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already demanding descent even more taxing, and by 
the end I was gingerly picking my way between rough 
slabs of wet rock at a pedestrian pace.

Once on tarmac I decided to make an unsched-
uled stop at nearby Ennerdale Bridge, where the 
warmth of its pub proved a welcome way to sit out 
the showers. My bedraggled appearance prompted 
some banter at the bar, where one of the locals 
looked alarmed when I told him I was planning to 
ride through Scarth Gap Pass tomorrow. “You’d be 
quicker walking”, he informed me, and it was with his 
comment in mind that I left somewhat despondently 
once the wind and rain had died down.

I set out along Ennerdale’s northern shore at dusk, 
the track becoming increasingly saturated towards 
the aptly-named Mireside, I noted with a rueful smile. 
Still, the glimpse of a setting sun lightened my mood 
and lent a warm tinge to the clouds if not my limbs. I 
decided to camp on higher, sheltered ground given 
the inclement weather, and noticed the high mound 
of Bowness Knott protruding from the tips of the 
pines at the western fringe of Ennerdale Forest. From 
the clearing I enjoyed not only the forest’s protection 
but also fine views over the lake, framed by the ridges 
of the high fells beyond.

I had envisioned camping on the shores, 
enjoying a leisurely supper by the fire. In truth it 
was more of a perfunctory experience; the dead 
wood was too wet for a fire, the air too chill to sit 
out for long, so with all my layers still on I zipped 
up the tent and my bag and got my head down for 
the night. My immediate thoughts on waking were 
of the pass I had to tackle, which during the night 
seemed to have taken on epic, almost mythical 
proportions. I banished these thoughts over a 
breakfast of porridge and nuts and headed back out 
to rejoin my trail. I soon realised I was dawdling, 
clearly making the most of a pleasant path between 
the treeline and lake. As the lake soon receded, in 

a gap in the trees I could make out the stony crag 
of Red Pike looming high above the trees. It served 
to shake me out of my reverie and steel my resolve. 

As I rode alongside the River Liza I could just about 
make out the path that runs precariously between the 
peaks of High Stile and High Crag, knowing I would 
soon be joining it. I craned my neck to see the scree-
covered slopes of High Crag tumble down into the 
pass, and my heart was almost in my mouth as I 
doubled back on a bridle path that rose away from the 
river and rapidly disintegrated as I left the trees’ embrace 
and began to scale the grey slopes. The pass seemed 
to start out as it meant to go on, pitching immediately 
up and weaving between huge slabs of rock that had 
gathered over millennia at the feet of these two giants 
– Hay Stacks and High Crag. It was just as I had feared, 
an insurmountable mixture of blunt boulders, boggy 
scrub and jagged scree, over all of which ran a network 
of ice-cold rivulets, like me trying to find the path of 
least resistance. I managed to ride much further than 
I expected, though, albeit at a laughably low cadence, 
before succumbing to the unrelenting gradient and 
lack of traction. I was heartened when I saw Hay Stacks 
was already behind me by the time I finally dismounted, 
walking a weary kilometre and eventually shouldering 
the bike up a staggering one-in-four segment. The pass 
finally peaked at 450 metres, but the descent was no 
less challenging. In parts I still had to push, but for most 
of the 2km drop to lake-level I stayed mounted, using 
every last ounce of energy and testing my handling 
skills to the limit. Never before, I realised as I rumbled 
over Peggy’s Bridge and hit reassuringly firm ground 
through Burtness Woods, had I exhausted myself so 
utterly going down-hill. 

Back at Buttermere I slumped over my bars taking 
laboured breaths. Then I noticed it: beneath the 
tiredness, the burning in my thighs and the aching in 
my wrists, there was another feeling, and one that I 
hadn’t expected. I could only describe it as exhilaration.
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