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am hunched over my top tube ond sweat is
mixing with sun cream, stinging my eyes, As
my breathing recowvers | take a swig from a
solar heated bidon ond sit up to survey the
climb that has just encouraged me to stop ot its
summit. | smile. Sprowled out in front ond below
is the Arrdhida Matural Park. With its deep green
Mediterranean vegetation and cloudless skies,
it is o weloome sight for sore eves, | am here to
discover a bit of what o cycling holiday in Portugal
might offer as an alternative to the tried and
tested col hunting in France.

Partugal has a rich cycling heritage, the Volto

a Portugal em bicicleta was first ridden in 1927
and whilst not as important as the three grand
tours it alwoys has been and remains a significant
competition. My arrival in Lishon coincides with
the * and penultimate stage of the 7Bth edition
af the race, which runs between Aledeer da Sal
and Setubal, covering 187.5km. At this point a
Partuguese rider, Rui Vinhos representing the
Portuguese team W52-FC Porto-Porto Canal, is still
in contention for the GC. 1t is cleor from crowds
gathering early in Setdbal thot expectations are
high. These expectations are driven by memories
of Japquim Agostinho, Partugal's most famaus
cycling son, who was chompion of Portugal in six
successive years and twice finished third in the
Touwr de France, winning on Alpe d'Huez in 1975,
More recently Rui Costo, who won the 2013 UCI
Road World Championships, has inspired o new
generation af oyclists. Prafessional cycling in
Paortugal is growing again, powerful Faatball clubs
such as FC Porto haowve returned to sponsor a team
after a 31-year hiatus.

Fernando Pedrosa of Phainix Cyeling, o small tour
operator based in Setdbal has arranged for me
te ride part of today's stage, which also follows
the route of the local Granfondo held anmnually

in Qctober, Two short rides have been planned,
which will complemient the timing of the stoge
and enable plenty of time to enjoy the company
of my hosts whilst pit stopping at a couple of
their favourite cafes. This is, after all, a special
day, being the first time the Tour hos possed
through Setubal in 40 years. The first ride, in the
marning will head into the Arrabida Notural Park,
and will include bath the category three climb ot
Alto dos Mecessidades and the coostal colegory
two at Alte das Arrabida. The second ride, in the
afternoan will head back via an alternative route
to Alto das Mecessidaces, where we will wait for
the Tour to arrive, hoping to witness on attack on
the 20% gradient thot appears near the end of the
climb. Somehow we then haove to make it back to
Setubol before the leoders arrive Tor whot should
be a sprint finish. The tour riders have a much
greater distonce to cover and this includes o

lot af climbing, despite this | hove my doubts
regarding our ability to return in time.

&5 we leave for the morning ride | am too busy
enjoying the heat (36C) and the sea breeze

to wiarry about missing the sprint finish. The
ricle out of town is o steady climb ond quickly
tokes us awaoy from the noise and traffic of the
busy port. As o first time visitor to Portugal

I am immediately struck by how green the
hillsides are in August; the contrast between




the perfect azure of the sky and the olive
tones of the hillside is stunning, 1 am
cyclimg with o mixed group and as such
the poce is steady, given the temperature
I am happy to be eased into the rde, We
break onto a narrow rood thaot takes us
deaper into the Matural Park and leods
towards the day’s first climb, the category
three at Allo das Necessidodes, The
climb is steady at first and there is time

to enjoy the mixture of farm land, which is
miosthy comprised of small vineyards, olive
trees and grazing sheep. As we progress
the chimb undulates and | find myself
looking forward to the tree-lined sections
prowviding shade os the heat takes its toll,
In the last 300m the gradient begins to

really romp up and | find myself out of

the saddle and relieved to take the crest
in order 1o take on some much needed
water. Thankfully the journey to Aldeia
Rica, a small town on the edge of the park
is flat and the pace leisuraly,

We break for o drink ot o café and | enpoy
sampling the locally-baked pastries, my
pastel de nata, o type of egg custard
tart, is superb. A mountain bike parked
in front of the calé sparks conversation
about bikes owned past and present and
it is guickly opparent that the team from
Fhoinix have an encyclopasdic knowledge
of bicycles and are keen to share stories,
Fernarndn, who fell in love with mountain
bikimg whilst training for fitness to further
his molocross coreer, tells me how he
started with o converted Rossin Mistral
cyclo-cross bike which he then fitted with
a flat bar. Many of the tiny roads which
form o maze across the Arrabida Park are
unsealed grawvel tracks, the local riders
frequently opt to take cyclocross bikes

ar simply fit heawer tyres to road bikes

in arder to benefit from these rural lanes
which complement the tormac roods

One of our party, Jodo Serralheiro, whao
runs a local eycle distribution business is
actively invalved in the development of
the local cycling sceme. He plans to make
good use af these gravel raqds as they will
comprise part of the route for the spring
classic that he has ereated and hos just
been added to the UC| calendar far 2017,

Returning to the saddle we head back into
the park and begin the ascent towards
the coost. The sun is dominant in the sky,
and as | push harder the bushes and trees
which line the roads are filled with cicada
and their rhythmic song odds to the
contrast from cyeling at home. | am
cycling with a grin, in fact as we begin
to traverse the coost and the gentle
breeze provides some relief, that
feeling of Might or even Jean Bobet's o
wvalupts, ['pleasure fram a combination
of speed and ease, force and grace’)
begins to hit me, The acean sporkles
to my right and a smooth curving
asphalt strip beckons to the fore, |
hove alreody decided that | will be

PHOIMEE CYCLING

Phioinie oycling, based in Setubal south of Lisban, are a small
cyele teur aperatar who offer bespoke packages for those whia
da not wish to move base every day. Instead they are focussed
on providing o personal experience with ndes from a single bose
led by guides wha hove an encyclopaedic knowledge of cycling.
Comprsed of o group of friends with o passion for and o ifetime
invalvement in cycling, Phoinix want to share the best of roac
cycling in this undeniably pretty part of Portugal. Phaoinix can
provicde bikes, full mechanical suppart and mossage as well as o
choice of occommaodation. Whilst being lovers of cycling this group
are also most definitely lovers of life and as such they ore keen to
share the best of the local faod and drink.

www. phoinix. pl




AERABIDA GRANFOMNDO - 2MD OCTOBER 2014

This is the serond adition of the event, the first

attracting over G0 riders. This is a race of just owver
m, mainly through the Arrabido naturol park
ased roads and includes a summit finish at the

castle in Palmelas. Interesting to note, there is also o

categary for those wishing to ride a vintage bike.

wwsw. arrobidogranfondo.com

returning to discover and explore more of what
thiz area has to affer, it is so different in culture
amd landscape to Morthern Europe. It is worth
exploring these contrasts from o saddle, The drap
from the category two climb ot Alto dos Arrabido
down 1o Setdbal is a heady combination of smoath
dry roads and open bends which encourage you
to let go and lean in. | om rapidly passed by the
lacal riders who know these routes so well and are
possibly spending less time admiring the views of
the Tridia Peninsula,

Following lunch in Setdbal we head back to Alto
dos Mecessidades to wait for the Towr to arrive.
We cycle vio an alternative route, this ime heoding
back along the coastal rood before heoding

inland up o steadily rising lane, Either side of us
the combination of red rock and eucalyptus trees
reminds me somewhat of Western Australia. As
wee clirmb out of the valley the views change ancl
we are mowving through a cork tree plantation,

a firmn remincer that we are definitely in a wine
producing areqa. Sooan we arrmive back at Alta das
Mecessidades, where the crowds that bove alreody
developed are maostly made up of local club riders.
The atmosphere is one of bonhomie ond the crowd
i5 cheering the last of the vehicles to poss up the
climb before the rood is closed. Marny of the lesser
povwered cors and mopeds are stalling on the 200
grodient and the audience delights in celebrating
eqach failure before helping them an,

&5 the tour arrives o smoll breok of obout 1en
riders is leading the pelaton by a couple of
minutes, Mo decisive moves or atiocks are made,
bt the atmosphers is fantastic and it is great 1o
see that the behaviour of the crowed is respectiul

to the riders. The last support vehicle passes and
there is o scramble as the crowd turn to their own
bikes and begin 1o hurtle bock down 1o ensure
arrival in Setubal in time for the finish, Cycling with
the group fram Phoinix we get oursehees organised
and after negotiating the lanes of the natural park
we manoge Lo average over 50kmb on the final
Skm af sweeping dewnhill inta tewn. What & weay
to finish a perfect day, that wos capped by the
sight af home favourite Bui Vinhas coming in safely
to maintain his lead of owver two minutes in the GC.

Tirme is precious and far most of us, especially
those with families, Il we get oway once a year for
a cycling holidoy we consider ourselves lucky, which
means we must choose wisely, Whilst the Arrobida
Matural Park ond surrounding areas obwviously
does not provide the chance to take on any of
those cals on your bucket list it does provide other
opportunities. It is a pleasure and a change to
cycle im o southern Mediterronean landscope, The
terrain offers some seriously punchy clionbs and
very ropid descents, oll set agoinst the stunning
backdrop of alive groves, glistening ocean and
unspoilt beaches. Furthermore, the welcome

i5 a5 gaod as or better than amywhers else is
Europe and the local restaurants do not seem

to know how to serve a bad meal, Anyone

whao loves seafood will be in heoven. Whether

it's for o cycle only holiday intended for use

as a training camp or for o combination of

cycling ond family dewntime | would highly
recommend this area as an alternative to the
tried and tested destinations.
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