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The pavé of Paris-Roubaix 
isn’t on our doorstep but with  
a vast array of cobbles – and 
velodromes – across Britain,  
a DIY job is possible ...

J
osh Papworth is a young 
British rider who spent 
several years living and 
racing in Belgium and 
finished 46th in the 2010 
Junior Paris-Roubaix. I’m 
sure he’s a lovely bloke 
but right now, I hate his 
guts. 

I feel as if every sinew 
in my body is about to explode as I try 
to hang on to the wheel in front of me 
on a 20 per cent slope of viciously 
jagged protuberances on the 
outskirts of Birmingham. And I’m 
blaming it all on Papworth. 

The wheel in front belongs to 
Francis Longworth, who a few years 
ago decided the UK needed an event 
to rival Paris-Roubaix. His search for 
sections of pavé – or any bit of lumpy, 
broken surface he could find – led to 
an encounter with Papworth near the 
rider’s home in Romsley, 
Worcestershire.  The conversation 
went something like this: 

Longworth: “I’m looking  
for cobbles.” 

Papworth: “There’s a load of  
them on a big hill at the back of  
my house.” 

Longworth: “Seriously?”
Papworth: “Seriously. You should 

check them out.”
Longworth: “Thanks. I will.”
Fast forward several years and 

Longworth is now showing me the 
route of his DIY Paris-Roubaix, 
otherwise known as The Tour of the 

Black Country, though I can currently 
think of choicer epithets. 

We are halfway up Walton Hill, and 
the ribbon of crazy paving – cobbles, 
bricks, stones, rocks, they’ve all been 
laid here at some point – stretches 
onwards and upwards beneath a 
canopy of trees. The gradient is tough 
enough, but factor in having to 
navigate a passage between uneven 
lumps of cobble and stone – plus a 
central, grassy reservation – and the 
climb exacts its toll mercilessly.  

But for that fateful conversation 
between fellow aficionados of pavé, 
Walton Hill would have remained the 
preserve of dog-walkers,  
horse-riders and Sunday strollers, 
untroubled by cyclists. To the 
untrained eye, there was nothing of 
interest beyond what looked like a 
gateway to a farm. But on closer 
inspection, Longworth found the 
mother lode. 

“As soon as I parked the car I could 
see the distinctive, hatched pattern 
indicating cobbles in the distance,” 
he recalls now between deep gulps of 
cold, December air. “I followed them 
around the bend and there were 
more… and more… and then a huge, 
dead straight ramp, 300m long, right 
to the top of the hill. My immediate 
thought was, ‘This looks harder than 
the Koppenberg’ [77m, 11.6 per cent 
average gradient hill of the Tour of 
Flanders, near Oudenaarde, 
Belgium]. I knew this had to be the 
iconic centrepiece of the route.”

Cobbled 
    Together
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A thing of beauty
Longworth’s reasons for wanting to 
recreate The Hell of the North on his 
West Midlands doorstep can be 
traced back to his student days as a 
member of Oxford University Cycling 
Club. He watched Paris-Roubaix on 
the TV and instead of seeing suffering 
and pain in the mud-caked faces of 
former Belgian pro Johan Museeuw, 
Italian Franco Ballerini et al, he saw 
grace, elegance and “the aesthetic 
beauty of their movement on a bike”. 
He was studying philosophy at  
the time.

In 2011, he and a group of friends 
signed up for the inaugural Paris-
Roubaix Challenge, only to learn it 
wouldn’t be including some of the 
more iconic sectors, nor the 
velodrome finish.

“In the end we decided not to go, 
and thought we’d try to find a similar 
parcours closer to home,”  
he says. He spent hours poring  
over 1:25 000 OS maps looking for 
anything that might denote cobbles, 
bricks, gravel or earth.  He would 
cross-reference the tell tale dotted 
lines of bridleways and farm tracks 
with images from Google Earth.  

“But that didn’t always work, 
because the Google vehicles often 
couldn’t drive over the really rough 
sections, so instead I’d just get 
tantalising, side-on glimpses of what 
might be a really good section of 
cobbles or gravel,” he says. 

Even after so much meticulous 
research, Longworth’s success rate 
was disappointingly low, with only 
one in 10 follow-ups leading to a 
usable sector. 

“It became a curious obsession,” 
he concedes. “Every weekend I would 
put my bike on the car roof and drive 
out to possible sectors, only to find 
there was a locked gate at the end,  
or it disappeared into long grass,”  
he says.  

“proper” road, before a right turn 
soon deposits us at the start of the 
longest sector of the day. This 4km 
stretch of overgrown farm track 
climbs a hillock before arriving at the 
entrance to Glasshampton 
Monastery, where the Franciscan 
monks welcome paying guests who 
seek retreat from the stresses of 
modern life. A passing dog-walker 
assures us the monastery’s residents 
are not practitioners of the order of 
silence. “A group of them turned  
up at the village hall in their habits 

Above  
Some roads made 

the Arenberg 
Trench look like 
a cycling Super 

Highway 

Above left 
It wasn’t just the 
terrain that was 

Classics material, 
but the weather too 

Top left 
The benign gravel 
slopes of Witley 
Court were not  
a sign of things  

to come
 

Above 
Trevor’s Norco 

Threshold CX (see 
sidebar) was a 
willing ally on  
rough roads

I cursed a lifetime of 
ignoring  core body exercise 
recommendations you see 
in magazines like this one 

EVENT INFO
The 2017 Lapierre Tour of 
the Black Country takes 
place on Sunday, 23 April. 
Entry fee £30. Register at 
cycleclassics.co.uk

GETTING THERE
The nearest mainline 
railway station to  
the start/finish at  
Aldersley velodrome is 
Wolverhampton, but 
Birmingham New Street is 
closer to a better selection 
of hotels and restaurants, 
and only a 28km ride away 
via the city’s excellent 
network of canal towpaths.

WHERE TO STAY
Budget: NiteNite,  
18 Holliday Street, 
Birmingham. Don’t bring  
a cat, because there’ll  
be no room to swing it  
in the windowless but 

comfortable ‘pods’ 
available. Prices from £40 
(double per night), 
breakfast box £4.50. 
nitenite.com

Pricey: Park Regis, 160 
Broad Street, Birmingham.  
Four-star luxury with city 
views from £100 (double 
per night), including 
excellent buffet breakfast. 
parkregisbirmingham.co.uk

FOOD AND DRINK
There’s a great range of 
restaurants and bars in 
Broad Street and canalside 
Brindley Place, situated 
close to both hotels.

TOURIST INFO
visitbirmingham.com

GET THE ROUTE 
mapmyride.com/routes/
view/1380232150

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

when we threw a party for the local 
postie,” she says. “They enjoyed a 
few drinks.” 

As we clip in and continue, we both 
have the same idea at the same time: 
asking the monks to host a feed 
station at the next Tour of the Black 
Country. Watch this space.

So far, so benign.  It’s been more 
“Winter Wonderland” than “Hell of 

His original plan was to come up 
with a route purely for his friends, 
and fellow members of his local 
cycling club, V-Sprint CC (set up in 
Bromsgrove by Jim Varnish, track 
cyclist Jessica’s dad).

“But then I started to realise it 
could actually be something with a 
wider appeal,” he says. “When I 
looked at the sportive calendar, I saw 
that most of them were all about the 
length and steepness of the climbs. I 
realised my route could stand out as 
something a bit different with its 
emphasis on the variety of road 
surfaces covered.”

And so the Tour of the Black 
Country was born, a name that  
pays homage to the industrial and 
coal-mining heritage common to 
both this part of the Midlands and 
northern France, and a play on words 
of the Tour of the Basque Country  
pro race. Despite Longworth’s 
insistence that it’s about more  
than just the climbs, my knees are 

begging to disagree even before we 
reach Walton Hill.  

During the preceding 60 miles, we 
have traversed paths and tracks that 
have severely tested my coccyx and 
made me curse a lifetime of ignoring 
all those core body exercise 
recommendations you see in 
magazines like this one.  

Crisp and dry
It’s a crisp, cold day, and the 
temperature has barely nudged 
above zero by the time we reach 
Witley Court, a section of relatively 
benign earth and gravel that slopes 
gently downhill in the shadow of the 
ruins of a 17th century stately home.  

“The gradient and surface make it 
fast enough to be exciting and give a 
sense of danger, but without being 
really dangerous,” shouts Longworth 
as he rattles past me sounding like a 
kitchen falling off a cliff. 

After bouncing along for a couple 
of kilometres we turn left on to a 

the North”. But then we reached the 
five-star “Clent Sector”… The 
severity of cobbled sections are rated 
between one and five according to 
their length, the unevenness of the 
cobbles, the overall condition and 
their location.

Merely to reach the start of this 
section involves a stiff climb up a 
road that is at least tarmac.  
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Above  
A goodwill gesture 

meant we could 
finish the route  

as intended

Right  
Longworth spent 
ages putting the 
route together - 
and has found a 

fitting finale 

bike with skinny, slick treads. I, 
meanwhile, have opted for the extra 
stability and comfort of a cyclo-cross 
bike running knobbly 28mm tyres 
and sporting a sprocket as big as a 
tractor wheel on the back. 

Valley views 
Even when we emerge from the lower 
wooded section, the path is no less 
punishing in terms of gradient and 
surface, though at least now we can 
see the views out across the Severn 
Valley to Wales. The gradient only 
relents when we arrive at what 
appears to be a mini-Stonehenge, a 
ring of four standing stones that 
convincingly appear to date back to 
the mists of time. In fact, they are a 
folly built by a local landowner, Lord 
Lyttleton in the 18th century. It 
seems a fitting punchline to the  
cruel joke Longworth’s parcours  
has just played on us. As we pause  
for breath and savour the views,  
it’s no surprise to learn why 
Longworth’s favourite philosopher  
is Nietzsche.  

“He believed that misfortune 
helps you become more determined, 
more dogged, in achieving success,” 
he explains. “Being successful  
in any sport involves sacrifice, 
whether the goal is to win or just  
to get fit. It’s a metaphor for life –  
the harder you work, the more  
effort you put in, the more you  
get rewarded.”

Stunning though the views from 
Lord Lyttleton’s artificial stone circle 
are, I can’t help feel my efforts 
deserve a more tangible reward. 
Sadly, we’ve only got a few hours of 
daylight left, so can’t rest on our 
laurels – go to the pub – because we 
still have Walton Hill and 20-odd 
miles to complete.

Top 
Standing stones 
turned out not 

to be an ancient 
monument but an 
18th century folly

 
Above  

Unlike many 
sportives it 

celebrates rough 
terrain, not climbs

In keeping with his homage to 
Paris-Roubaix, Longworth found a 
local outdoor velodrome to host  
the finish of his sportive in the shape 
of Aldersley Leisure Village near 
Wolverhampton. Not only  
does this boast a modern, well-
maintained asphalt track with 
22.5-degree banking, it’s also the 
home of former pro cyclist and 
commentator Hugh Porter MBE’s 
club, Wolverhampton Wheelers.

The “Hell of the Midlands” has 
taken its toll on us, so by the time we 
make our grand entrance into the 
velodrome – via the final sector, the 
300m-long gravel ambulance track 
that goes around the stadium – it’s 
4.30pm and pitch black. Fortunately, 
the local athletics club is about to 
host one of its training sessions, and 
is happy to switch on the floodlights 
half an hour early for us. 

As we hit the track, the transition 
feels like switching from a bucking 
bronco to a high-speed monorail. 
Over mince pies and coffee in the 
stadium cafe afterwards, Longworth 
– who has ridden the Paris-Roubaix 
route three times – starts waxing 
philosophical about the “beauty  
of cobbles”.

“I’m certainly guilty of fetishising 
them,” he says. “Using them feels a 
bit like gold prospecting, as if I’m 
exploiting the natural resources of 
the earth for my own needs. The 
relationship between the riders  
and the earth in Paris-Roubaix is 
extremely intimate. Many early 
riders were from farming 
backgrounds, and [1962 world 
champion] Jean Stablinski used  
to work in the coal mine below  
the Arenberg Forest and then  

years later rode over it when the 
Arenberg Trench was included for  
the first time.” 

As for me, I’ve never worked on a 
farm or down a mine, so can’t profess 
any great affinity with the terrain I’ve 
spent the last few hours cycling over. 
I can, however, confirm that the 
experience regularly felt like being 
trapped in an industrial-sized 
washing machine. But that’s the 
thing about “beauty” – it’s all in the 
eye of the beholder. 

The transition to the  
track feels like switching 

from a bucking bronco to  
a high-speed monorail

Chunky tyres, disc brakes and generous 
gearing may be more suited to cyclo-
cross than road racing, but even the pros 
have sometimes resorted to unlikely 
setups – even suspension - when it 
comes to Paris-Roubaix, so I don’t feel 
any less of a cyclist for choosing this 
entry-level CX bike from Canadian brand 
Norco for my battle with the cobbles. 

The double-butted alloy frame – 
complemented with a carbon fork – was 
consistently comfortable and compliant 
in the most demanding of predicaments, 
and having a 32-tooth cog on the back 
was a welcome last resort on the Clent 
and Walton Hill climbs. But even on the 
smooth, tarmac sections of the route, the 
bike never felt unduly sluggish. Yes, it’s 
significantly heavier than a top-end 
carbon flyweight, but not punishingly so. 
The Tektro Spyre C Twin Piston 
mechanical disc brakes – with 160mm 
rotors – were a reassuring presence on 
some steep, bumpy descents, and it’s a 
testament to the Tiagra groupset that 
the chain never bounced off once despite 
incessant provocation. This wouldn’t be 
my first choice for an entry-level road 
bike, but for something able to cope with 
a bit of off-road, you’d be hard-pressed 
to find anything offering better value.
evanscycles.com

NORCO THRESHOLD 
A TIAGRA CX  £899

But the smooth surface ends at a 
pockmarked concrete ramp that 
swivels out of sight behind some 
trees at an alarmingly steep angle. 
Fortunately, the deepest ruts are on 
the inside – steepest part – of the 
curve, so we stick to the outside edge. 
It’s only as we round the curve – 
already down to our lowest gear - 
that the full horror of the sector is 
revealed. The concrete peters out and 
is replaced by hard-packed earth 
featuring two distinctive 
characteristics that will make this 
the toughest part of the day.  

One is a fissure that weaves  
from side to side of the path,  
varying in depth and width. The 
other is the gradient, which will  
not relent much under 10 per cent – 
and peak at double that – for the  
next kilometre and a half. This 
twisting, bucking trail makes the 
Arenberg Trench look like a cycling 
Super Highway.  

I can only marvel at Longworth’s 
dexterity in dealing with this hostile 
terrain on a standard issue road  


