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D OL OMI T E S
T R IUMPH
W O R D S N E I L P E D O E P I C T U R E S S P O R T O G R A F. C O M

Closed roads, seven mountain passes, 9000 riders…
We take on the stunning scenery, humbling climbs
and awesome descents of Italy’s biggest gran fondo,
the monumental Maratona dles Dolomites

CYCLING PLUS | October 2013 | 151

MARATONA DLES DOLOMITES

IT’S A SURREAL SCENE: stilt walkers,
hovering television helicopters and tethered
hot-air balloons lighting up the faces of 9000
nervous but determined riders filling the road
back down the valley. As the first rays of the
rising sun hit the giant jagged limestone peak
ahead of us, the clock flashes up 6.30am and
the air fills with the snapping of cleats. Italy’s
biggest gran fondo, the 27th Maratona dles
Dolomites, starts, and I’m swept up the road in
a seething river of rainbow coloured riders.
Everything about the Maratona is big: seven
mountain passes, 4100 metres of ascent and
136km long – not to mention the scenery, the
crowds, and the 31,600 people from 76 nations
who entered the lottery for the 9000 places.
Even the shortest of the three available rides,
the 55km Sellaronda, manages to pack in 1780
metres of climbing.
STRIPTEASE ACT
Half an hour after the start, we’re still climbing,
the posh hotels and crowds of Corvara long
behind us, but the 1875m summit of this first
climb, the Campolongo Pass, still nowhere to be
seen. It’s only 7am and already I’m overheating,
so I pull over to start what will become a
familiar routine – stripping for the ascents and
covering up for the descents.
Behind me I can see riders strung out all the
way back down to Corvara while ahead the road
rises in tiers as it crosses side-to-side between
switchbacks, the mountainside like a crazy giant
wedding cake decorated with silent, suffering
cyclists. High above, the unmistakable sheer
cliffs of the snow-dusted Dolomite mountains
burst out of the rocky scree slopes.
A few slow minutes later, we ride into
the snowline and the top reveals itself with
a levelling of the road, hotels, and the first
refreshment stop of the day. In reality the
5.8km-long Campolongo is one of the more
tame of the day’s passes.
“One down, six to go,” I say to myself through
a mouthful of cake, before mounting up and
pointing the bike downhill in anger for the first
time of the day.
A glorious series of fast curves drops us down
the valley and quickly I’m building towards
60kph… when suddenly I round a corner and
see the road coming back towards me 20 metres
below. The realisation that there’s a switchback
coming explodes in my brain. ‘Shiiiiiiit!!!’ is
all I can think as I desperately brake, almost
hit the crash barrier on the exit, but make it.
Just. Seconds later there’s a left-hander, and as
I’m about to turn in, two riders dive down the
inside. ‘Shiiiiiiit!’ Again I bottle it and run wide.
Ten minutes later I roll into Arabba at
the bottom, ashamed of my Wiggo-like
performance on the day’s first downhill test,
and immediately onto the second big climb –
the Pordoi Pass. With an average gradient of 6.9
per cent and 9.2km long, topping out at 2239
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It might be Italy and
summer, but the early
morning start is cold

You weren’t looking
for a quiet day out in
the hills, were you?

A glorious series
of fast curves
drops us down the
valley and quickly
I’m building
towards 60kph

metres, this is the first real test of the day.
Towering high above to the north are the
3000-metre-high Sella mountains which the
shortest route of the day circles, and which is
the first 55km of our own route. By the time
we reach the Pordoi at the head of the valley
I’ve counted 31 switchbacks, after 45 minutes
of granny ring grinding. We’ve only done about
25km, but that’s pass number two in the bag.
The first switchback of the descent goes well.
After about 10, I’m starting to get the hang of
it, and by 20 I feel like Nibali, looking for extra
speed and style as I learn to trust my bike,
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More hairpins than
you’d get on a granny’s
night out at the bingo

The payback is a
white-knuckle
10km descent,
with long, wide
straights linking
spacious doublelane switchbacks
that just beg to be
taken flat out

tyres, brakes and, dare I say it, myself.
The second half of the descent is a fast,
free-wheeling carve through pine forests on
the western side of the Sella mountain range.
Already the 9000-strong field is nicely spread
out, so while there’s little competition for road
space or the best line, there’s always someone
slower to reel in or faster to follow.
With the sun now gaining in height and
strength, the next 5.5km climb to the Sella Pass
takes me just under half an hour, but this is the
steepest so far at an average 7.9 per cent.
M O U N TA I N H I G H S
As the road climbs ever higher, the white rock
starts to show through the soil between the
thinning pines, and huge pale boulders sit by the
roadside fallen from the towering cliffs above.
To the west and south the landscape disappears
into the Fassa valley, with more monumental
mountaintops ringing the horizon.
At 2244m, the Sella Pass is the highest point
of the day – something you really feel in the first

OTHER GREAT ITALIAN GRAN FONDO
L’EROICA
6 October 2013
As much a celebration of
cycling’s ‘glory years’, L’Eroica
has strict rules for vintage
attire and bikes only and takes
place on the white gravel
roads of Tuscany. There are
four route options of 38, 75,
135 and 205km.
eroicafan.it

GRANFONDO MILAN
SAN REMO 8 June 2014
Now in its 44th year, the fast,
rolling 294km GF Milan San
Remo mirrors the course of the
famous professional Spring
Classic race from the northern
Italian city to the Italian
Riviera, as won by the likes of
Cavendish and Cancellara.
milano-sanremo.org

GRANFONDO GIORDANA
22 June 2014
Formerly known as the
Granfondo Marco Pantani, this
tough event in the Italian Alps
takes in the famous mountain
passes of the Gavia, Mortirolo
and S Cristina, with 4500m of
climbing in 175km. Next year’s
event is the 10th edition.
gsalpi.com

few exposed hundred metres beyond the pass
where the land drops away on both sides, before
we plummet downhill again. Ten minutes later
we hit the first of two almost flat sections of the
route. Two kilometres later it’s over as we start
climbing again, this time to pass number four,
the 2121m Gardena Pass.
The payback over the top is a whiteknuckle 10km descent to Corvara, with long,
wide straights linking spacious double-lane
switchbacks that just beg to be taken flat out.
Back in Corvara we leave the Sella Ronda
riders behind and start the Campolongo Pass
again, the lower stretches of which are still
thick with supporters. More surrealism follows
as yodelling fills the air and performers start
cracking whips by the roadside…
Again we wind slowly up the 5.5km climb to
the snow-covered gap in the towering limestone
cliffs and over to the descent that almost proved
my undoing only a few hours ago. Only this
time I nail every corner down to Arabba, where
we turn left and head east, contouring along the
valley side to Pieve di Livinallongo.
For the next 6km or so the road is gently
downhill, so for once I’m cruising along in a
big gear, enjoying the stunning scenery. Across
the valley, somewhere behind the 2500m-high
ridgeline to the south, is the highest peak in the
Dolomites – the 3343m Marmolada.
This downward cruising finishes close to
the village of Andraz, where we start a short
climb past the turning north to Cernadoi and
wave goodbye to the ‘medium’ course riders.
We still have an extra 32km to ride, including
the biggest and baddest climb of the day – the
2236m-high and 9.9km-long Giau Pass with
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Time stands still,
as I count out
every painful
pedalling stroke

Over an hour to get up…
and about 10 minutes to
get down the other side!

its punishing 9.3 per cent average gradient.
First, though, there’s a swooping shady
descent to enjoy, flanked by tall pine forest on
one side and a wall of limestone on the other.
Despite its curvaceous lines, we’ve got the
whole width of the closed main road to use, and
only fear itself to fear. Six minutes is all it takes
to hit the bottom in Colle Santa Lucia.
Then we turn left over a bridge that crosses
the Codalonga river and suddenly we’re on the
Passo Giau climb.

SIGNS OF SUFFERING
There are at least 4000 riders on this rising
road with me, but all I can hear is the crickets
at the side of the road, the rhythmic creaking
of straining drivetrains and the rasp of my own
flagging respiratory system. If nothing else, this
ride is redefining the term ‘suffering in silence’.
And then I finally figure out Italian road
signs… The first is the true meaning of
‘tornante’. After the first kilometre there is a
warning sign of ‘29 tornanti’ ahead. My oxygenstarved brain assumes this means just corners
and so I start counting – only to discover several
hundred metres and ‘corners’ later a sign
labelling ‘tornante’ number one.
The mental trauma is doubled by realising
that the little white signs in Roman numerals
I’ve been seeing at the roadside are counting
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down every 100m of suffering. This is the
mental equivalent of death by a thousand cuts,
as time stands still while I count out every
painful pedal stroke between the 90-odd little
white signs that separate me from the top…
After about 10 I can’t bear it any more so
resolve to stare at the patch of tarmac directly
in front of my wheel instead.
Just over halfway up, about 40 minutes in,
I find myself pulling over and – to my eternal
shame – taking out my phone to take a photo.
Okay, the view is incredible but if I’m honest, it’s
the relief of not pushing the pedals for a couple
of minutes that I really need to capture.
Half an hour later we’re finally reeling in the
last 500m to the well-earned summit feed stop.
The biggest monster of the day has been slain.
The views to the east are simply breathtaking,
and I take a luxurious 10 minutes to savour
them – and yet more cake. The descent on the
other side of the pass, through 10km of tight,
twisty, pine-lined, glorious hairpins, only takes
me two minutes longer.

PA S S O U T PA R A D E
There’s just one last big climb to endure – the
11km-long Valparola Pass, via the Falzarego
Pass. By now I have been pushing the pedals
for over six hours and I’m digging deep – there’s
only so long that cake and bananas can

HOW TO… SURVIVE
A GRAN FONDO
GEARING
Gran fondos cram as much
climbing into as short a distance as
possible. Even the 60-mile
Maratona medium route has more
climbing than most Etapes du Tour,
so fit the lowest gearing possible.
Neil rode with a triple.
DRESS
Layer up for rapidly alternating
temperature extremes between hot
climbing and descending from the
snowline. Wear arm and leg
warmers that can be rolled up or
down without stopping. Rain capes
make good wind-blockers too, for
early morning starts. For really
early, wet, cold starts while
standing around waiting for the off,
pack a big black bin liner. It’s not
cool but it is warm!
ALTITUDE
The air’s thinner in the
mountains, so unless you’re from
somewhere like Denver you won’t
be able to replicate the same
performance levels straight away.
And wear sun screen – it might be
cold but you’ll still burn.
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What follows is a
descent of epic
proportions, with
a dead-straight
drop out of
the pass

stave off the bonk, and the dreaded cramps are
closing in too.
There’s a distinctly peaceful atmosphere to
the first half of this climb, with shady but open
woods on either side. The irony is that there was
a First World War front line here between the
Italian and Austro-Hungarian forces, and we
ride right past the open-air Cinque Torri war
museum dedicated to it.
Again the landscape transitions from pine
forests to grassy slopes to boulder fields, and
after what seems like an age the ‘top’ appears.
Except this is ‘just’ the top of the Falzarego
Pass. The real last summit, the Valparola
Pass – or at least the road up to it – carries on
climbing, cruelly disappearing round the flank
of the rocky mountainside above.
Right on cue, as 4000 cyclists are on the
verge of fighting for places on the broomwagon,
there’s another cake stop. Thankfully no chairs
are provided as I would never leave. As it is I
graze the tables for a full six minutes before
getting going again.

CHEESY DOES IT
Suddenly the geography changes to a harsh,
grey, rocky mountainside with the unforgiving
sun beating down on our bent backs. And
then there’s a motivational master stroke – five
straight-faced accordion players sit across
half of the road playing jolly tunes while we
slowly crawl by. I can’t help but smile at the
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HOW TO… ENTER

bizarreness of it all, and the feeling lifts me up
the last of the climb.
What follows is a descent of epic proportions,
starting with a dead-straight drop out of the
pass with white boulders spread along the steep
roadsides like giant cottage cheese, while the
landscape falls away spectacularly on the left.
The carving descent drops down through
Armentarola, San Cassiano St Kassian, and
finally to Badia where we started so long ago
this morning. And then I remember… there’s
still one more 6km uphill drag to Corvara and
the real finish.
Desperate to finish, I latch onto the back
wheel of a big Austrian who comes steaming
past. Soon we’re topping 37kph uphill, and then
he twitches his elbow and pulls out to the right
into the light crosswind.
Cursing the lingua franca of international
road etiquette, I knuckle down and pull
through, trying to maintain the pace. We do a
minute each all the way to Corvara, where we
barrel round the last bend and launch into a
full-on sprint for the line.
He beats me by a wheel, then we exchange
grins before he disappears into the crowd while
I convulse in a fit of cramps.
No regrets though: an all-in, flat-out finish is
the least I could do to round off not just the
biggest, most spectacular, challenging and
rewarding of rides, but quite simply the best day
I have ever spent on a bike.

With 31,600 applicants for
just 9000-odd places, the
Maratona is hugely popular. Entry
details appear on the event
website maratona.it in September
but in past years pre-registration
opens mid-October to the end of
the first week in November, after
which there is a draw for about
4900 of the 9000 places. Don’t be
tempted to send two entries in
– you’ll be banned for two years!
To be sure of an entry, you can
book a package through the
event’s official tour operators
holimites.com or sportstours
international.co.uk. These go on
sale mid-October. Or you could ride
for a good cause, as certain
charities also get an allocation of
entries – see the event site for
details. The entry fee in 2013 was
€2 pre-entry + €77 entry +
refundable €10 deposit for timing
chip. Next year’s event is on 6 July.
WHAT YOU GET
On-course mechanical and medical
support, eight en route feed stops,
post-race pasta party, a Maratona
gilet, results and info emails and
SMS texts, and downloadable
diploma. Sportograf.com provides
an excellent photo service of your
ride (about 30 shots per rider), plus
images from the whole day (prices
range from €1.99-19.99).
HOW TO GET THERE
Corvara is in the Italian Dolomites,
177km north of Venice.
Nearest airports and transfer
time to Corvara Venice Marco
Polo – 2.5hrs, Venice Treviso –
2.5hrs, Verona – 2.5hrs, Brescia
(Gabriele d’Annunzio) – 3hrs
Nearest station Brunico, 38km
away trenitalia.com
Coach connections SAD sad.it

