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With lungs and heart stil| desperately trying to make

the most of what little air remains well past the two
thousand metre mark, we finally top out. A seemingly
endless descent is laid out ahead of us. Here, high on the
French/Spanish border, we make our own tracks down
the trail-less scree, carving sweeping switchbacks around
the boulders scattered across the face of the mountain.
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treeline. The sun has a way to
young, and we'll be playing
255 straightaway
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You couldn't ask for more

It's here, two and a half kilometres above the sea - where we've
1 a mountain with no trail to find something that most certainly
all - that I'm reminded of something that's been bugging me for

a while. It's a simple question: where do trails come from
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e ures, before hauling
aid that, the'vast

through the woods to link together natural f
k and spade in to get creative. Having ‘
r of us will be unwilling to admit that we've never dug in anger
ge, a calling even

of sweeping

definitely the few that see it as a chal

e creators, the industrious few that turn visi
hole, we take trails for

trails into terra firma-shaped reality. On the wt
‘ SR ne wiest |
ranted. In the context of our just-discovered Pyrenean flowfest it

27 ow, In the vast empty
the puzzle more, well, puzzling. How, in the va

only makes gedoihal
singletrack of this calibre appear out of nowhere
ly to fiz. ut inta what only nature has created?
ny 1o L8 OUN Ho v




“Enlightenment, trade,
war, work. No two trails
have the same story, nor
have they been used by
the same people for the

same reason.”




S In the Pyrenees we Ve spent more than 48
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a utilitarian past that bears little resemblance to ;rsz wnp‘lé
enjoyment of Pedalling a push iron. Centuries - wnH(‘;\r-:rm even
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man and beast have hammered these trails into :h; ‘d‘r‘r and i
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The Iberian Peninsular is a country with a turbulent history. The
Pyrenean territories have their own distinct identities and unique
histories. Rome sought to establish itseif here, before being trout
by Hannibal and his elephants, The Moors brought a very different
Culture to this deeply Christian land only to be driven out by the
Reconquista. More recently, the Spanish Civil War devastated Spain
and saw the first fiexing of Nazi and Soviet muscle, leading to one
of the longest and most oppressive dictatorships in modem history
But, throughout this tumultuous past, normal Spaniards still needed
ways to get to market, church, school or work

Our trail-finding Jaurney begins deep in the pre-Pyrenees in a
region known as Sierra de Guara. It's here, where the geological
expansion of the Bay of Biscay forced Spain into France, propelling
the sedimentary rock skyward, that the smaller npples make their
mark. Compared to the towering peak of Aneto, just shy of three
and a half kilometres high, these two thousand metre mountains
are tiddlers; low fat Pyrenees, if you like. But they mark the start of
the Pyrenees proper, rising sharply from the plains above Zaragoza

Prior to the 1930s the fertile land between the low and full

fat Pyrenees was dotted with small clusters of farm buildings
Larger clusters might sport a school and a church, maybe even
a market, Metalled roads didn't make their way into this part of
the world until well after the car became commonplace. Trails
fan out from the well at the centre of these clusters in the
direction of the nearest villages

Ainsa, now famaous for its Enduro World Series races, would have
been the final destination for much of the excess produce from
these farmiands. Sitting on the confluence of the Rio Ara and Rio
Cinca, this important market town has sported a castle since the 11th
century and a church since the 12th. Aimost all trails in these parts
lead, in some way or another, to Ainsa. This simpie fact, combined
with a lack of high mountain passes, meant trading routes made
long, winding journeys through the valleys to their destination. It

was a long way to get to market. Before farming largely became
mechanised this tough existence was, for many, the only option
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High on a hill sits the spire of a church, crumbled and derelict
long since abandoned Mother nature has been reclaun(ng v:Hﬂr
Was once hers. The timbers, ridden with wooadworm, slump .)’ndJ
the weight of the stone walls before finally giving 'a Next tg i
the church sits a plain buitding, but its proximity )[o [t:e -"Huf(‘h
Icant. In medieval times, the church was the cer:.lre Qf

a community’s universe. Life and death was sacreg entry into
and from the mortal world was controlled by the church

By were often the few who were e-d«;rafed enough to
teach others. Children would travel from the surrounding villages
and back every day for schoal, in all weathers O

Tall columns with thin Crosses at their head mark the way to the
church and keep the kids on course for class, not a narem-p:ltl);e*:l
SUV or lollypop lady in sight. Every o

orses were needed for workin; Tying goods to
market; there were no roads tha cart. Countiess fittfe
feet would have hammered this trail in both directions every single
day of the week. over Countless decades. Fven at the weekend,
because the smaller vilages lacked a church these kids would
make the same lourney to attend services

€ Would be on fopt

Trail builders here clearly didn't have wheels in mind, but
longevity was certainly a consideration. Tyres rarely meet dirt
at any point in the long, winding descent below the church. the
crumbling steeple at our backs. Bedrock is king in Sierra de
Guara, the mottled rock at odds with the bright purple hue of
the wild saffron that carpets the tree-less hilltops. Any foray off
this anorexic ribbon will certainly end in tears, The harsh climate
favours plants with dark leaves and hard, spiky branches
Shrubs hug low, offering a carpet of spines to fall into

Riding blind in this terrain is a real challenge. Carlos, one of our
guides, stops me letting any air out of my tyres, knowing that

I'm going to need every tenth of a bar pressure to overcome
the unyielding rock that underpins the trail. I'm glad he did. As
we hammer down the ancient school run into the valley below,
square edges seek out extremities of bike and body. We wince
through narrow gaps, hoping our bikes might be a little narrower
if we simply wish them so. Gripis as high as the rock content
though, so a keen eye for riding what's in front pays dividends
The October sun still offers some ferocious heat, and dust kicks
off our tyres as the rock, finally, gives way to a rare glimpse of dirt

Rolling out into the turning circle at the trail end, the dust is
choking. But wide eyes and big grins are proof positive tha'a.t this
might have been the best school run going. Those kids toiling
their way to church lessons in past centuries would doubtiess
have been astonished, had they any idea what would happen

in the future, The odd thing is, if Doug, our master guide, hadn't
pointed out that we'd been retracing their steps, it would've been
all too easy to hammer bikes down it without a second thought:
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Itweasnt just edu n that drove the need for paths, of course
At the tum of the 20th century. the then King of Spain was keen

10 prove that his country was mod ng at pace with the rest of
Europe. Electncity was becoming more commenplace and this, in
turn, 2llowed more vadespread use of auminium. We take this ight,
strong matenal somewhat for granted these days. but mere than
100 years ago the production of aluminium was a of pride and
an indicator of a nation's power and prestige To that end, the King
ordered the construction of an aluminium smelter in the town of

By These days it's finked (o France by a tunnel but at that time
it was effe y the end of the line, sat at the head of a vailey
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This wasn't a battle for any real strategic reason {ust oppasing
forces 0 2 an area that the other side wanted to destroy
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. (. battling sub-zero temperatures, With Lall cliffs surrounding our :

campsite and any conurbation far away, we're treated to the most

magnificent view of the Milky Way before turning in i
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As dawn breaks we're joined by Peregrina and Paloma the mujes We
saddle our bikes on the long, Steady hike to the top of the pass, well
beyond the two and a half thousand metre mark. This is how most
trade would have moved through the mountains here. Mules are sturdy
beasts, and they seem to make easy going of it as we wheeze heavily
behind them. As the path tops out at the head of the pass, Mauser .
cartridges litter the broken scree. indicative of how important control of
the passes were during the three years of Civil War Tall imestone cliffs
that flanked our campsite and allowed us an unfettered of the stars
now offer a unique vantage point from which to stop any unwanted

enemies passing through here.

Funny how you see things differently, depending on your reasons for
being here. For us, clearly, this s very far from being a matter of life

and death

Even so, the run off the top of the pass seems as threatening as
trying to get over here in the late 30s. Scree has swamped rhe‘
pasture and we're left to try and pick our way down tlwroughvir?c
mass of boulders by a combination of blind luck and fanhP\ e:ecaCh
searching for a trail that isn't there, really, and it's not U,?nsgﬁ -
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“Trying to stay in touch
with the wheel ahead loses
its importance; as the
corners queue up to test

us it becomes a matter of

pragmatism over gnar.”
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