But oh, how wrong could I be. It was absurd that such an obstacle should be on an official bike route. Roger told me about a £4m investment in a new section which offered me hope but this was shattered when his sentence finished with, “but it isn’t open yet”. Thanks Roger, I think I would prefer not to know that!

Not only was the track VERY steep it was completely impossible to ride on due to copious amounts of mud separated by rocks and boulders. 
Do you know how heavy a Mountain Bike is? I do. 

And so it was that instead of leaping up the hill like a gazelle looking back at my poor colleagues struggling on their inferior road bikes I ended up with my bike on my back like a Sherpa climbing Mount Everest looking ahead at those carrying feather light road bikes with just a hint of envy.
We thought we would be relieved to get back onto our bikes at the top but the wind which greeted us was quite incredible. It was so strong we even had to peddle to go downhill; the uphill stretches were extremely difficult. There was very little conversation on this stretch, but I seem to remember something about a business plan to set up a wind farm.

This was the situation for approx 5 miles but once we got into the shelter of the trees we had a long descent into Plymouth that we all enjoyed.
And so we arrived in Plymouth in the early afternoon tired but satisfied. Just before the finish line we enjoyed the irony of a sign on National Cycle Network Route 27 which read, “Cyclists Dismount”. However we were allowed to get back on our bikes just in time for the cobbled area of road. It is here I had my very brief moment of joy watching my colleagues bounce painfully over the cobbles on their flimsy road bikes while my robust and wonderful Mountain Bike took it in its stride and in some comfort. What a shame it was only about 30 metres long.
The final few hundred metres to the Ho was soon completed and our challenge had come to an end. All in all it was hard work but very enjoyable thanks to great company and (mostly) good weather.

Now the hard work begins - collecting the sponsor money !
Thanks to everyone who helped make this possible and to those who have sponsored us. 

Andrew
