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Well, it’s over and it wasn’t quite what we had envisaged when we decided to do this. When praying the week before, I asked for sunshine and westerly winds ......

For once British Rail delivered! We arrived on time with bikes in Whitehaven ready to carbo load with pasta followed by apple crumble and custard at the beach café before setting off. Our first day’s destination was Penrith 55 miles away; a steady climb all the way. Penrith is North East of Whitehaven and the route was straight into a blustery North East wind. We’re off and all is well until we hit our first major hill when I discovered that my gears had been damaged in transit. They now have a mind of their own ….not good news!
Four hours later  after  an unnecessary detour up two double chevron hills (had some nasty local been tampering with the signage we wondered )our spirits lifted when we spotted a sign to Penrith- only ten miles to go until our B&B stop. At this rate we’d make Penrith for 9 pm. We were starting to feel chilled but were spurred on by the thought of a lovely hot shower followed by a large portion of fish and chips. The C2C route avoided the busy A66 and took us along numerous byways with numerous gate stops. Thirty minutes later and several more hill climbs, we were now freezing cold. We see another sign – nine miles to Penrith (a low moment!). We pile on all the extra layers and tuck into our endless supply of fruit pastels dreaming of our hot shower and fish and chips. The feeling in our hands and feet had disappeared by the time we reached our B&B to be greeted by our hosts returning from the pub to let us in. They’d kindly put the heating on for us and promptly pointed out that  “There was snow in Alston today”(low point). We were desperate for our hot shower but it wasn’t to be. The shower was a trickle of scalding water one minute with intermittent trickles of freezing cold water the next! (low moment).We abandoned any hope of thawing out in the shower and jumped into our beds fully clothed. At this stage we decided to ditch the fish and chip supper and opted for brazil nuts, sour cherries, dried pineapple, fruit pastels and anything else we could grab from our camelbacks, washed down with several gallons of steaming hot typhoo. 0545 hours came too quickly and with it came horizontal rain and an ENE wind. Oh joy…..that was the direction in which we were heading!
After a bowl full of  pink porridge (ask Di about that one!) and  a gallon of steaming hot typhoo we were finally off – dressed to kill;  thermal socks, Waitrose carrier bags on top, cycling shorts, leggings and waterproof trousers, two thermal tops and two waterproof coats, a buff as a hat, silk liners and gloves. Off into stinging rain and relentless wind with 25 mile an hour gusts. The only comforting thought at this stage was the prospect of a large bacon roll with steaming hot typhoo at Hartside Café at the top of one of our toughest climbs (590 metres). We did well to reach it by 0845 hours only to find it closed. There was a light on so we started knocking on the door. Looking like frozen drowned rats a very kind lady took pity on us and ushered us in to the warmth. She gave us some home made flapjack which we washed down with steaming hot typhoo. “ We decided to have a lie in today after the blizzards yesterday…over two inches of snow on the picnic tables…didn’t expect any customers this morning” she told us .Forcing ourselves back into the freezing wind and rain we headed for Alston. This was meant to be one of our fastest downhill sections but with the road awash with water, the wind and rain, hard pedalling was required. It didn’t help that my cycling goggles kept steaming up!  By now all the lovely delicacies in our bags had become one wet sticky mush. Snicker bar bits, fruit pastilles, cherries and mango all merged into one sticky blob.  

Another two hours saw us through Alston and Nenthead, over Blackhill at 609 metres.  Not once did the rain or the wind relent.  The moors got bleaker, colder and darker. Finally having pedalled hard down in to the Allenshead valley we stopped at a biker’s café for another thaw out. Steam rose off our gloves, coats, buffs and camelbacs as we piled as many layers as possible (including our feet) on to the electric heater. We tucked into the home made hot soup (life saver!!!) Every minute we spent there warming up made it harder to leave but finally peeling my melted gloves off the heater we headed onwards and upwards. A tough point this one as we thought we’d done most of the major hills. Another steep climb out of the valley and another tough descent; finally the nightmare arrived – Waskerley Moor, a steep climb out of Stanhope, not one, not two but three double chevron sections (low point)and then a steady climb up over the moor. Never to be called faint hearted Di pulled ahead and disappeared quickly up the hill, as if she’d just started her day. Determined not to walk one step of the way I had to pace myself and stand up on those pedals …my oxygen supply suddenly seemed to be running out. Half way up the hill a sprightly Geordie man (must have been in his mid- sixties) shot past me on his very clean looking bike…He slowed down for a friendly chat  half way up the hill but I wasn’t much company really…all I wanted was more oxygen!
From the top of Wasterley the route reverts to cycle tracks mostly designed for mountain bikes but the cafe owner assured us it was the route for road bikes too. Rattling (bikes and bones) and bumping we were on a mission, if we pushed hard we might just make the deadline. 

We were doing well until the three punctures. We were desperate to take our turn using the bike pump as this was the only way of keeping warm and avoiding hypothermia. Fifty minutes later with 25 miles to go we ignored every ache, swallowed more disgusting gels and energy drinks and kept going to reach our destination. Stopping every half kilometre to cross a road, to go through yet another gate or stile we were checking the clock every few minutes. We decided to keep to the C2C track which avoided the busy dual carriageway into Sunderland .The track weaved its way through housing estates and industrial estates and eventually along the estuary to Sunderland. 
We made it to the Sunderland coast in 24 hours and 20 minutes feeling ecstatic and exhausted. 
For those of you that care – here are the statistics
Total Journey time = 25 and 10 minutes
Puncture repair time =50 minutes

Actual time on the bike – 12 hours 40 minutes

Journey time with puncture time removed 24 hours and 20 minutes

Food consumed whilst riding: 10 gels, 20 energy drinks, 2 packets of fruit pastilles, 6 snicker bars, 2 packets of sour cherries, 1 packet of mango, half packet of walnuts and several energy bars

Average speed on day one (55 miles) 11.6 miles per hour 4 hours 38 minutes in the saddle

Day 2 = 83 miles, average speed 10.45 per hour, ride time 7 hours 57 minutes in the saddle
