Cycling in Italy: Our Search for the Perfect Ride on the Perfect Budget

Recently my partner Jeff & I went to Italy for the 3rd spring in a row. We've fallen in love with the culture, the food, the language, the roads, and the reverence for cyclists. Finally, we’ve found the perfect spot, and I want to encourage everybody craving a European cycling adventure to consider our story before putting down big bucks.

2006- Our First Time

We took our own bikes on Romeo Alberico's tour (http://www.canadacyclesitaly.com/) to Gabicce Mare, a beach resort town on the Adriatic coast which has created an annual cycling tour for the week before Easter. His tour package cost about $3000 and included flight, hotel, and all details attended to, such as obtaining the ‘passport’ for the week of riding, which is stamped every day and costs about $52. The hotel, Grand Hotel Michelacci, is a stone’s throw from the rides’ start. It is a wonderful 4-star hotel (read: expensive), with a sauna, heated indoor pool, antique furniture in every nook and cranny, and of course a secure lock-up for the bikes. The food was great, but I’m vegetarian and they kept forgetting me, so I ate a lot of pasta and gnocchi with tomato sauce. We did feel a bit nickle-and-dimed, since water and wine at dinner cost extra, but at least coffee at breakfast was included! There was always a huge buffet lunch waiting, whenever we got back from riding. 

It was great. Every day, we rode into some beautiful old cobbled town centre for a snack. They eagerly fed 700 cyclists local treats, from wine and cake to fruit and bruschetta. Imagine watching a grizzled paesano sprinkle coarse salt on a tray of bread slices and dowse them with olive oil—and finding the result delicious! The idea of simple food, well prepared, becomes a mantra in Italy.

What was the riding like? Wonderful. (See http://www.gabiccemareturismo.com/dettagli_news.php?id_t=10&id_sch=21&id_t=22 for the ride details.) Each day, a pace car led us out, and kept a very steady 25 k / hour, with daily distances varying from 55 to 134 k. If you didn’t mind elbowing a bunch of Italians out of the way, you could draft off the bumper. Uphill, it was sometimes tough, but you can fall back a long way before you’re off the back of a pack that size. And the downhills were also paced, so it was very easy to come back. Photographers chronicled every day; every evening individual pictures were available for purchase, or you could order a CD of the whole trip. We even had police escorts who cleared the interesections for us! We learned useful phrases, such as, “Occhio!” (lit. ‘eye’, it means “Look out!” which quickly becomes clear in context).

2007- Tuscany

In 2007 we wanted something less expensive. Also, we wanted to visit my relatives in Sweden, so we didn’t want to take our bikes, since RyanAir charges as much for a bike as for a person! Some friends from the 2006 trip arranged a flight to Rome and a hotel in the hills of Tuscany for a week. It was fantastic—the food was incredible--- even though we had a lot of rain (and even hail once!). The hotel was gorgeous, quite luxurious (read: expensive—see http://www.hotelsanleonino.com/en/home_en.php) and the riding was awesome, when weather permitted; not all our group was hard-core, so rain meant sightseeing. Four of us rented bikes (www.ExperiencePlus.com), aluminum Wiliers, Campagnolo-equipped, triple front ring. They were perfectly sized and hassle-free. Mine even had narrow (40cm) handlebars, as I’d requested. We brought our own pedals and shoes, and I had my own saddle.
When the ride was over, we all returned to Rome. From there, the others flew back to Toronto, while Jeff & I took the train south to the Amalfi coast, bikeless, for 3 days of sun & beach in the breathtakingly beautiful hilltop town of Castellabate. Then it was back to Rome by train & to Stockholm on RyanAir. There, we took part in their first Gran Fondo (basically, a big day ride) on rented bikes I’d spent months finding. Unfortunately, Jeff’s didn’t shift much. The ride was ENTIRELY small hills, so he had a rough time and we only did the shorter route, the Medio Fondo, about 90 k.

The 8-day cycling part of the adventure ended up costing about the same as our 2006 trip ($3000). The main reasons were the hotel, which cost €80 (about $130) per night per person, and the rented van to transport the eight of us, which was necessary because of the hotel’s isolation. We decided to stick to the Adriatic coast in future, since it’s generally less expensive.

2008- It Keeps Getting Better

For 2008, we felt bolder about arranging things ourselves. Our Italian had improved, as had our knowledge about how things work (or don’t), and in Experience Plus! we even had a reliable source for bikes who could deliver anywhere! So we got a travel agent to scout good airfares, and I began searching for hotels. We wanted as much riding as we could get in 2 weeks. I’d heard of the Hotel Belvedere in Riccione, just up from Gabicce Mare on the Adriatic, from friends who loved it. I learned that it is the fanciest (read: most expensive) of the Riccione Bike Hotels group (www.riccionebikehotels.it). This group of independent hotels targets the cyclotourist to extend their season beyond the hot, beach-tourist summer months. All the hotels in this group offer some terrific services for cyclists: bike rental (they make arrangements with a local bike shop); daily laundry service for cycling clothes; food for the road; secure bike storage, with tools; van pickup in case of emergencies on the road; and, last but not least, organized rides with knowledgeable, friendly cycling guides.

I looked into the less expensive ones, and picked the first that answered my emails promptly: Hotel Poker (www.hotelpoker.it). Believe me, the name is a misnomer. Although there IS a pool table in the lounge, I didn’t see a deck of cards anywhere. I think some of the fancier hotels offer a sag wagon, and maybe better food for the road. But Hotel Poker’s service was excellent-- no, better than excellent-- warm and charming. The rooms were immaculate. Moreover, they basically just didn’t charge for little things (like wakeup calls, or using the office computer for email). They didn’t even charge extra for some big things—water and house wine at dinner were included. They called their arrangement half-board instead of full-board because you didn’t get a sit-down lunch; instead, you got a full (mostly cold) buffet, technically from 2:30 to 4:30, but really whenever you return from your ride. (Beware: Jeff & I both gained weight, while riding about 700 hilly k over 11 days).
There were only 8-12 cyclists in all while we were there in mid-April, which meant pretty much one riding group. All the other riders were from primarily German-speaking countries- Austria, Germany, Switzerland, & Monaco. All the hotels promise several levels of riding each day, with separate routes & guides. The rides for our group ranged from 80 to 110 kilometres, and averaged about 100.

Wed & Sat were off days, with no organized rides, but most of the others rode anyway. Jeff & I took those days to rest and play tourist in Riccione, although it is by no means a captivating, quaint seaside town. It’s pretty much wall-to-wall hotels, with some really cheap stores and some really expensive stores thrown in. One day, we went to the local thermal spa, which was a real cultural (read: bewildering) experience. A community Olympic pool, with a sauna, both free, are ten minutes away, but we never made it there. Incredibly gorgeous places, like The Republic of San Marino, Urbino, and San Leo, to name a few, are 40-60 k away, and easily reached by local bus. With the train station a 20 min walk away, it’s easy to take a day trip farther afield. Bologna and Ravenna, for instance, are each about 2 hours away, and the return train fare is <$25. Next year, that’s what we plan to do when we aren’t riding.

The riding details: Spring weather is always iffy, and Jeff & I may need to invest in a lucky talisman as soon as I figure out the vegetarian equivalent to a rabbit’s foot, because we don’t seem particularly favoured. We were there for 11 days, and it averaged 10-18C. We got caught in the rain twice, and one ride was cancelled because it rained all morning (but it was beautiful in the afternoon, so many got a full ride in). Almost every day I had arm warmers and a vest, with a rain jacket in my pocket whether they forecast rain or not. (Ask me about the day I DID’NT have the rain jacket!) The weather, because of the hills, is incredibly changeable. Add to that the difference in comfort between climbing and descending, and it’s mandatory to be flexible with layers. 

One day I requested, and got, a ride with a hard hill. Our group was classed as ‘Cappucino’; not as fast as ‘Espresso’, not as slow as... whatever they might be called…. ‘Latte’? So usually we wouldn’t have done this hill. It’s in a national park, above the town of Carpegna, about 50k from Riccione. The 1400m, 7k climb, called Cippo, is famed as one of Pantani’s former training rides. It has occasional gradients of 18%, and it’s the toughest single hill around. There’s a statue of Pantani at a drinking fountain about halfway up, and some great inspirational graffiti.

The guides: Wow, the guides! I don’t know how they arrange it, but I think these are all people who would be out riding anyway. They know the roads; they love cycling. They aren’t all fluent in English, or German for that matter, so things can get strange if there isn’t an effective translator in the group. An always useful phrase, “Pazzi canadesi” (“Crazy Canadians”), is a good ice-breaker.

One thing we learned is, the communication issue is always present in Europe. With so many countries and languages, it’s a given that you may have to work to communicate, and that’s part of the adventure. At Hotel Poker, they have 2 different Italian-English dictionaries behind the desk: a basic paperback, and an odd, dated, but comprehensive British hardcover that could break several toes if dropped. Of course, the owners (Paolo & Sabina) are trilingual, and all the staff have at least a bit of English. Most importantly, I don’t think you’ll find a friendlier hotel anywhere. 

The food was plentiful, good and healthy, with moments of gourmet brilliance. The regional specialties and the desserts were terrific. The bar in the lobby, always open, was actually very cheap.

For bikes, we were going to rent again from our friend Igor, since he is in Forli, very close to Riccione, but the rental rate through the hotel was almost identical ($350 for 11 days each), and it seemed more convenient. We used our own shoes and pedals, and I brought my trusty Terry saddle. Each bike came with a CO2 cartridge, spare tube, pump, and computer. They were carbon Scapin, with sloping top-tubes and compact cranks; the gearing was fine for all the hills we tackled. Jeff’s bike had a few small problems, but the day’s ride was easily deflected to pass by the shop first thing. His carbon seat tube kept slipping, though, until the guy from Monaco put some tape around it. For someone of Jeff’s size, the problem with a sloping top tube is you can’t fit a second water bottle cage on the frame. That’s a drag, but we never actually needed it, since there was always a coffee or fountain stop somewhere in the ride. Next year, I think we’ll rent from Igor, but it’s good to know we have options. 

For this latest trip, we flew on KLM through Amsterdam for $900 each. The hotel cost us each about $850 (€45/night for 11 nights), and two nights in a Ravenna B & B totalled €160, about $260. So, all in (including drinks, buses, extra meals, trains, and souvenirs) we each spent less than $3000 for a two week trip. We’re going again next year if we can. I don’t know the details yet, but it’ll probably be late April, since May starts to get crazy and I hate crowds. Let me know if you’re interested in coming along with us…. It’d be great to have a bunch of crazy Canadians out on the hills of Italy!

Tina Mayberry and Jeff Keilley

