live well

Think mountain biking's just for blokes? Think again.
This popular women-only holiday in the French Alps
is for lovers of adrenaline, speed and mud

y boyfriend’s really into
mountain biking. In fact,
he doesn’t think of a lot
else, and | fast came to
the conclusion that if
| wanted to a) see him and b) have much
to talk about with him, | needed to try this
off-road cycling malarkey. | heard about
FLOWMTB's Dirtgirls beginner's week
in Morzine, France and signed up for
some Alpine action.

I'was met at Geneva airport by Guy,
boyfriend of Sara Burdon who runs the
girls-only week. The four other girls who
were picked up with me all had their own
bikes with them. ‘How beginner are they?
I wondered, gulping. At the chalet, it soon
became obvious I was the least experienced
(having only mountain biked twice and
being unable to join in the chat about
favourite rides and worst injuries!), but
was reassured there would be two groups
to cater for different levels — phew!
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I awoke the next day to bright blue skies,
a spectacular view of the mountains and
the promise of a day of exercise and fresh
air, and tried to calm my nerves as I donned
my elbow- and knee-pads and jumped on
my hire bike (FLOWMTB hires out excellent
Santa Cruz bikes).

The first day was fantastic, though
scary and very hot. Determined to keep
up with the others, my bike and I made
it down some pretty knarly-looking
tracks, while I tried desperately to
remember important words of wisdom
from ace downhiller Emily Horridge,
who gave excellent coaching all week,
along with Burdon. I learnt ‘speed is
your friend’ (strangely, you're often
more stable the faster you go) and ‘look
way ahead down the trail, not
immediately in front of you’ (so you
can anticipate obstacles and have time
to avoid/deal with them). The scenery
was incredible when I dared lift my
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eyes from the trail, and there wasn't a cloud
in the sky all day. I caught myself with a
smile on my face several times — there’s such
a great sense of achievement when you get
down a section that looks really hard.

The rest of the week, our group of 12
enthusiastic ‘dirtgirls’ (of ages 22 to 44,
with up to four years’ biking experience)
learnt new skills, covered some very varied
terrain and picked up plenty of scrapes,
bruises and, of course, dirt. It was a very
supportive atmosphere to learn in, and
there was plenty of time for girly faffing and
pee breaks! We also caused a bit of a stir
among the hoardes of testosterone-fuelled
men in the resort.

Dlrt Lovers united
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didn't have to cycle
uphill too much!

It wasn't all hard-core biking — we also
enjoyed lots of great home-cooked chalet
food and had time off to chill out and soak
up the sun. Although the sense of speed
and the whole fantastic mountain
experience is similar to skiing, mountain
biking is much bumpier, you're further from
the ground and you see lots of scary rocks
and tree roots, so it’s not for the faint-
hearted! By the end of the week, I felt I'd
have the confidence to go out riding with
my boyfriend and his mates, and could even
join in the previously-alien bike chat with
the other girls. I think I've caught the bug!

HOLIDAY DETAILS

FLOWMTB Dirtgirls week cost 725 euros
(£500) for chalet-board accommodation,
transfers and guiding, but not flights. For
more information on next year’s trips, see
www.flowmtb.com/biking/dirtgirls.
EasyJet flies to Geneva from London
Gatwick, London Luton, London Stansted,
Bristol, Edinburgh, Newcastle, Belfast,
Liverpool and Nottingham East Midlands,
from £35.98 return; www.easyjet.com.

OTHER EXCITING BIKING HOLIDAYS

® Crystal Active Mountain offers active
holidays in Europe and Canada. Prices start
from £379 per person. Call 0870-402 0289.

® Exodus runs cycling trips for all levels
worldwide. Call 0845-863 9600.

©® Neilson Active Holidays offers mountain
biking and guiding, among other activities, from
£425 per person. Call 0845-070 3460.

©® Saddle Skedaddle offers a range of cycling
holidays worldwide. Call 0191-265 1110.
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What a woof!

Imagine gliding through a pristine arctic
landscape where the only noise is canine
panting and the sliding of the sled beneath you.
Combine exploration of Norwegian Lapland
with the thrilling experience of dog-sledding
on an Inntravel adventure. You'll also be
introduced to the lifestyle and traditions of

the Sami culture, while staying at the Engholm
Lodge. Prices start from £1,160; see www.
inntravel.co.uk for more information.

TRAVEL CLINIC 26 know how,

In Mexico, a mini
metal replica of an
ailing body part is
said to help cure
you of disease? Or
where it's a no-no to eat
with your fingers? Learn
the answers in fascinating
new book Going Dutch in
Beijing by Mark McCrum
(Profile Books, £9.99), a
guide to doing the ‘right
thing’ wherever you are.

Planning a high-altitude trip
this winter? If you're climbing
over 2,500m, you'll need to
recognise the symptoms of
acute mountain sickness
(AMS), and know when it's
time to descend. Download
the free Trekker's Guide

to Altitude at www.
travelandtrek.com.

BEST PLACE TO:
LEARN SCUBA DIVING

What better way to escape cold winter days
than learning to dive in tropical seas? Global
Vision International’s diving breaks in Mexico
offer culture and activity, with three to 12-
week courses for beginners through to
instructor wannabes. \When you're not
diving off the island of Cozumel, you can visit
the Sian Kaan Biosphere Reserve and ancient
Mayan ruins. Choose from four course
options, ranging from £2,900—£5,500. Call
01727 250250, or visit www.gvi.co.uk.
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