
Gran Fondo del Capitano b Sportive

CYCLIST.CO.UK    117116    CYCLIST.CO.UK

Italian
In the rolling hills around Tuscany and  
Emilia-Romagna, the Gran Fondo del Capitano 
provides beauty and pain in equal measure

Words ANNA CIPULLO  Photography BEN READ



o Italian sportive would be complete 
without the thump-thump-thump 

of Euro-dance at the start line. It’s 
early in the morning and the historic 
streets of Bagno di Romagna are being 
blasted with noise while riders slowly 

gather beneath the gantry for the start of the 
Gran Fondo del Capitano. As a sun-bleached 
Alfa Romeo reverses towards us ahead of the 
controlled rollout, the DJ shouts, ‘Su le mani!’ 
and we all dutifully raise our hands in the air. 

The whole town is buzzing and the locals are 
out in force to support the race beneath a pure 
blue sky broken only by the occasional flutter 
of tiny yellow birds and confetti. By 8am it’s 
already 25°C. 

As a journalist I’m ushered into the front row 
alongside riders that look to be a lot fitter (and, 
dare I say it, less hungover) than myself. It’s not 
my fault – I was invited into a local wine-tasting 
session the previous evening and things got a 
little out of hand. I am aptly placed somewhere 
between professional cyclist Matteo Montaguti 

of AG2R La Mondiale and a 69-year-old female 
rider from the coastal flatlands of Milwaukee. 

Before I know it the countdown is underway 
and I can feel riders pushing at my back wheel 
as they jostle for position. The DJ shrieks what 
I presume to be ‘Go!’, at which point the Alfa 
Romeo pulls away and I’m practically flattened 
by riders surging forward with UCI points in 
their eyes. 

Marshals stand on traffic islands frantically 
whistling and waving flags, and the feel is more 
like that of a football match than a sportive. It’s 
supposed to be a controlled start, but Italian 
sportives have a reputation for being as spicy as 
homemade arrabbiata. This one lives up to it.

The streets are smooth and wide and the first 
few kilometres are on a 2% downhill gradient, 
which lends itself to some high-speed group 
riding straight off the bat. It’s a far cry from 
the wine-fuelled cafe saunters I’ve become 
accustomed to while exploring the region 
during the week. I take one look at the peloton’s 
fresh, determined faces and, with the taste of 
ouzo still at the back of my throat, wisely decide 
to squeeze to the side of the road and let them fly 
by in a blur of fluorescent kit and carbon wheels. 

The group stretches out into the distance 
as it heads for the first climb, the Passo della 
Consuma. The entry to the climb is a sharp 
right-hand turn off the main road that sees 
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What Gran Fondo del Capitano
Where Bagno di Romagna, Italy 
Distance 140km long route,  
75km medium route
Elevation 3,100m long route,  
1,700m medium route
Next one TBC, but expect it to  
be in June 2019 
Price €30
More info granfondodelcapitano.it

The details
Ride the heart of Italy
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The DJ shrieks 
what I presume  
to be ‘Go!’ and  
I’m practically 
flattened by riders 
surging forward

Top: Cyclist (second 
right) awaits the start 
with other riders 
including our guide, 
former pro Alessandro 
Malaguti (right), and 
69-year-old Lori (left)

Left: The start in Bagno 
di Romagna is supposed 
to be neutralised, but 
the riders are hard at  
it from the off

Below: Pro rider Matteo 
Malucelli (right) races at 
ProContinental level for 
Italian team Androni
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the gradient spike straight up to 6%, and the 
sudden change of tempo catches a few riders 
out. As I pass, I see one rider fumbling with a 
wheel and inner tube at the side of the road, 
while another is stood in bewilderment next  
to his bike clutching a crank arm in his hand. 

Attack and release 
Nearly 50km in, the medio course riders fork 
left to complete their 75km loop over the Monte 
Fumaiolo, a 1,407m mountain I had the pleasure 
of tackling two days prior. It has a gentle 3% 
gradient that lulls you into a false sense of 
comfort before the last 3km, which ranges from 
6-11% – the perfect place to launch an attack, 

just as Vincenzo Nibali did during the 2017 Giro 
d’Italia, leaving Geraint Thomas in his dust. Two 
of my English-speaking comrades make a similar 
attack for the shorter loop, leaving me and my 
ride companion, former pro Alessandro Malaguti, 
alone at the back of the long loop. Traitors. 

Ahead is the Passo Mandrioli, a climb of 
12km with 700m of ascent to its 1,173m peak. 
The views to the left are nothing short of 
stunning. The mountains are like crinkle-cut 
ridges covered head-to-toe with bottle green 
trees, taking on the appearance of a well-worn 
bobbled green jumper. There are no signs of 
civilisation on the horizon, only the occasional 
cluster of riders on the dark tarmac ribbon that 
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The rider’s ride
Colnago C-RS Ultegra,  
£3,100, windwave.co.uk 

Although hailed as Colnago’s affordable ‘entry-level’ 
road bike, the C-RS hasn’t been shortchanged on 
the Italian brand’s usual handling panache or classic 
aesthetics. The C-RS takes its cues from the V2-r 
aero road bike, but is half the price and features a 
much friendlier geometry. Having ridden a sportive 
aboard the V1-r, I can confirm the C-RS is far comfier, 
both in riding position and lack of jarring stiffness, but 
it still has a racy feel that laps up corners. It does have 
a little bounce in its step when the road gets rough, 
but it’s otherwise a sturdy, confidence-inspiring ride 
that descends as well as many high-end bikes.  

The mountains are like crinkle-cut 
ridges, taking on the appearance of  
a well-worn bobbled green jumper
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Far left: The first  
climb out of Bagno di 
Romagna features  
a 6% gradient to 
Acquapartita, and was  
a regular training route 
for the legendary  
Marco Pantani 

Above: Riders tackle 
the Passo del Mandrioli,  
a 12km climb with 
700m of ascent to  
the pass at 1,173m
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skirts around the contours of the mountains 
in a lazy and indirect fashion. 

I tap out a rhythm until I arrive at the top, 
where a feed station awaits with some water, 
fruit and bruschetta. I grab some snacks, have a 
quick comfort break and head quickly down into 
Badio Prataglia, a brief suburban affair before 
we’re released back into the wild to climb up 
to Camaldoli. At 850m this mountain would be 
considered a sturdy climb in the UK, but it barely 
registers on the profile of this event. 

Alessandro and I slog to the top and cruise 
down the other side, with views to the horizon 
completely open for me to marvel at. I’ve seen 
enough wine bottle labels from my previous 
evening’s research to know that I’m entering 
Tuscany. Ahead of me a small green hill juts out 
from the main town with a castle and a handful 
of terracotta-roofed villas nestled on top of it. 

As we approach the bustle of the town, 
a black cat darts out into the road, forcing a 
Piaggio to brake hard and leaving a Fiat Panda  

nowhere to go but into the back of the tiny 
three-wheeled truck. The occupants clamber 
out of their vehicles and shout and gesticulate in 
a manner that only Italian men can. I leave them 
to it. I’ve got my own battle to think about – a 
16km flat and windy road to Poppi. 

Pain and glory
The headwind means my ride companion and  
I have switched into two-up time-trial mode. 
Alessandro is an ex-pro rider formerly of 
Unieuro-Wilier. He moans he is ‘fat’, having 
gained 12kg since his racing days, but he still 
looks svelte and has the legs of a German track 
sprinter. As such, I have no qualms about 
hiding in his lee, but even with my slipstream 
advantage I find it hard to keep up with him.

I try to take my mind off the pain of holding his 
wheel by admiring the Tuscan views. Misty blue 
mountains set a contrasting backdrop for golden 
fields of corn dotted with red poppies that dance 
in the wind. They seem to be having a good time, 
but I’m not so sure I am any more. 

Waiting impatiently ahead is the Passo della 
Calla. I hit the bottom and work my way into the 
shelter of its beech tree woodlands with 16km of 
5-8% gradients ahead of me. Alessandro brings 
the hill to life with stories of racing here in the P 

I’ve seen enough 
wine bottle labels 
from my research 
to know that I’m 
entering Tuscany

Right: There are no  
signs of civilisation on  

the Passo del Mandrioli 
as the tarmac skirts  

the mountain

Below: Cola is the drink  
of choice on the Passo 

della Calla after 90km of 
riding. Refreshments are 

essential given that there 
is still 50km to go

Below right: There’s  
one last climb up the 

Passo del Carnaio  
before the descent  
to the finish back in  
Bagno di Romagna 
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Do it yourself
TRAVEL
Cyclist flew to Bologna, which is served  
by a number of UK airlines. It’s then a 
two-hour drive to the start town of Bagno 
di Romagna, which sits near the border 
between the Emilia-Romagna region  
and Tuscany.

ACCOMMODATION
We stayed at the four-star Hotel 
Euroterme (euroterme.com), situated 
pretty much on the start line of the Gran 
Fondo del Capitano, and we took full 
advantage of the thermal pool filled by the 
local hot spring. Prices start from €59 per 
person per night for bed and breakfast. 
Alternatively, see granfondodelcapitano. 
it/hotel for a list of bike-friendly 
accommodation options, or terrabici.com 
for other hotels, guides and route ideas. 

THANKS
Many thanks to Alessandro Malaguti  
for being my guide and pacemaker for  
the event; to Paolo Teverini for the wine 
cellar tour in his beautiful restaurant;  
and to Andrea Manusia for being the  
most incredible host who showcased  
far more than I could fit into this feature.
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2015 Giro, including the time he used this 
descent to catch up to a bunch, but ended up 
overshooting a corner and scrabbling back up a 
dirt slope on all fours with his bike on his back. 
Later in that Giro, Alessandro would grab the 
biggest result of his career, battling with three 
other Italians to take a close third on Stage 10. 

Two years later, this climb was host to Tom 
Dumoulin’s struggle to control early attacks 
on Stage 11 of the 2017 Giro. Spanish rider 
Omar Fraile would go on to win that stage, but 
Dumoulin held on to the pink jersey, and would 
go on to become the first Dutch rider to win the 
race on its 100th anniversary. 

As these triumphant stories flicker in my 
head, I’m acutely aware of how indifferent the 
mountain is to my own presence. My legs had 

let out a silent groan at the bottom of the climb 
and now they are beginning to complain bitterly. 
Alessandro notices my weary expression and 
explains to me that a bike is like a woman: ‘If you 
don’t work with her, she will leave you. It is like 
training with the bike, no?’ He is of course right, 
and now I’m concerned my bike is going to leave 
me for a fitter partner at the end of this ride.  

I crest the Passo della Calla on a tree-lined 
road to find a somewhat unceremonious cafe full 
of motorcyclists. There is no view or monument 
to mark the occasion. I down two cups of cola 
and shove marmalade on bread into my mouth, 
aware that I’m 90km in and on the verge of 
cramping with 50km still to go. The descent 
ahead offers me a little hope, knowing I can  
tick off 25km without really needing to pedal. 

The final climb is like a scene from a 
battle as weary souls crawl upwards 
with pain etched on their faces
P 

Top: False summits  
strike blow after blow  
on the gruelling climb  

to Passo del Carnaio 

Right: The summit  
of the Passo del Carnaio 

overlooks the patchwork 
fields and cypress trees 

that are typical of the 
Emilia-Romagna region

We fly down the road, which has an alpine 
feel thanks to its aggressive switchback turns 
and rocky cliffs held in place by strong wire 
mesh. Alessandro executes perfect lines around 
the hairpins ahead of me, easily pulling away 
with one hand on the handlebar and the other 
checking the contents of his back pockets as 
though he were casually riding to the shops. 

The air is hot and dry, and the wind is hitting 
my face like an open fan oven. After 10km of 
descending I’ve forgotten about the pain in my 
legs, but I’m pretty sure my arms are about to 
cramp. I’m starting to wish for a short climb to 
take a rest on. 

As my body fatigues, my bike-handling 
abilities desert me. I’m braking far too early and 
taking simple corners like they’re hexagonal. 
Things are getting emotional.

Saints and sinners 
Finally we arrive in Santa Sofia, 20km from the 
finish. I’m looking a little worse for wear at the 
foot of the last climb, the Passo Carnaio. The 
end is just over that mountain. It’s close and 
yet it seems a lifetime away as I stretch out my 
cramping hamstrings by a feed station full of 
concerned faces. 

Alessandro gets me to lie on my back and 
helps me stretch for while. Yesterday, he had 

been the one lying on his back on this very 
mountain, pretending to crash on a corner with 
his bike upside down in the grass and legs in the 
air shouting ‘mamma mia!’ just for laughs. My 
situation seems a little less funny as I look up at 
Alessandro from my grassy patch of shame. 

The final climb is like a scene from the 
aftermath of a battle as weary souls crawl 
upwards with pain etched on their faces and 
sweat dripping from their helmets. The reward 
at the summit of the Carnaio is a heavenly view 
of pistachio-green and limoncello-yellow fields 
accented by cypress trees and rolled bales of 
hay, while ahead the road meanders gently back 
down to the salvation of Bagno di Romagna. 

On arrival, I hobble off in search of the pasta 
cooked up by local legend Paolo Teverini, who 
owns the Michelin-starred restaurant across 
the road. I wolf down two portions of fresh 
pasta and a custard tart, and recline in my chair. 
Around me is a picture-postcard scene of narrow 
alleyways between wonky buildings with 
colourful flower boxes. My heart melts a little 
and the smile returns to my face. Sure, we had 
a fight today, but Bagno di Romagna has shown 
me a lot of love, and it’s a holiday romance that 
will be hard to leave behind. 
Anna Cipullo is a freelance writer who is feeling 
much better now, thanks for asking
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