Extended Umbria Cycle Tour – Freedom Treks

28 April – 8 May, 2009


It was a holiday of two halves, as they say in football circles, where the rest day at Lake Trasimeno neatly divided the rugged limestone terrain of the northern region from the fertile plains of the south. 

We had chosen early May, and arrived just as the region’s wettest spring in living memory was drawing to a close and the heavy downpours we experienced in Foligno were the last we saw of rain-laden skies.
This itinerary has been skilfully assembled to include some of Umbria’s most noteworthy medieval towns, typically fortified and atop a steep hill.  Heading a list of favourites is Mentone with its tiny central square, cloisters and unpretentious charm, with Spello a close second, where the annual flower festival in June punctuates many a shady corner.  Trevi also deserves a mention for the steepness of its alleyways and the audacity of its drivers, who succeed in parking their vehicles in cobbled squares barely large enough to take a Fiat 500.  But you’ll find a shiny new Merc neatly tucked in there.  

Spoleto boasts magnificent churches, an aqueduct and a giant fortified castle, while Gubbio has pageantry in spades.  Preparations for the annual Corsa di Ceri, or Candle race, held every 15 May, were well under way when we arrived, with every balcony and balustrade sporting its favourite’s colours, and the wine cellars with carousing singers was reminiscent of a German Bierkeller, complete with brass band to keep the singers in tune. 

No knobbly knees, please

We were within spitting distance of Assisi, our starting and finishing point on several days, but clever route-ing kept us away until at last we came upon it from the west on our final day, when the splendour of the Basilica dominates the view for several kilometres as you approach.  There was enough time to visit the famous church – but learn from our mistake and pack long trousers in your pannier.  We were turned away by the guards who objected to our cycling shorts and only got a peek inside the famous Basilica. 

But this was one of the very few disappointments on the tour which was full of quirky surprises.  For example, just at the point mid-afternoon when a pick me up (tiramisu is the literal translation!) is needed we came upon a tiny local grocery store which doubled as the café.  We drank strong espresso from paper cups and passed the time of day with the village postman who was just finishing his round and snacking on the local pancetta – delicious roast pork.  

A chapter of accidents

Petra de Lind, the agent for this Tour, and her Assisi-born husband Paulo were our guardian angels.  Jane’s version of Italian is in fact Spanish, so having agents with excellent English on hand to unscramble anything lost in the translation, as well as taking responsibility for all luggage transfers was a godsend.  First a forgotten pair of spectacles was neatly forwarded to the next hotel.  Then, when Jane insisted she was on the right route and strayed into mountain territory, punctured her rear tyre and then realised that Stephen had the repair kit, things began to look complicated.  However, a ‘phone call to Petra reassured Stephen that his errant wife had not yet been devoured by wolves, a local man took her down the mountain in his Jeep, and after several ‘phone calls, the hotel receptionist in Gubbio made contact with the locals.  Next morning Paolo collected the cycle, and not only repaired the puncture, but fitted a new tyre for good measure!  
Freedom Treks has not asked us to complete a customer satisfaction form, but we are happy to grade this holiday “excellent” in all respects.  The service from the agents, the quality of the mapping, routes, suggestions and indeed the bicycles, were all of a very high standard.  Hotels were comfortable and well located, and staff were friendly and attentive.  If there was one quibble – well two – it’s that the Italian for breakfast is not the same as the German, Swiss or Slovenian version, and they prefer showers to baths.  And I still haven’t worked out why the other side of the road was always a better road surface than the one we were cycling along… 

Fellow Travellers

On the final day, as we pushed our bicycles uphill from Gubbio, with many backward glances towards this most romantic of medieval cities, we encountered two Englishwomen walking in the opposite direction.  They were on the last leg of their a four-day walk on the Path of Peace, which runs for 60 km between Assisi and Gubbio – another marvellous adventure with Freedom Treks awaiting those who have a few days to spare.  Flights from Stansted to Perugia run daily.
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