On holiday without my bike by Kevin Mayne
Longer version of an article submitted to Cycle Magazine April 2007 Issue
I propose a revolution – maybe I’ll never to take my bike on holiday abroad again. That should be enough to see me drummed out of the club by any reasonable minded cycle tourist, but I’m not talking the end of the world as we know it, I’m talking beg, borrow and hire.
I’ve been through some contrived experiences to get my preferred bike to my destination of choice. Newsflash – there are times when even the most supportive family needs you to not be a cyclist. Or you are really only going for 48 hours. Yes you can plan to take the bike, but when you’ve considered the baggage needed and your promise to be family focussed for two weeks can the bike justify its space for just a sneaked ride in the early morning? I’ve reached the conclusion that if it’s me vs. We-don’t-care-air or some train operators I’ll let the credit card take the strain please, provided I stick to my four rules.
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Kevin’s bike borrowing rule 1: Lighten up 

I like cycling in the way that other people like to breathe, and like an addict I’ll seek my fix anywhere. I’ll ride anything. Rust buckets, wonky wheels, shoppers and tanks have all been scrounged, and the memories were perhaps more vivid because of the spontaneity of the transport. It’s still about a corner turned, a hill climbed, a coffee in a square, a chance meeting with a kindred spirit. Riding ubiquitous big black bikes round Beijing’s ring road in the 1980s felt like being part of a flock of giant birds wheeling and diving behind a plough. “It’s cycling Jim, but not as we know it.”
This was never truer than visiting family friends in Barbados. I honestly I waited at least a couple of days before asking to borrow one of their new bikes. Our hosts had been to Miami the previous year and enjoyed their American steeds so much they bought them. I thought I might be getting a new MTB. My heart sank when I saw the single geared comfort cruiser, ideal for boardwalks and promenades, but maybe not a rock bulging from the Caribbean. Too late to refuse and desperate to ride I mistakenly stuck to my preconceived plan to avoid the busy coastal road and head inland to the sloping sugar plantations. I hauled my inappropriate steed upwards for the best part of an hour in tropical heat. When I ground to a halt outside a tiny shack bar to ask for a Coke the woman serving clearly had the measure of the situation. “You need rum in that” she declared firmly. My addled brain contemplated at the return descent and decided to pass, but going down the bike showed its pedigree smoothing the patchwork of potholes and giving me a chance to soak up the lush Caribbean greenery and stunning sea views.
And you have to be ready to improvise. We were promised three family bikes at an apartment in Italy, but when we turned up the bikes were sat outside and had clearly not been used for months. Extensive use of olive oil as a lubricant worked wonders, however I did draw the line where the rust had completely eaten away a frame so we had to hire something else locally as a replacement. And I was quite relieved when a pedal fell off one day and I only had to push my wife two flattish kilometres back.
Bike borrowing rule 2: It’s good to talk
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Hiring bikes opens up conversations with local cyclists that can take you anywhere. In the Algarve I once lasted a whole week before my wife caught me staring wistfully at the hills again and said “Oh go on then”. The rumour of a bike hire shop had me in the town of Tavira as fast as I could travel, but it took nearly two hours before I tracked down Paul. Negotiations established that I was seriously after a good bike and quickly he spotted a chance for a ride himself. The following day I set out on a full suspension MTB for Paul’s tour. First out to the salt pans where we rode along the embankments so I could gasp at the kingfishers and flamingos, then inland to land deserted by farmers who had lost out to drought and the lure of tourist money. We rode cork forests, dried up river beds, irrigation schemes dating back to the Moors and ate figs from trees without seeing a soul for hours. I must have proven my worth because to finish I was taken to a secret lake fed from a pure spring where local kids dived and played away from the tourists. I could never have found that secret Algarve just a few kilometres from the coastal strip on my own.
I had a similar experience in Spain. A couple of years ago my brother’s partner decided that for his 40th birthday he needed a surprise weekend in Catalonia mountain biking. I should probably spend the rest of this article giving detailed instructions on how to find partners with such immaculate judgement, but that’s not our story.

We hired to make sure Pete’s bike wasn’t in bits when he got told about the trip the day before we left. Crisis ensued when we found bike hire in Spain virtually shut down in September. A long day on the web turned up one place we hadn’t tried – a small town called Amer, 20km from Girona Airport, previously overlooked because it only had one hotel and didn’t come up on any tourism sites. But here was the Bicicarril, a cycle route running nearly 150 km from the Pyrenees to the Mediterranean with reasonable looking bike hire and several MTB routes branching off into the surrounding hills. Three almost new MTBs were booked at just £30 each for 4 days and delivered to the hotel.
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The busiest bar in Amer was soon found and we were soon thrashing out alternatives routes for the weekend. However it was hard to avoid the group at the next table, who were clearly curious about the three foreigners with the maps, obviously not such a common sight in Amer on a Friday evening. Eventually one of them asked “what are you doing?” When we responded “Looking for mountain bike routes” we were met with huge smiles. “We’re the Mountain Bike Club of Amer” they announced, and within second chairs and tables were rearranged. We suspected that the bike hire operator had told them about his unusual customers.
Using a universal cyclists’ language we shared favourite rides, experiences and club life. We promised faithfully to come to the Sunday club run but then club president Salvatore announced that he would be our guide the next day to the Garratoxa Volcanic National Park. We had a 6 hour day covering some spectacular climbs and descents way off the beaten track.
On Sunday light drizzle restricted numbers on the club run but a group of half a dozen and set off. We were soon off the wide farm tracks onto narrow paths used by walkers and boar hunters. Fortunately my limited technical skills and strange bike didn’t leave me too far off the back.
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After a couple of hours we arrived at a small town for the famous club breakfast. When we said we normally just had a coffee and a cake they burst out laughing before ordering octopus, grilled chicken, omelettes, sausage, coffees and a couple of bottles of wine. Breakfast took an hour before we hazily set off for a leisurely spin on tracks & minor roads back to Amer. Shortly before town they climbed a farm track to our last surprise. The club’s pride and joy was a sixteenth century ruined farmhouse set on a stunning hillside. Club volunteers were gradually restoring it to be a clubhouse and retreat. So far they had done the really important things – a small generator to power the beer fridge and the TV for Barcelona home games, a barbeque and a bathroom. I’d like to think all cycling clubs were the same, but the Mountain Bike Club of Amer have to be the friendliest people I have ever met in cycling, and the La Selva area should be on every rider’s wish list.
Bike borrowing lesson 3: Cycle tourists make the best bike hire operators.
The internet has changed everything when it comes to research, and the recognition of cyclists as a market in many countries has introduced competition and quality to the market. In particular I have found that companies or groups who provide their own bikes for organised tours as well as daily hire really understand that a poor bike can ruin a holiday. 

The Spanish hire I mentioned above was a good example, but by far the best I have found was New Zealand where after some Googling I was able to have four companies haggling price and specification. On this occasion I was determined to get a quality product. This was to be a special experience for my 14 year old and I wanted road touring bikes for a one way tour of seven days.
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Paul Kelly at Independent Cycle Tours eventually won out because he got us new Mongoose Randoneer touring bikes, equipped with 24 speed Shimano Deore and Sora. The bikes had dropped bars and had front & rear fitted racks. Maps, repair kit, lights, locks, spare tubes, cycle computer, reflective safety vest, spare spokes, chain links were also included. Cycle helmets are compulsory in NZ so we hired those too. Price for the week was about £100 per bike plus £20 for them to be picked up at the end. 
We had an amazing week and then we were able to join the family gathering for Christmas smug and satisfied that we had a set of experiences that were uniquely ours. If we hadn’t been cycling we wouldn’t have stopped a remote beach and watched dolphins surfing in the waves. If we hadn’t climbed the Haast Pass under our own power swimming at the Wilderness Lodge while looking up at snow-capped mountains would not have felt as sweet.
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Once at my in-laws base in Invercargill we used contacts to get hold of some mountain bikes. How cool can it be when your brother-in-law is park ranger for the world’s most southerly single track? He put us on to Wesley’s bike shop in Invercargill who support the local cycling clubs, so we really were speaking the same language. We soon arranged three weeks hire so I could thrash about and my son could blend in with his local cousins. Best day – cycle Oreti Beach with a wind that comes from the Southern Ocean behind you, nearly 10km without pedalling, then come back on a sheltered inland route through the forest and single track. Film buffs will recognise the beautiful sands where Anthony Hopkins recently filmed the movie “The World’s Fastest Indian”, a unique setting at the end of the world.
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Bike hire is of course mush more established in Europe than in the UK with a variety of bikes available, especially from stations. The fact that UK bikes don’t routinely have racks, mudguards and dynamos as standard is rubbed in when every hired bike has them as standard. I was impressed when visiting CTC’s German equivalent ADFC in Bremen recently. The bikes were hired from the regional ADFC’s 700 bike cycle station at the main station, workshops and bike hire below, club facilities and meeting rooms above. Similarly a 20 person bike tour organised by the Lithuanian Cyclists Community was entirely problem free despite almost all the party being on hired bikes. 
Right: Hire bike fleet on the move in Lithuania
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Bike borrowing lesson 4: It’s not your bike.
Good reliable bikes can lull you into a false sense of security. I hired a mountain bike from a shop in Switzerland because I had four hours to kill before a meeting and having spent 2 hours enjoying a lakeside ride I decided I needed to finish on tracks amongst the vineyards above town. It wasn’t until I started descending that I discovered a horrendous handling problem I couldn’t identify.  Of course the problem soon hit me, as did the flying bike after I flew over the handlebars and it crashed down on top of me. I was instinctively trying to finesse my speed with the back brake, but the reversed position normal in Europe meant I was trying to control my descent with the front brake. Fortunately the only real damage was to my dignity, especially the withering looks from the bike shop staff who had clearly concluded that I was a typically useless Brit cyclist. Ouch!
What to take





I have developed a standard kit that I can carry anywhere tucked inside other luggage. My aim is to take nothing that I can’t get inside a pair of shoes, but enough to have a day ride with confidence on almost any bike I find. Anything else I can improvise.





I pair large mountain bike shoes can contain


Mini-pump, 700C and MTB inner tube, 2 multi-tools (usually a Fiskars Cool Tool and a Topeak Alien), pair of shorts and very light cycling shirt with pockets to hold all of the above. I might get some mitts in at a push.
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Catalonia, Spain


� HYPERLINK "http://www.bicicarril.com" ��www.bicicarril.com� Bikes and guided trips from Amer, Girona province.


� HYPERLINK "http://www.gencat.net/turistex_nou/btt/uk/home.htm" ��www.gencat.net/turistex_nou/btt/uk/home.htm� Great site listing approved mountain bike centres of Catalonia including hire, routes and maps in English.


� HYPERLINK "http://www.bttamer.org" ��www.bttamer.org� Mountain Bike Club of Amer





New Zealand 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.cyclehire.co.nz" ��www.cyclehire.co.nz� Independent Cycle Tours Ltd. Tours, self guided itineraries and bike hire from Christchurch.


Wensley Cycles, Invercargill Email: � HYPERLINK "mailto:wensleycycles@xtra.co.nz" ��wensleycycles@xtra.co.nz�


“Classic New Zealand Mountain Bike Rides”, brilliant book by the gurus of NZ MTB riding the Kennett brothers, more at � HYPERLINK "http://www.mountainbike.co.nz" ��www.mountainbike.co.nz�





Germany


� HYPERLINK "http://www.adfc.de" ��www.adfc.de�, national cyclists’ organisation


� HYPERLINK "http://www.radort-bremen.de" ��www.radort-bremen.de�  ADFC Bremen Bike station





Baltic States


� HYPERLINK "http://www.bicycle.lt/en/main/services/rent" ��http://www.bicycle.lt/en/main/services/rent� DU RATAI (Two wheels) / BaltiCCycle, a non-profit organisation founded by the Lithuanian Cyclists' Community, hire for tours in all three Baltic States - Lithuania (LT), Latvia (LV), Estonia (EE), and neighbouring countries: Kaliningrad District (Russia), Poland.








