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B R I T A I N
B Y  A N Y
M E A N S

969  miles
9  days

1  ama zing 
e xperience

riding the length of the nation is a mighty challenge, worthy of
a place on any cyclist’s bucket list. Tobias mews tackled it

alongside 700 others, on the annual ride across Britain 

Riding John O’Groats to 
Land’s End you’ll experience 

a thousand-mile diorama of 
the finest British scenery

Most riders travel in 
chaperoned groups, 

set at fixed speeds 

OF’s Tobias pauses for 
a rest... and he’s not 

even left Scotland!
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In the lIfe of every outdoor 
fitness junkie, there are days when 

the whole world looks exciting and fun. 
the smile rarely leaves your lips, and no 
challenge is too great. But when you have 
948 hard-pedalled miles behind you, and 
you’ve had your ‘man suit of courage’ 
fully zipped up for over a week, the last 
thing you need is for your bike chain to 
break. especially while a force-3 gale is 
whipping you in the face on a lung-busting 
climb in the depths of Cornwall.

But given what me and 700 fellow riders 
have been through over the past nine days, 
a broken chain is a small price to pay for 
ticking off the UK’s premier long-distance 
cycling route. there can’t be many British 
cyclists who have never contemplated the 
idea of riding between land’s end and 
John O’Groats. thousands tackle the ride, 
and every summer there is a steady stream 
of weary but determined-looking riders 
pedalling furiously into a headwind as 

they head north or south from the top or 
toe of Britain.

I’m taking part in the Deloitte Ride 
Across Britain event – different from your 
standard end-to-end attempt in that it’s 
fully supported. this means I don’t have to 
worry about complex route planning, 

lugging heavy kit, figuring out where to 
find my next meal or worrying about 
where I’ll sleep each night. All I need to 
focus on is riding my bike 100-plus miles a 
day. Simple! Or is it...?

Booking a one-way ticket to thurso, 
Great Britain’s most northerly train station, 
is a sobering reminder of just how far away 
John O’Groats is from most of the country 
– and more importantly, what I am letting 

myself in for. It feels even more daunting 
as I roll into the first of nine basecamps. 
It’s an ocean of tents, massage zones and 
halfords bike repair areas, with a football-
pitch-sized marquee, ‘Posh Wash showers’, 
laundry facilities and a medical tent. About 
1,000 tents have been erected cheek by jowl 
– I’m glad I remembered my earplugs.

At night the site is a concerto of farts 
interspersed with a symphony of snores. 
But removing my earplugs next morning, 
I’m amazed to discover I’ve overslept and 
missed the 7am start. I spend the first 
40 miles playing catch-up! 

In the evening we are briefed on the 
following day’s route, which is invariably 
described as ‘lumpy’ or ‘gritty’. With 
51,180ft of climbing across the length 
of Britain to come, I’d describe the entire 
nation as lumpy. But as ernest hemingway 
once said, “It is by riding a bicycle that
you learn the contours of a country best,

continues over >

“At night the campsite 
is a concerto of farts, 
a symphony of snores”

TOp Riding solo can be tough into a headwind – most find a peloton.  BOTTOM, FROM LEFT The nightly kit explosion leaves little room for 
Tobias in the amzing tented village that’s erected and deconstructed daily throughout the ride. Riders set off each morning in waves, to 
guard against road congestion. This is the start point at Wincanton in Somerset

“I TOOk 
ON JOGLE”

Nicky Smyth
40, Brixton

“I wanted to start my new 
decade in peak fitness. 

Most of us treated the ride 
as an endurance event, 
aiming simply to reach 

Land’s End. As the weather 
worsened, the importance 
of teamwork and staying 

as a peloton became vital.”

Robert Markwick
52, Notting Hill

“I had to give up running 
due to injury and needed 
a new sport. I did quite a 
bit of training for the ride, 

and never doubted I’d have 
the stamina to complete it. 
I had one bad day: I hadn’t 

eaten enough the day 
before, and bonked.”

patrick Rourke
28, Balham

“I was curious about how 
my body would react. 

On day four I hit a real low 
- the weather was bad and 

my calf hurt. But I had a 
brilliant riding group: great 

banter and team spirit. 
At the end, it’s an incredible 
sense of accomplishment.” 

B R I T A I N  B Y  A N Y  M E A N S

Another day, another 
climb. The early miles 
are a chance to shake 

out the legs for another 
long stint in the saddle
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since you have to sweat up the hills and 
coast down them.”   

Collecting midges as I ride through 
Scotland, I pass snow-capped peaks and 
ancient castles in open-mouthed wonder. 
I couldn’t agree more with hemingway, 
though he might have changed his mind 
if he’d ridden from Glasgow to Carlisle – 
a stretch of road that the council has 
clearly forgotten to maintain since the 
Romans visited 2,000 years ago.

As the miles slip by, the creaks and groans 
from our bodies start to match those in the 
bottom brackets of our bikes, while the daily 
routine becomes second nature: 5.30am 
wake-up, pack bag, fill bottles, start riding 
at 7am, reach new camp, clean bike, book 
massage, devour peanut butter sandwich, 
stretch, massage, shower, wash water 
bottles, visit bum clinic, eat enormous 
dinner, gulp a cheeky pint of beer, phone the 
family, sleep, fart, snore, repeat.

By the middle of the week, we are well 

and truly in a Ride Across Britain bubble. 
Suddenly it seems entirely normal for 
hairy men to strut around in nothing but a 
pair of bib shorts. two sandwiches, crisps, 
a banana, chocolates and a whole pack of 
jelly babies have become an acceptable 
amount to scoff at pit-stops, despite having 

only ridden 40 miles. And it’s now 
standard behaviour to shout out every 
pothole, drain cover and oncoming car 
like someone with tourette’s Syndrome.

After averaging eight or nine hours in the 
saddle each day, there is little time to do 
much else but admin. “You find your time 
is quickly taken up with massage, stretching 
and nutrition,” remarks one fellow rider. 
“I can imagine this is the life of an athlete.”  

Which is why a profound respect for my 
fellows starts to build in me. We’re not 
elite athletes; nor adrenaline junkies out 
for our next fix. Some people here weren’t 
even cyclists a few months ago – or at least 
not before they signed up for this event. 
now, though, they are some of the most 
courageous people I’ve met. And the 
nicest. On the Ride Across Britain you can 
arrive alone, knowing nobody, yet leave 
with 700 friends.

halfords having come to my rescue with 
a new chain, I roll into a blustery land’s 
end feeling windswept, wet, tired but 
extremely happy.  Despite the physical 
hardship, I experience a sense of 
camaraderie I’ve never known before and 
the smile is back on my lips. this is one 
challenge I’ll not forget.  

Ride Across Britain runs from 6-14 
September; all-inclusive places cost £1,600. 
For details, visit rideacrossbritain.com

“You can arrive alone, 
knowing nobody, yet 
leave with 700 friends”

TOp ‘Seven hundred bikes... now which one’s mine?’ BOTTOM LEFT Mission accomplished for the Dulux team. They rode the RAB 
peloton-style RIGHT Land’s End is a blustery place to end the adventure. Supporters are waiting, and the riders finish as firm friends
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