
Triple
whammy

This Swiss sportive packs in three killer climbs – and the  
clock only starts when you hit the bottom of each of them
Words Peter Stuart
Photography JameS Oaten
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hen it comes to sportives, we’re often strangely 
drawn to intimidating stats. Whether it be the 
312km distance of the Mallorca 312 sportive, or 
the 6,268 vertical metres of ascent at the Alpen-
Traum event, we can be lured by the challenge 
as much as the stunning locales. For that reason, 
I admit to being a little underwhelmed on 
examining the course details of this event. It’s 
only 110km in length, which seems pretty easy 
on paper. But then looks can be deceiving.

The Granfondo San Gottardo in the Swiss 
Alps is an all-out race, but not as we know it. 
Times are recorded only for the course’s three  
climbs, which come back-to-back. Each of the 
infamous climbs packs around 900m of vertical 
ascent, and the event accumulates over 3,000m 
of climbing in the first 80km. It’s a serious affair 
– riders turn up with team car support and target 
each climb acutely. Every non-timed metre is 
treated as an opportunity for recovery.

The night before the race, Tom Eeles of 
organiser Brevet Cycling invites me to a pre-ride 
briefing, and it becomes clear how a little prior 
knowledge could prove vital. The three climbs 
are all demanding, but in very different ways.

First is the Gotthard Pass, also called the Col 
du St-Gothard, which rises up to 2,091m. That 
makes it the lowest of today’s peaks but  
it actually boasts the longest climb: 932m  
over 12.7km. Then come the cobbles.

That’s right – cobbles on an Alpine climb. 
They arrive in the final 3km and make the  
charge to the top a trial of concentration as  
much as fitness. The first climb is topped  
off with a 15% ramp to the finish marker.

Then you get your breath back on the descent 
before hitting the Furka Pass, the shallowest of 
the three climbs, and the shortest. That said, 
it’s plenty long at 12.3km, and it reaches an 
impressive height of 2,431m.

Last comes the Nufenen Pass, which peaks 
at 2,478m with an average gradient of 8.5% 
and spikes of over 20%. My nonchalance at the 
event’s modest distance has quickly evaporated.

Breaking the rules
The event, then, is not the usual fare of riders 
targeting quick overall times and averages. 
Essentially it’s split into three separate events, 

‘It’s a serious 
affair – riders 
turn up with 
team car support 
and target each 
climb acutely’

What Granfondo San Gottardo
Where Ambri, Switzerland
Next One 26th July 2015
Distance 42km, 57km or 110km
Price €41 (€35 for entries 
made before 30th June)
Sign up granfondosangottardo.
com or brevet.cc

The details
Go on, you know  
you want to…

The long cobbled 
section of the Gotthard 
Pass strings out the 
large field on the first 
timed section of the 
day, as the summit 
looms ahead
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The weapon of choice for climbers on WorldTour team Lotto-Belisol, the Helium was more 
than ample firepower for my Granfondo San Gottardo campaign. With a Zipp 202 wheelset 
and SRAM Red groupset, the build came in at a featherlight overall weight of just over 6kg 
with pedals and bottle cages. Its lack of mass was palpable on the climbs, but that wasn’t 
its only quality. Like many bikes in its class, the Helium delivers a great deal of comfort, and 
it was fully capable of handling the cobbles of the Gotthard Pass. With that, though, comes 
a positive delivery of power and decisive handling – something Ridley seems to do well 
throughout the range. On the descent of Furka and Nufenen I was pushing harder than 
normal yet completely confident in the handling and feedback.

Perhaps the biggest surprise, though, was the braking performance of the Zipp 202s. 
Waking up to mist and rain, I was mildly terrified the carbon rims would simply not slow  
me down, but even in the wet the Zipps were as responsive as many aluminium rims 
I have ridden. Despite being pitched as a climber, the Helium was perfectly capable  
in the finishing sprint, too. For a ride such as this, you’d struggle to find a better bike.

The rider’s ride
Ridley Helium SL, £6,750, sportline.co.uk

with riders drifting between checkpoints 
before attacking each climb flat out. That’s the 
reason why, moments after the starting gun 
goes, I find myself alone off the front of the pack. 
Momentarily I assume it must be because I’m the 
strongest rider in the field, until the realisation 
kicks in that all the others are saving every 
ounce of energy for the first climb.

The road curves up into Murone on the 
approach to the first timed section as I drift back 
into the group after my pointless breakaway. 
Beside me I notice a curiously dressed rider. He’s 
aboard an aluminium bike with mismatched 
wheels, and he’s wearing a pair of sandals and 
socks. I’m no bike snob, but there’s a certain 

level of commitment I expect at these events, 
and he certainly looks out of place amid the 
pristinely attired riders around us. I mark him 
out as newbie and resolve to keep my distance 
from him in case his riding isn’t up to much.

I cross the red mat that conceals the 
electronic timer and marks the beginning of the 
Gotthard Pass. As I do so, there’s a commotion 
behind me. Suddenly a group of cyclists comes 
sprinting by, attacking the initial 5% ramp. With 
mist gathering, I can’t be sure if my eyes are 
deceiving me, but it appears that my companion 
with the sandals and socks is leading them out. 
In fact, it looks like he’s dropping the lot of them 
and charging up the hill alone. Schoolboy error,  
I tell myself. He’ll blow up soon enough.

It’s barely 8.15am, and the Gotthard Pass is a 
harsh wake-up call. The road undulates between 
shallow 3-4% gradients and spikes of 10-15% 
at every hairpin. I’m well aware the cobbled 
section will kick in with 3km to go, so I try to 
make the most of these early paved kilometres. 
In the spirit of the event, I find myself pushing 
to stay in touch with a group of 10 or 15 riders, 
which I reckon is the second or third group on 
the road. The pace is frighteningly quick, and 
for a second I feel an empathy with the pain of 
pro racers, as my effort to hold the wheel ahead 
makes me feel as though I’m drowning.

We sweep up through the countless hairpins 
of the climb that reveal the stunning vista below, 
and I begin to realise that a group has formed 
behind me, so I take the opportunity to drift 
back through the wheels, just as the cobbles 
unveil themselves ahead.

We dash over a few hundred metres of the 
stony pavé, which is disruptive but nothing like 
as savage as the cobbles of Paris-Roubaix. The 
section ends quickly and I manage to deceive 
myself that the summit must be near. No such 
luck – it’s just a taster. Up ahead is a series of 
switchbacks, and there the real cobbles begin.

The immediate effect of these cobbles isn’t 
too jolting, and I manage to hold my speed, but 
I’m already riddled with discomfort and I search 
for the smooth surface of the gutter. The final 
spurt to the summit feels brutal after the pace 
of the climb so far, and as we get there the mist 
envelops us, bringing with it cold and damp.

Tom wanders over to me at the summit, 
where everyone has stopped to fuel up. ‘You 
finished well, but one guy was way ahead there! 
I reckon he must have come just for the one 
climb – he’s already in his slippers.’ I glance  
over at the sandal-wearing rider, and explain  
to Tom that he hasn’t just changed his footwear. 

Forward to Furka
Atop the Gotthard Pass, I can barely see 
my handlebars, the mist is so thick. In the 
knowledge that some of the corners have 100m 

sheer drops beyond the road’s edge, I decide 
to wait for a group of more seasoned riders to 
pass so I can follow them down the descent. 
None seem to be moving from their post-climb 
recovery, though, and I’m growing cold, so I opt 
to proceed down the mountain alone.

With the wet air, lack of visibility and steep 
incline, I can’t say this is the most enjoyable 
descent of my life, but soon enough the fog 
clears and the scene is one to savour. A stunning 
valley sits to my right, and on this grey and misty 
day, the characteristic beauty of these Swiss 
mountains shines through.

The road has barely flattened before we reach 
the base of the Furka Pass, only 5km after ending 
our descent. The mist sits low on the mountain, 
so I know I’ll be climbing blind. Having caught 
the wheel of a rider a few hundred metres 
ahead, I have some company as we pass over the 
electronic beep of the timing mats.

Once again, from nowhere a collection of 
riders speeds up behind me and shoots ahead, 
and I do all I can to restrain myself from chasing 
them down so I can save some energy. I fool 
myself for a moment with the thought that 
this is the shortest climb of the day. Of course, 
at 12.3km it’s still a formidable climb, and my 
ascent will take the best part of an hour.

‘There’s a commotion behind 
me. Suddenly a group of 
cyclists comes sprinting by, 
attacking the initial 5% ramp’

Above: The early inclines 
of the Nufenen trick you 

into a false sense of 
security, until you set eyes 

on the mountain roads 
ahead – and above

Right: The second half of 
the ride is characterised 

by Alpine tunnels  
that can make for  

nervous descending
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The Furka is surrounded by lush countryside 
but it’s currently hidden from view, and through 
the fog I can hear the ominous jingle of cow bells 
throughout the climb. It’s only a few hundred 
metres before I’m saturated in mist. Posts mark 
the side of the road, and they’re a welcome guide 
in the otherwise blank vista ahead.

Conscious that I’m meant to preserve energy 
on this stretch, I keep myself just below the 
point-of-no-return red zone. Consequently 
I’m experiencing the demoralising effects of 
being continually overtaken by the seasoned 
granfondo masters, and once again the man in 
the sandals. He must have a motor on board.

Speaking of gadgetry, these roads are  
famed for their role in Goldfinger, where the 
Furka Pass was the setting for the film’s famous 
chase scene. Much like the rest of Switzerland, 
there is a charming yet surreal quality to the 
scenery, of which I can see very little.

Cresting the mountain, the mist has begun to 
dissipate and I hope that I’ll be given a slightly 
less terrifying run at this descent than the last. 
As I hear the high-pitched beep of the timing 
module, I glance at my Garmin and see that 
I’ve done less than 50km total distance, yet I’ve 
climbed the best part of 2,000m.

At the summit is a food station where the 
riders ahead of me have raided every provision 
available. I once again decide not to hang around 
too long for fear of getting cold, and shoot off 
down the hill. The Furka descent is the most 
technical of the ride, with countless hairpins. 
Thankfully as the mist has mostly cleared I 
can take each turn with more speed and less 
white-knuckle braking than on the Gotthard. 
To my surprise, I’m flying past the local riders, 
who seem to freewheel lethargically to the next 
timing point. They are clearly not interested in 
downhill speed, but I relish the opportunity to 
push my limits on a descent of rare beauty.

Without a doubt, this is a classic Alpine 
descent, with steeply banked hairpins and 
smooth road surfaces stretching out ahead.  
It’s technical enough to be interesting, and  
fast enough to be exciting. I dart into a set of 
tunnels with blind confidence that the road 
is smooth, until I realise too late that the final 
tunnel has a cobbled interior, which I hit just  
fast enough to glide over with a yelp.

I hear a deafening screech, and see a plume 
of steam ahead. It’s the famous Furka Cogwheel 
Steam Railway, which is gently easing into 

action. While it might be worth stopping for a 
better look, I’m not keen on a five-minute bout 
of inactivity so I dart through the level-crossing 
before it closes. Behind me, another rider surges 
forward with a similar idea. He may be the only 
other rider attacking these neutralised sections, 
so I hop on his wheel and hang on for dear life.

By the time we reach the base of the Nufenen 
climb I’m inhaling energy gels as my legs grow 
unnervingly sore. Curiously, as we roll onto the 
initial 12% spike, I expect my speedy companion 
to dart ahead, but he disappears behind, rolling 
along at a single-digit speed. Either he knows 
something I don’t, or he’s similarly misjudged 
his efforts on the flats.

Last but not least
The Nufenen is certainly a way to cap off a ride. 
It rises relentlessly over 13.3km at an average of 
8.5%, and tops out at 2,478m of altitude, where 
the thin air just begins to take a toll.

The early kilometres wind through a quaint 
Swiss valley, filled with thick forest and mossy 
rocks. The rolling gradient defies rhythm, and 
I begin to exchange blows (not in the fisticuffs 
sense) with a rider dressed in red. At times he 
darts ahead on the steeper inclines only for  
me to reel him back as the gradient lessens.  
It adds a drama to the climb, but I realise  
that the melee is sapping much of my energy.

The grinding nature of the Nufenen pushes 
me out of the saddle repeatedly, and I begin to 
ration my efforts – restricting my standing stints 

to 20 seconds at a time to avoid frying my quads. 
As I enter the maze of switchbacks the terrain 
becomes rockier and more barren. The mist has 
all-but subsided, so I’m rewarded with an open 
view of the valley below.

My red riding companion has crept a few 
hundred metres ahead. Even as I see the signs 
that count down from 3km to go, I’m growing 
fearful that the last part of the climb will be 
agony. On my normal rides, I treat 3km to go as 
a five-minute marker, but today it’s clear that 
these last few kilometres may take 20 minutes.

Thankfully I haven’t been overtaken with the 
same frequency as on the Furka, even though 
I feel as if I’m grinding to a halt. I notice with 
alarm the sound of chain on gears behind me, 
and to my renewed surprise, the man in sandals 
is once again charging towards me. He’s past me 
and out of sight before I know what’s going on. 
He has a motor – there’s no doubt about it.

‘I begin to exchange blows (not in the 
fisticuffs sense) with a rider dressed 
in red. It adds a drama to the climb’

Much of the Furka Pass 
climb is shrouded in 

mist, with a near-total  
lack of visibility at the 

top robbing us of a 
stunning view (above)
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Travel
Cyclist flew to Zurich and drove to 
Ambri, where the race begins. Flights 
to Zurich can be expensive in the 
summer, so book well in advance. 
Easyjet flies from London from 
around £90. We rented a car for the 
90-minute drive from the airport, 
which cost around £200 for a vehicle 
big enough to take a bike box. Avoid 
the Gottard tunnel, as it suffers heavy 
congestion in summertime.

accommodaTion
We stayed at Motel City San Gottardo 
Sud in Piotta, next to Ambri, which 
offered no-frills rooms but an 

excellent cyclist-friendly buffet and a 
bike lock-up. Rooms start from €99 
for a twin room. Visit gottardo-sud.ch 
for more details.

Thanks
Many thanks to Tom Eeles of Brevet 
Alpine Cycling Adventures. Brevet 
offers cycling holidays geared around 
Swiss sportives throughout the 
summer, offering a week-long 
training programme along with 
arrangements for accommodation 
and entry. Tom is full of great advice 
and pep talks for the events and 
knows the area inside out. For details 
of Brevet’s holidays visit brevet.cc.

Do it yourself 
Follow in our wheeltracks, if you dare…

When I reach the summit my joints ache and 
my energy is at an all-time low. But I know from 
here the only way is down, and the final descent 
is certainly the fastest of the day. The road is 
composed of 100m concrete slabs, which create 
intermittent bumps in the road. It’s unnerving 
at first, but the repeated thuds of the gaps in the 
concrete start to add a rhythm to the descent  
and aren’t enough to unsettle the bike.

With clear visibility I’m able to let loose and 
allow gravity to take its course. I rest my chin 
on the handlebars in a tuck, not so much in 
the pursuit of speed as in an attempt to get a 
bit of rest. A quick jolt on a particularly big gap 
reminds me that I’m no Peter Sagan and I focus 
on the road ahead. A talented descender could 
approach 100kmh on this road; as for me, I sit 
happily in the high 70s with the road stretched 
out in clear view ahead. 

I reach the town of Airolo and marshals shout 
at me in Italian. They’re probably urging me on, 
but I can’t help worrying that maybe I’ve gone 
the wrong way. Only moments later, though, I 
catch sight of the airstrip where the race began 
and I’m filled with excitement.

The airfield is on a slight incline and the wind 
is pushing me toward the finish line, where I make 
a rather theatrical display to the crowd as I cross 
the line. Not that any of them take much notice.

I catch sight of the man in sandals, and 
immediately inspect his bottom bracket for a 
motor. He smiles at me and I ask why he rides 
in sandals. ‘I have trouble with my achilles,’ 
he says. His name is Christoph Fuhrbach and it 
turns out he holds dozens of endurance records, 
along with the world record for metres ascended 
in a single day, an impressive 21,086m. He beat 
me by over 30 minutes over the three climbs, 
and took the overall win.

With the deafening loudspeaker announcing 
the finishers I collapse in a deck chair and break 
open a celebratory beer. I’m amazed at the 
difficulty of a mere 110km. It proves you can’t 
judge an event by its stats – just like you can’t 
judge a cyclist by his sandals.
Peter Stuart is staff writer of Cyclist and is busy 
gluing a set of cleats to his bedroom slippers

‘I make a rather 
theatrical display 
to the crowd as I 
cross the line. Not 
that any of them 
take much notice’

Top: Cyclist engages  
in a private battle  
with a rider in red  
on the Nufenen. 

Above: Flat pedals  
and sandals for the 
winning rider and bike

Above right: Go on, 
you’ve earned it
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