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ude, that has to be
‘ ‘ one of the top five
trails |'ve ever ridden!”
We can forgive our
Canadian snapper
Grant Robinson a
litthe Morth American

exuberance, as he was bang on the money. It was
our last run of the day and it had & bit of everything:

fast rocky fire roads, tight loamy singletrack, boulder

ds, rock slabs, stream crossings, you name it All
Jd flat-out and with massive grins on our faces.
e previous three days, poor Grant had been
ted to some epic XC and DH rides through the
Andorran Pyrenees with a massive, heavy camera
bag on his back, but now for the first time he was
free and determined to make the most of it

Rolling back into the hotel marked the end of
olir third day of being shepherded around the pick
of Andorra's trails by Martin Hills. Martin is head
honcha of, and fu
a mauntain bike bour cperator that runs trips in
t and Spain-as well as in Andorra. We were
there not only to be shown the best Andorra hasto
offer, but also to accompany the two winners of 2
competition we ran back in our August issue. Mark
Rugg and Graham Holley were the lucky two, and
both were testing their bikes — and their skills — 1
their limits.

Tips from the top

Andorra is a tiny landlocked country nestlied
between France and Spain. For somewhere so
gmall, it punches abowe its weight for mountain
ith world-class trails and two quality bike
linord (a former Warld Cup venue) and
Grandwalira. It was the |atter that provided a big

1 aur first day. The less established of the two
ira, is run by former Waorld Cup DH racer
iz, and the man himself met us for the
ow us around the trails that he designed
us some vary welcome skills coaching —
gly, this is something cn offer to all visitars
ith a decent network of ifts to take the strain
today was about letting gravity do the work, and

time guide for, Singletrack Safari,

jg: Grandvallra was a hit on day one

the first few runs coasting down some gentler blue
trails behind Oscar were ideal for getting us into the
groove, | say 'coasting’, but w ith us on trail bikes and
unfamiliar tracks, and Oscar on home turf and his DH
rig, it was soon a flat-o ase to keep him in sight!

With everyone warmed up, Oscar took us aside
for some coaching. Now it's not every day that you
get a top pro giving you tips, but when Oscar’s other
job is rmentoring the Glant World Cup team — which
includes DH World Champ Danmy Hart — you pay
extra attention. Within half an hour, he had us al
thinking about line and body position in a way that
we hadn't before,

And talk about a place to practise: there are some
great flowing trails in here, and the ones that drop
off the top of the mountain offer spectacular views
too. Dropping down off the crown of the hill, they
get tighter and tighter with switchbacks heading into
the trees affering a variety of challenges, all with the
kind of flow that makes even red runs suitable for

= W
all abilities. Sadly for Mark, a small off over a drop
caused a recently healed broken finger to split open
and start filling his glove with blood. We feared the
worst and packed him off to the hospital to get it
checked out. Thankfully it was just a flesh wound
and Mark would join us for the rest of the week

After a few runs from the top, Oscar offered to
show us a trail on the edge of the park that was
popular with trail riders. This sounded ideal, 50 we
foliowed him down a narrow sliver of singlatrack
through the trees that had a much more natural feel
than the obwiously man-made trails in the bike park.
With a mixture of rollers, tight turns, rocks, roots
and water-splashes, this was my trail highlight of the
day, made extra speclal by the late-afternocon sun
beaming through the trees, illuminating the hanging
dust. By the time we regrouped at the bottom, we
wera bushed, and it was all we could do to squeeze
a cold beer down before piling into the van and
heading home

Big hills, tall tales

The next day's ride was dubbed Big Cat, and after
thie gravity fest of Grandvalira, we swapped flat
pedals and full-faces for SPDs and trail lids. There
was no escaping it, we had some serious pedalling
to do. The ride would top out at the summit of the
category-one climb of Arcalis, as seen in the 2009
edition of the Tour de France, We rode from the
hotel on what was basically an out-and-back route
that went up-up-up, then down-down-down. Martin
promised to make the ups as painiess as possible
by taking in quite a lot of road, but there were still v

When Oscar’s other job is
mentoring the Giant World Cup
team, you pay attention

FEBRUARY 2012 mbr.co.uk 77



VAR

s

=L
iy

it la
rect trail route. It

me ta the fore.

tore, |t turned out to be
he Basement i =

't wild raspberries duri
rom the day befi ed rear mech. Sublime,
anillo, the whole

. but it gained
-

brutal, as

rocks, stepsand
tight switchbacks
with more rocks)

the sim:
bit of 5
trakls

78 mbr.co.uk FERRUAF




f

Ourbrakes were
working overtime to *
try to keep.the
speed manageable

T TV

Mark Rugg
39, Leeds
Rides: Lapierre Zesty 314

Best bits of the trip? The long slog up the
mountain on the second day was tough but
the three-hour descent was ample reward.
Day four at Valinord, with us being the only
people at the top of the mountain, was
pretty special. And day five — the quick

Mark rides under Roger's watchfu

Ll
| eye

of the bike park. It's graded red and takes over 25 uplift and fast trail back to the hotel was
minutes to get down. Sadly, the top section was out class, followed by the afternoon enjoying
of bounds, as the lifts to the top had closed the week some of Cedric's favourite black runs.
before (bad timing!) but the lower section was open

so we pointed our front wheels downwards and went Worst bits of the trip? The lack of oxygen
for it. The top of the trail is out in the open and as at altitude making me look horribly unfit!
fast as you dare over the rocks. Then it drops into the There weren't really any bad bits other
forested lower slopes and gets steeper and steeper. than having to go home!

This was an absolute grin-fest, as our brakes were
working overtime to try to keep the speed manage-
able through the maze of dusty switchbacks. Braking
bumps battered our forearms into every turn, so
much so that poor Grant with his camera bag riding
pillion was suffering arm pump for the first time in
his life. Mostly avoidable, they didn't ruin the funandm |

Would you come back again? Like a shot!
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In one direction Spain finished and
Andorra began and, in the other,
Andorra finished and France began

Graham Holley

A7, Jersey
Rides: Orange 5 AM

Bast bits of the trip? | enjoyed it all
" immaensely. |t was the best all-round
i mountain biking holiday | have been on.
The long natural downhill singletrack
was superb, technical and demanding
in places, with fast and flowing bits. in
both bike parks, there was more than a
good day’s riding. | thought the riding
in Vallnord was better than in Grandvalira.
The last ride of the holiday on the Cedric
Gracia trail was well-demanding but |
enjoyed it. Roger and Oscar made me feel
maore than welcome, and | appreciated
all Oscar's tips.

‘Worst bits of the trip? it was a bit of a pain
waiting for the photoshoots sometimes.

| enjoyed the day at the spa but it's not
something I'd normally do — | would have
probably preferred another day’s riding.

dline it through the turns

we finally rolied back into La Massana at the bottem
of the mountain to catch the cable car back up for
more.

The lift may not have been running all the way to
the summit, but Roger wouldn't let us leave without
at least one full run down, so the bikes were loaded
into the back of a pick-up for a 10-minute bumpy
drive to the top of the park.

The view across the Pyrenses was spectacular
with Roger pointing out in cne direction where
Spain finished and Andorra began and, in the other
direction, where Andorra finished and France began,
The terrain was pretty barren up here but the trail
was typically geod, flowing at high speed down the
mauntain with big-bermed turms interspersed with
some none-too-troublesome tabletops that begaed
to be cleared.

After multiple photo stops, time was running
out, so unfertunately we had to hightall it back to
farewells. Another
run down the bottom section of Route 66 brought
us back to bar Mon Bohemi, populated with ather
bikers and decorated with all kinds of random retro
nonsense, It had been another great day’s riding
which prompted another bout of ever-taller tales
to be replayed over several cold beers and on into
dinner that night.

Maxi for five

Qur fina! day's riding started with some uplift-
assisted downhill, Martin drove us up to the top of
ane of the mountains overlacking the hotel, with the
pramise of a trail he called Local's Only — & 10km
descent that lost aver 900m of vertical heigh

t plummeted back to the hotel in La Mas

he saved the best for last? Martin told us how mary
guests rate t the best of tha week, and
riding wp through sun-dappled forest, it seemed It &2

the visitor centre and say ot

ide 2
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AW super-steei;;. "
and dusty, with plenty

Vallmord: fit

might live up ta the promise. Again, these wooded
trails falt noticeably different from everything eise
we'd ridden that week, Fast, open riobons of dirt
Interspersed with steep rocky sections, al ) per
cent natural, had us whooping all the way down.
Flowy and fun, it whetted our appetites not only for
lunch, but for orie more hit of riding, so we boarded
the gondola and headed back up into the Vallnord
bike park, To give us a different perspective from
the previcus day's pure DH experience, in

ook us on a tour of the park’s more natural-feeling
singletrack. This took in some of the Maxiavalanche
course = a mini version of the Megavalanche endura
in Alpe d'Huez — wi hugged the contours of

the hill mere than the conventional red and black
runs, This suited cur trail bikes as there was less of

a technical challenge but had us pedalling hard, as
befitting a race like the Maxi. It wasn't long, though,
until we were guided down one of Cedric Gracia's
off-piste trails, This brought back the technical
challenge in spades, It was super-steep, twisty, and
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n... remember that?

dusty as hell with plenty of rocks and roots thrown

n for good measure, Needless to say, it pushed the
abilities of our trail bikes to their limits! It was only a
couple of steep rock-slab chutes near the valley floor
that had us walking and questioning our lack of bady
armour and DH rigs, but other than that our final trail
of the week had also been ane of the best

Qur time with Singletrack Safari had certainly

showcased Andorra’s key strength — the variety of
trails in such a small area. The natural trails we rode
on the cross-country days offered some of the maost
techn riding I'd ever dane. And on top of that are
the two bike parks — the gravity set are certainly
spoilt for choice and, as a week's [ift pass is valid in
both, there is easily a full week's descending to be
had within the two. This quality and guantity of riding
offers an excellent alternative to more established
mountain bike destinations, including those in the
Alps; | for one will definitely be back for more.

FACTFILE

Getting there

Andorrais midway between the airports of
Barcelona and Toulouse, although Barcelona
Is the easiest for transters and for chaice of
flight operators. We flew with EasyJel but
plenty of airlines fly there fram the UK. We
advise you check how much it costs to fly with
your bike if you are taking your own

Climate

Being on the Spanish side of the Pyrenees, the
weather is generally hot and sunny with little
rain during the summar.

When to go

The best time to visit Andorra is between late
May and late September. The bike parks are
open from mid-June until (ate September.

What to ride

We were all on 140/150mm trail bikes that
were ideal for the cross-country days and
sufficient for bike park fun. Terrain is dusty
and rocky, so big dual-ply tyres are a good
idea too, Good quality hire bikes are available,
from hardtall through to downhill bikes.

Thanks to
Andorra Tourism, Oscar Saizat Grandvalira,
Roger Gonzales at Valinord and Martin at
Singletrack Safar (singletracksafari.com).
Martin has spent years speaking to local riders
and hiking around the mountains of Andorra
to find the best biking trails, He deserves
credit for putting together a great package,
whether you visit for natural riding or for a
gravity week in the bike parks.

Also thanks to fellow guests Bernadette,
Ben and Keith for putting up with our media
Invasion of their holiday!




