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Four hours

 T
here are some things 
in l i fe you just canÕt 
control Ñ  the weather, 
going into labour, 
Sunday sessions 

that spiral out of control and, 
apparent ly, mountain biking.
ÒItÕs about lett ing go Ñ  youÕve got 

to accept the fact that youÕre out 
of control,Ó says my guide, Devon 
Mountain Bike Holidays owner 
and operator Caspar Hughes.
WeÕve just finished a high-speed, 

heart-in-your-mouth dash down 
a steep rocky trai l as part of a 
weekend mountain biking retreat 
in Dartmoor National Park. The 
954km² moorland reserve in 

Devon, four hoursÕ drive from 
London, is ful l of sweeping vistas 
and exposed rocky tors Ñ  an 
endless landscape with a barren 
and lonely feel, more like the 
empty heart of Australia than the 
green countryside youÕd expect in 
England.
Its lower reaches have some lush 

pockets of forest and swimming 
reservoirs, and itÕs packed with 
historical sites l ike stone rows 
and stone circles that date back 
more than 3000 years to the t ime 
of the druids, before Britain 
was invaded by the Romans.
Add to that quaint vi l lages 

with centuries-old pubs 

clustered around the main town 
of Okehampton, which sits on the 
fringe of the nat ional park, and 
youÕve got al l the ingredients for 
a weekend away from London 
thatÕll sat isfy any desires for sight-
seeing, fresh country air, exercise 
and the chance to have a pint of 
local ale with a few quirky locals.
Hughes, a former London 

bike courier and cross country 
competitor, has tai lored the trips 
to those living in the capital. 
YouÕre picked up in London by 
minivan on Friday evening and 
dropped back Sunday night, bikes 
are included i f you need one, 
and accommodation is in the 

 NEED TO KNOW
WHEN TO GO Year round, but the 
weather can turn ugly in winter.
GETTING THERE With Devon 
Mountain Bike Holidays youÕre 
picked up by minivan in London 
on Friday and dropped of f again 
late Sunday. To get to Dartmoor 
on your own, take the M4 from 
London, then the M5 and the A30 
to Okehampton.
GETTING AROUND Your guide drives 
you to the start  of each route. From 
there, itÕs all pedal power.
ACCOMMODATION Bunk room 
accommodat ion at the local pub 
is included in standard t rips. Free 
camping in Dartmoor Nat ional 
Park is also permit ted.
VITAL INFO There are bike routes 
for all levels, but a bit  of t raining 
and f itness work beforehand is a 
bonus. Get t ing to the top of some 
of the tors is well worth the ef fort .
SEE www.dartmoor-npa.gov.uk; 
www.legendarydartmoor.co.uk.

Thrills, spills, majestic scenery and Iron 
Age history crammed into a weekend 
mountain biking escape
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AND FICTION?
1 About 1910 a series of ghost-

ly mysteries happened on the 
road near Postbridge. Cyclists 
and ponyt rap drivers felt  their 
reins or handlebars wrenched 
out of their hands, of ten ending 
up in the ditch beside the road. 
Later, motorists suf fered similar 
fates, somet imes with fatal 
results.

2 On the road to Hound Tor 
is the grave of Jay, a young 

woman who took her own life 
af ter get t ing up the duf f out of  
wedlock. Fresh f lowers appear on 
her grave daily, but no-one puts 
them there.

charming Drewe Arms, which 
was run by Aunt Mabel, the oldest 
pub owner in the country unti l she 
passed away recent ly aged 101.
Although he lived in London, 

Hughes grew up in the moors, 
and heÕs also used satell ite 
maps, a GPS plotter and plenty 
of hard yakka in the saddle to 
put together a bunch of really 
interest ing routes, from beginner 
to advanced, that include plenty 
of thri l l ing downhi l l runs, climbs 
thatÕll have sweat pouring off you 
in buckets, stunning vistas and 
historical sites.
On Saturday morning itÕs the 

25km Granite Way, ascending 
up Sourton Tor and coming back 
down on a narrow, high-speed 
track through Bluebell Woods. 
In the afternoon, itÕs back in the 
saddle for the 16km Okehampton 
Camp route, with a ki l ler climb to 
625m up Yes Tor and a downhi l l 
descent over boulders perfect for 

launching airs. Sunday is slight ly 
more relaxed, checking out 
stone circles around Fernworthy 
Reservoir and its peat bogs and 
conifer forests, fol lowed by a 
scenic ride around the ancient 
vi l lage of Challacombe.
On the final downhi l l stretch, 

I stay off the brakes and hurt le to 
the bottom, trying to enjoy the 
speed and ride by inst inct alone. 
Somehow, I manage not to crash 
and burn. I donÕt fancy throwing 
caut ion completely to the wind, 
but Hughes has taught me to 
give up a l it t le control. ItÕs a good 
feeling, and a better way to avoid 
a Monday morning hangover.

È Trevor Paddenburg biked around 
Dartmoor with Devon Mountain 
Bike Holidays (07747-041 596; 
www.dmbholidays.com). All-inclu-
sive weekend t rips are £223; bring 
your own bike and bedding and 
pay £170

DARTMOOR FACT
1 As large as London, itÕs the 

biggest moorland in England

2 There are stone circles and 
signs of people who lived on 

Dartmoor 3000 years ago

3 ThereÕs 450 miles of t racks 
and bridleways. If you biked 

them all, itÕd be like doing the 
London Marathon 18 t imes

4Dartmoor has wild ponies 
that look friendly but can 

bite and kick

It’s a good feeling, 
and one way better 
than a Monday 
morning hangoverÒ
 Ó
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