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here’s a ramp on the 
Caribbean island of 
Tortola so steep that the 
locals call it Elevator 
Hill. Heavy vehicles 
avoid the maximum 40 
percent gradient of 

Thread Falls Road while most taxis refuse 
even to attempt grinding up and over. 
Needless to say, you won’t see many cyclists 
tackling this particular stretch of bitumen on 
the Caribbean island of Tortola in the British 
Virgin Islands.

It’s going down this very same road - with 
the brakes of my 4x4 jeep screeching and 

smoking in equal measures - that I head for a 
rendez-vous with a key member of Tortola’s 
close-knit cycling community. Alastair 
Abrehart has lived on the largest of the British 
Virgin Islands for more than a decade and has 
agreed to take me out for a gruelling lap of the 
undulating 13.5-mile-long Tortola; in the 
saddle, that is - not behind a wheel.

Mountainous and just 21 square miles, 
Tortola is not an obvious destination for pedal 
pushers. Guadeloupe (with its 600 miles of 
paved roads and French cycling culture), 
Spanish-influenced Puerto Rico, Dutch-
owned Curaçao and even communist Cuba 
are more palpable hotbeds of cycling in the 

Caribbean - a neck of the global woods more 
readily associated with boats than bikes.

But on learning that the Cannondale Pro 
Cycling Team had come to the BVI for a 
pre-season camp involving sailing and water 
sports as well as some off-beat riding to 
launch their new kit - well, it was enough to 
make me hop on a plane and finally visit my 
brother in paradise. A Tortola resident with 
his wife for the past three years, he quickly 
poured cold water on my misplaced 
optimism. “The idea of hiring a bike out here 
is nice - until you see the beastly hills, the 
state of the roads and the standard of 
driving,” he warned. 
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CHALLENGE CARIBBEAN CYCLING 

Cycling in Paradise
The hills are mountainous, bikes are illegal (sort of and not really!) and the views 
are to die for - which given the aforementioned hills, might be a possibility. 
As Felix Lowe discovers paradise can have a sting in its tail.
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The roads here are  
bone-shaking and mentally 
hard work because you 
can’t relax, you can’t just 
cruise along chatting. 

These words are echoed by Alastair - the 
self-styled “BVI Mamil” - as we prepare for 
our ride. “Technically, all cyclists are illegal 
here,” he says about the obstacles facing his 
ilk. “Because we’re supposed to have a 
licence plate, mudguards and a dynamo 
headlight to be street legal, the police won’t 
support us during our events. Plus you’ve 
seen the topography... It’s a tough place to 
ride.”

Tough is an understatement. I’ve been 
enjoying “Nature’s Little Secret” for the past 
10 days and the inclines that rise up from the 
shimmering turquoise sea are laughable. Or 
they would be, were I not about to embark on 
a 40-mile circuit of Tortola by bike in the 
oppressive March heat. It’s just the challenge 
I need ahead of my busy schedule covering 
the spring classics and Grand Tours for 
Eurosport, I tell myself. Besides, my recently 
published book (a lighthearted cycling 
travelogue following Hannibal’s footsteps 
through the Alps) is entitled Climbs and 

Punishment. So if anything I’ll have some 
inspiration for a sequel.

Climbs are noticeably absent, however, 
when we roll out of the marina at Nanny Cay 
and head along the southern side of Tortola 

towards West End. This is the island’s flattest 
stretch of coastal road and where many 
triathletes hone their time trialling skills. It’s 
also the location of the annual Jason Bally 
Memorial Road Race - a 73-mile, seven-lap 
circuit race named after a Trinidad and 
Tobago cyclist killed in a shooting incident in 
nearby Sea Cows Bay in 1999.

Although our pace is stalled only by the odd 
pothole and speed bump, Alastair’s words are 

nevertheless ominous. “The roads here are 
bone-shaking and mentally hard work 
because you can’t relax, you can’t sit up, you 
can’t just cruise along chatting. Everyone’s 
got their head down and you’re always 
pedalling - if not to get over the hills then to 
combat the headwinds.”

Not until we reach the undulating dirt 
tracks of Belmont - where I’ve come jogging 

most evenings with my sister-in-law - that 
Alastair’s assertion that “a mile of Tortola 
riding is the equivalent to two miles 
anywhere else” starts to ring true. There’s the 
small matter of my steed, too. A roadie by 
trade, I’m unfamiliar with the wide 
handlebars and thick tyres of the Motobecane 
Fly Team 29 titanium mountain bike. I miss 
going down on the drops and I can’t get my 
head around the gearing or the upright 
position. It’s also clear that the owner of the 
bike I’m borrowing is well shy of my gangly 
6ft 5in frame. 

The succession of white sand beaches that 
lie between Smuggler’s Cove and Cane 
Garden Bay facing Jost Van Dyke island on 
the north-west side of Tortola are among the 
best and most secluded on offer. For surfers, 
Apple Bay provides the best break from 
November through to March. It’s also here, 
on a grass sports field set back from the sea, 
where a group of ex-pats play touch rugby 
every Thursday.

It was off the back of a corporate 
tournament that one of those players - Rory 
Greenan, a sailing instructor from Dublin - 
managed to notch three international caps for 
the BVI XV. “I took on kicking duties in my 

042 cycle BVI.indd   43 29/01/2016   08:08



outdoorfitnessmag.com March 201644

debut against St. Lucia and got four from five. 
Our coach thought I’d played a lot growing 
up but it was actually my first game of rugby,” 
Rory had told me at the famous Bomba Shack 
bar after I had joined in for a game.

Back in the saddle, Alastair and I reach the 
day’s major challenge: five tightly packed 
switchbacks that make Windy Hill the local 
Alpe d’Huez. Some wild goats graze beside 
one of the hairpins as we grapple with the 
double-digit gradient while avoiding the 
impossible ramps of each apex. I ride clear of 
my companion and come to a sweaty 
standstill at Scoutt’s Lookout bar - the 
gateway to the Mount Sage National Park. 

When Alastair arrives, he gesticulates 
towards nearby Brewers Bay and tells me 
about the inaugural Bonecrusher long-
distance swim he’s helping to organise in 
October - a 5.5-mile shark-dodging relay race 
across to Jost Van Dyke. The volcanic island 
- where I went hiking days earlier with my 
brother - is the destination for another quirky 
BVI sporting event, the Painkiller Cup. The 
14-mile paddle board relay from Trellis Bay 
finishes at the infamous Soggy Dollar Bar on 
White Bay - home of the sickly sweet rum 
cocktail that lends the race its otherwise 
misleading name.

Cocktails are the last thing on my mind as I 
toil away in the most forgiving gear as we 
tackle the ascent to Mount Sage. At 530 
metres, the highest point on the island is 
surrounded by a rain forest-like ecosystem 
and is a popular destination for hikers and 
horse riders alike. Oil and moisture on the 

road makes the inconceivably steep surface 
rather slippery, yet despite some weaving and 
wheel spin I’m just able to keep enough 
forward momentum as the beastly gradient 
(my brother wasn’t wrong) breaks the 30 
percent barrier.

Before the final ramp to the Ridge Road that 
follows the mountainous spine of the island, 
there’s a slight plateau. All benefits of a flatter 
surface are negated by ruts and holes. “I’ve 
seen roads in a better state in war zones,” Iain 
Walker, the secretary of the BVI MTB club, 
would tell me many months later. “Some 
stretches look like they’ve been targeted by a 
cluster bomb which doesn’t tend to mix well 
with high modular carbon frames and 
wheels.” 

Iain’s subsequent claim that most of the 
off-road trails “would scare the average roadie 
senseless - and trash their bike” is very apt. 
For I manage to do just that - trash my bike 
when finally getting into the swing of things. 
Poor shifting from my ongoing battle with the 
gearing knocks my chain off the derailleur. It 
tears into my back wheel and shatters 12 
spokes, almost throwing me into a “ghut” (the 
local word for ravine). A long walk back to 
Nanny Cay over the widest 3-mile stretch of 
the island is on the cards until a taxi 
miraculously chugs around the corner. Tail 
between my legs, I clamber in while Alastair 
continues his ride. I’ve covered 13 miles in just 
over an hour. And while it feels double that, 
the distance is less than a third of the 43 miles 
and 3,300 vertical feet covered in the annual 
Tour of Tortola we’d set out to replicate.

The incident has denied me the chance of 
riding along the spine of the island - the 
energy-sapping Ridge Road linking Tortola’s 
many plantations. I’ve missed taking in the 
clifftops of the northernmost edge of the 
island before dropping down to the East End 
- the only area on Tortola where the once 
thriving sport of cricket is still played. I’m not 
so miffed about avoiding the flatter but hectic 
route through Road Town, the capital, but I 
still feel short changed. 

Alastair’s suggestion that I run the 
remainder of the route - to recce the inaugural 
30-mile Tortola Torture ultra-marathon that 
22 people would complete one month later - 
falls on deaf ears. Instead I devote my days to 
more traditional Caribbean pastimes: scuba 
diving at Thumbs Rock by Cooper Island; 
snorkelling with turtles at the acclaimed Baths 
on nearby Virgin Gorda - a maze of grottos 
formed by huge boulders jutting into the 
Caribbean Sea; and hiking on the piratical 
Peter Island, sandwiched between Dead 
Chest (where Blackbeard supposedly left 15 
mutinous men with that bottle of rum) and 
Norman Island (the inspiration for Robert 
Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island). 

Cocktails are the last thing 
on my mind as I toil away in 
the most forgiving gear as 
we tackle the ascent  
to Mount Sage. 

CHALLENGE CARIBBEAN CYCLING 
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Besides the dirt tracks around Peter Island, 
another stomping ground of the BVI MTB 
club is the atoll of Anegada - famed for its 
flamingos, succulent lobsters, coral reefs and 
some 300 scuba-diving wrecks. Although just 
28 feet above sea level, the annual 21-mile race 
on the exposed “drowned island” can be as 
hard as the Tour of Tortola because of the 
fierce heat, the pitted coral trails and the 
wheel-swallowing sand roads. But it’s the 
curvy contours of Virgin Gorda that take my 
fancy when I decide to get back in the saddle. 
Alastair and Iain’s consensus that the 
Cannondale photo shoot must have taken 
place on the superior roads of Virgin Gorda 
are the clincher, and I hire a Trek Excalibur 7 
from Last Stop Sports in Road Town and hop 
on a ferry to see for myself.

Dubbed “The Fat Virgin” by Christopher 
Colombus because of its resemblance to a 
curvy woman lying on her side, Virgin Gorda 
is the second most populous of the British 
Virgin Islands and home to the world’s 
smallest gecko. At its centre is the 414-metre 
Gorda Peak - a double-D of a climb which I 
tackle three times from separate routes all 
ending at Hog’s Heaven. My second visit to 
the celebrated bar coincides with a pulled 
pork sandwich and a fruit smoothie 
overlooking Necker and Mosquito, Richard 
Branson’s private islands. My drink, I quickly 
discover, is laced with local Pusser’s rum - 
hardly ideal ahead of a steep descent and the 
most arduous of three routes back up.

Strava and a thermometer are hardly 
necessary in assessing that there are brutal 

stretches on this final ascent where both 
gradient and temperature align themselves in 
the early 30s. As I spin away in a daze eager 
to complete the hat-trick before the final ferry 
home, I can only conclude that, although 
barely two miles long, this is probably the 
most punishing climb I’ve tackled as a cyclist. 
Would even seasoned pros really come here to 
train? The short answer is no. An email from 
a press officer shortly after my holiday reveals 
that while the team were based on Tortola, 
the Cannondale ride actually took place in 
the nearby US Virgin Islands in a private 
community in St. Thomas. The reason? 
Concerns with the traffic and state of the 
roads in the BVI. 

Issues of infrastructure, size and relative 
inaccessibility clearly hold back Tortola and the 
BVI from joining other more popular 
Caribbean cycling destinations. But if you’re 
confident of your abilities in extreme heat, the 
lung-busting climbs and technical riding make 
the BVI extremely appealing even to the most 
amateur of MTB riders. Sure, the few flat roads 
may be monotonous, the climbs laborious, 
descents treacherous, and the whole package 
quite hazardous, but riding has become 
indispensable for a growing community of 
residents. 

“Cycling is an escape on islands where 
entertainment options are limited,” admits 
Iain. “Without cycling and triathlon I’d have 
gone bananas a long time ago. Nothing beats 
belting down a jungle track in hot pursuit of one 
of your mates.” Provided you stay off the rum, 
don’t trash your bike and avoid Elevator Hill. 

GETTING THERE
n There are no direct flights to the 

BVI from the USA, Canada, Europe or 

South America. Your best bet is to fly 

British Airways to Antigua and then 

pick up a connection with LIAT, the 

Caribbean Airline, to Beef Island 

(connected to neighbouring Tortola 

by bridge). Road Town, the hectic but 

charming capital, is a short 9-mile 

taxi ride from the airport.

n Accommodation in the BVI is 

neither cheap nor fancy, with many 

visitors arriving by cruise liner or 

renting villas or boats. But there are a 

number of hotels in and around Road 

Town, including Maria’s By The Sea, 

Fort Burt Hotel and Treasure Island 

Hotel. To escape the hustle and 

bustle of the capital and enjoy a more 

secluded stay, head west to 

Frenchman’s Hotel, the Long Bay 

Beach Club or the Sugar Mill Hotel 

(located at the foot of Windy Hill and 

overlooking Jost Van Dyke island). A 

regular ferry service runs between 

Road Town and Virgin Gorda. For bike 

hire ($30 for 24 hours) head to Last 

Stop Sports at Wickham’s Cay. If you 

rent a car make sure it’s four-wheel 

drive - the steep roads are practically 

as hard to negotiate behind the wheel 

as they are in the saddle.
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