
Tour of the Picos de Europa (17
th

 May to 31
st
 May) 

Day 0, Wednesday 18
th
 May 

Fly to Santander and meet up in the hotel. 

Despite a well laid plan that would have had ten cyclists arriving in Santander on the 

Brittany Ferry, Pont Aven, in the late afternoon of May 18
th
 to meet up with four who 

had arrived by other means, in the event seven travelled by plane and met just two who 

were already in the Bahia Hotel. Ignacio from Iberocycle met us all at the airport. 

A week before we were due to sail from Portsmouth, Brittany Ferries sent an email to say 

that the voyage was cancelled. To trump this piece of unwelcome news Frank phoned 

from Spain the day before we caught our flights to inform me that Françoise had slipped 

over while they were out for a walk near the coast and broken her leg and was in hospital, 

waiting to find out about the surgery that would be necessary. 

We had designed and mapped out the itinerary and were collaborating with a Spanish 

cycle touring company, Iberocycle, who recommended and booked all our hotels, and 

who were organising the transport of luggage from hotel to hotel. With the cancellation 

of the ferry it was no longer practical for us to travel with our own bikes. Fortunately 

Iberocycle came to the rescue and within three days of hearing about the cancellation 

they had come up with an assortment of suitable bikes for the seven of us who were 

flying, ranging in size from 50cm to 62cm, and with hybrids for those of us who wanted 

low ‘touring’ gears for the mountains. The holiday was still very much on. 

Our nine person team: 

Colin 

Brian 

Lilian 

Jennie J 

David J 

Pam 

Neil 

Keith 

Tim  

 

  



Day 1, Thursday 19
th
 May 

Ride from Santander to Comillas via Santillana del Mar  

In gentle but persistent rain nine of us took the cycle path along the water front away 

from the city, traversing one of the beaches, the Playa de los Peligros, on a corrugated 

boardwalk before looping past the beach at Sardinero and out into the countryside 

beyond. At Liencres we had agreed a rendezvous with Frank who sadly had been waiting 

for us in the rain outside our intended café to tell us that the café was closed. Frank left us 

to go back to his hotel before visiting Françoise while the rest of us went further down 

the road for our coffee. 

The rain stopped soon after 

elevenses, blue patches of sky 

appeared and we were soon able to 

appreciate the green beauty of the 

Cantabrian coast with commanding 

views over the beaches and ocean. 

A complicated route brought us to 

the beautiful historic town of 

Santillana del Mar where we leaned 

our bikes on the ancient stones of 

the Restaurante El Castillo and went 

in for a sumptuous Menu del Dia. 

We took some time to enjoy the architectural marvels of the town before riding out for 

the final 19 kms of the day to Comillas which we entered via some difficult cobbled 

streets and ultimately found our way to El Capricho, one of Antonio Gaudí's architectural 

masterpieces which was well worth the few Euros it cost to visit. With just a short uphill 

ride to our hotel remaining to complete the ride, the Gaudí villa was a good way to end 

our day of great scenic, architectural, and meteorological diversity. 

Plaza Major, Santillana del Mar                          El Capricho de Gaudí, Comillas 



Day 2, Friday 20
th

 

Ride to Cangas de Onís via San Vicente, Panes and Las Arenas 

This was a more serious day of cycling, with some 90 kms to cover, but one which 

offered a striking variety of coastal and mountain scenery and included some big hills, 

even before elevenses in San Vicente de la Barquera, an ancient port which is most 

beautiful to look down on from any of the hills which surround it. Before descending to 

the beaches before San Vicente we had our first views of the snow capped mountains of 

the Picos in the distance. 

After a long climb out of San 

Vicente and an easy descent we 

found ourselves at a junction in 

Unquera where we turned south to 

follow the Río Deva through to 

Panes for lunch, crossing from the 

province of Cantabria into Asturias. 

The road west from Panes follows the Río Cares, a meandering 

and vigorous river whose water is a rich clean turquoise colour. 

The road took us through a steep sided valley to Las Arenas de 

Cabrales, a good place for afternoon tea to refuel before the climb 

up to Ortiguero which would dominate the afternoon. As we left 

Las Arenas we caught sight of the mighty Picu Urriellu, the 

region's most iconic feature, a colossal monolith which thrusts up 

from the snowy peaks around it. It is known in Spanish as the 

Naranjo de Bulnes. 

Although our group contained several A Group types we ignored the road to the south 

which follows the Cares further upstream and which took last year’s riders in stage 15 of 

the Vuelta a España up the steep road to the mountain village of Sotres. Instead we 

followed the Río Casaño for a while before climbing away from it, up to Ortiguero where 

another refreshment stop was necessary, before descending to our destination, joining the 

Río Güeña for most of the time until arriving at Cangas de Onís and crossing the mighty 

Río Sella to reach our hotel, which was only about a minute’s walk from the town’s most 

famous (only?) landmark, the Puente Romano. It would be nice to believe that the bridge 

had been built by the Romans but it was apparently built in the late 13
th
 Century, so 



relatively modern. About 4 kms before reaching the town we had passed the turnoff 

which could have lead us up to the Monastery of Covadonga and the alpine lakes beyond, 

on what is now another regular favourite for cyclists in la Vuelta. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

Café society, Las Arenas de Cabrales  

El Puente Romano de Cangas de Onís 

Pico Urriellu (Naranjo de Bulnes) 

 



Day 3, Saturday 21
st
 

Ride to Posada de Valdeón via the Puerto del Pontón and Puerto de Panderruedas 

The profile for this day’s ride showed a steady climb 

from an altitude of 66m to 1465m stretched out over 

50 kms. We headed south alongside the Río Sella 

until we entered a gorge, the Desfiladero de los 

Beyos, and a refreshment opportunity at the Vente 

de Agüerra, a café that appeared to be popular with 

cyclists; numerous sporty types arrived while we 

were there.  

Some time after entering the National Park 

we emerged at the top of the gorge and 

soon found lunch at Oseja de Sajambre (alt. 

750 m), and were joined by Sergio, our 

guide, transporter of luggage, and support 

person from Iberocycle. Although we were 

pleased with ourselves for reaching this 

lofty altitude by lunchtime the truth was 

that we had not yet completed half of the 

climbing prescribed for the day.  

Lunch at Oseja de Sajambre                               Stop for a photo on the Puerto del Pontón 

Our first objective was the ascent of the Puerto del Pontón (alt. 1294 m), a slow business 

for some of us but a very enjoyable ride surrounded by beautiful forest and wonderful 

alpine vistas, despite the grey cloudiness of the day. We regrouped at the top by which 

time the first to arrive were feeling rather cold. There wasn’t much of a descent to enjoy 

before the final stretch of uphill work to reach the Puerto de Panderruedas (alt. 1465 m). 

We didn’t linger at the top, preferring to get on with the 9 km descent into Posada de 

Valdeón (alt. 930 m) which was a wonderful reward for our exertions but over much too 



quickly, despite the necessary photo stops. The rain came bucketing down five minutes 

after we arrived at our hotel. 

El equipo at the summit of the Puerto de Panderruedas 

Of all the wonderful hotels we stayed in during the tour the small ‘Centro de Turismo 

Rural - Picos de Europa’ was probably the most enjoyable, a family run home-from-

home with its cosy living room and adjacent bar offering splendid views of the 

mountains. Our hosts were welcoming and helpful and served marvellous breakfasts to 

us. Dinner was a five minute walk away, at El Desvan, in the village. 

 

At home in the Centro de Turismo Rural with its late 

afternoon view of the freshly watered landscape 

 



Day 4, 22
nd 

May 

Walk part of the Cares Gorge from Caín towards Puente Poncebos 

We couldn’t all fit into Sergio’s van so he arranged a local taxi for half of us for the ride 

from Posada down to Caín de Valdeón where we found a small store to buy sandwiches 

and fruit to sustain us during the walk. 

We had blue skies for much of this day 

and the scenery on the way down to 

Caín energised us for the walk ahead. 

We stopped at the Mirador del Tombo 

for a photo shoot and further down we 

were shown an elaborate trap into which 

wolves were corralled by local farmers 

and others who were conscripted to help 

with the drive to rid the region of the 

wolves which were hunting their 

livestock, a practice believed to have 

been implemented in the 17
th
 century. 

Some of us went for a serious walk of 

several kilometres in the gorge and 

others opted for an easier day of 

dawdling and taking photos.  But for 

everyone the walk was exciting, with 

breathtaking views through the gorge, of 

the towering rocks above and of the 

fast-flowing river way below. 

The path was built in the early 20
th
 

century as a maintenance path for the 

small hydro-electric scheme and for 

much of the route we were walking 

alongside the canal which is used to 

divert water from the river for the 

scheme. 

Most of us returned to the cafés of Caín 

before the rain started; others didn’t 

quite make it. But the rain brought a 

new atmosphere to the scenery and 

many more photos were necessary 

before our 11 km car journey back up to 

Posada.   



 



 

 

 

 



Day 5, 23
rd

 May 

Posada de Valdeón to Potes via el Puerto de Pandetrave, Llánaves de la Reina, and el 

Puerto de San Glorio 

We had a few steep kilometres out of Posada 

as far as Santa Marina de Valdeón and a little 

beyond but the road settled down into a more 

moderate gradient for the rest of the way to 

the top of the Puerto de Pandetrave (alt. 1564 

m). With a blue sky the views were 

magnificent in all directions. We descended 

to Portilla de la Reina and turned onto the N-

621 towards the Puerto de San Glorio and 

stopped several kilometres from the top at 

Llánaves de la Reina where Sergio had 

scouted out a suitable lunch venue, the Hotel 

San Glorio. We sat outside the front of the 

hotel and ate a hearty meal of fish soup with 

a big wedge of tortilla. Sergio explained that 

the big birds circling overhead were vultures 

though I didn’t learn whether these were 

Griffon Vultures which are frequent flyers in 

this region or some other species, such as the 

Egyptian Vulture. Fortunately they showed 

no particular interest in slow cyclists. 

We pressed on to the summit of the Puerto de 

San Glorio (alt. 1608 m), the pass which 

marks the border between the autonomous 

communities of Cantabria and Castilla y 

León. At the top we took the steep but 

optional 2 km excursion up to the Collado de 

Llesba (alt. 1681 m) and the eponymous 

Mirador. We walked a little further on to 

have a close look at the statue of a brown 

bear, the Monumento del Oso, an iconic 

landmark of the region. The Cantabrian 

Brown Bear is an endangered species with an 

estimated population of around 300 bears in 

the Cantabrian Mountains though not 

contained within the National Park. They are 



timid creatures and will avoid human contact 

if they can and we never came across any. 

From this point it was an extraordinary 

descent for most of the remainder of the day. 

We had to stop at another mirador to admire 

the scenery but it was a straight run, apart 

from all the hairpin bends, for 18 kms down 

to La Vega to sit in the garden of a local café. 

A further short ride, downhill but into the 

wind, took us through to Potes and a further 

2 kms to our hotel in Ojedo. 

 

 



Day 6, 24
th
 May 

Ride to Fuente Dé and take the teleférico up to the high plateau 

If this was the Vuelta a España we would be describing this ride, which follows the Río 

Deva all the way, as a ‘second category’ climb, on which Alberto Contador famously 

won the stage from Santander in 2012 and carried on to win the race a few days later. For 

us it was an opportunity to explore some of the best scenery this small locality, known as 

Liébana, has to offer. 

Brian broke a rear wheel spoke but was fortunately able to continue riding. We consoled 

ourselves with coffee on the terrace of the elegant Hotel del Oso in Cosgaya. 

At the top, Fuente Dé (alt. 1075 m), we bought some food and took the 4 minute ride in 

the teleférico up to the high plateau (alt. 1823 m). We hastily put on all the layers we had 

with us, arm warmers, neck warmers, winter tops, gloves and rain coats before venturing 

out into the cold. 

We strode out into the cold blustery 

wind and trudged through patches of 

snow and sat down behind some rocks 

to eat our bocadillos. Once settled into 

our lunch we were visited by a 

delegation of large black birds who 

perched near our feet to watch us eat. 

We couldn't identify these birds so provisionally named them the 'bocadillo birds' after 

the objects of their curiosity. Later we visited a book shop in Potes to learn that they were 

Alpine Choughs. We noted that they all had identification bands on their legs. 



We set out in various directions to explore and take photos in the mountain landscape. 

Brian, Lilian, Neil and Keith came across a Cantabrian Chamois, known in the region as 

a rebeco. We were surrounded by some mighty peaks and a very imposing landscape but 

although we were exhilarated by our explorations we were not getting any warmer so 

after much exploration we retreated to the café at the head of the teleférico for 

refreshment. Once down, the ride back to Potes with its 750m descent was a huge 

pleasure with the scenery maintaining the high standard we had come to expect, all the 

way down. 

 

 



Day 7, 25
th 

May 

A day off around Potes 

Borja, a mechanic from Iberocycle arrived at the hotel with a replacement wheel for 

Brian who had broken a spoke during the ride up to Fuente Dé. Once again we had good 

reason to be grateful to Iberocycle for sorting out this problem; to our surprise there was 

no bike shop in Potes. 

While I pottered around in Potes most of the group went for a walk through the town and 

up to the Santo Toribio de Liébana monastery, a magnet for pilgrims drawn to see what is 

believed to be the largest surviving chunk of the True Cross on which Jesus was 

crucified. For the pilgrims in our group the walk up this hill and back was about 12 kms. 

After visiting the local Mapping Museum Neil preferred to go for a bike ride and 

ventured part way up the Puerto de Piedrasluengas but reached a point of no return at 

which he decided to ride all the way to the top (1355m). And Brian, after his walk, went 

for a ride some way up this pass too, in order to test his new wheel. So much for days off! 

We ate very well in Potes, partly through not understanding what we were ordering. 

Modern ideas about portion control have simply not made it into this part of Spain and 

we found ourselves eating very hearty meals indeed, including Fabada and Cocido 

Montañes, the popular bean and meat stews of Asturias. 

  



Day 8, 26
th
 May 

Ride to Llanes via the Desfiladero de la Hermida, Panes and Noriega 

It was a considerable pleasure to spend the first 26 

kms of the day riding downhill especially as this 

took us through the Gorge de la Hermida which 

surrounded us with towering walls of rock as we 

followed the Río Deva down to Panes. Panes 

brought us back to a café where we had enjoyed 

lunch six days earlier, and it signalled our departure 

from the mountains. 

We enjoyed the route through to Noriega which 

gently climbed away from valley of the Deva then 

swung up into the green and well farmed hills where 

the immaculate cattle chewed the pasture to the 

bungling and discordant chimes of their bells. 

Our intended restaurant in Noriega was closed but with the final 20 kms of the day being 

mainly downhill we decided to ride until we found somewhere to eat. We arrived at a 

very busy restaurant at San Roque del Acebal where the service was unbelievably rapid 

and the quality and quantity of food left us grateful that we had only a few more 

kilometres to ride, but wondering if we would recover in time for dinner that evening. 

We checked in at the very grand Hotel Don Paco which had been built in a Baroque style 

in 1660 as a convent. The restaurant with its high arched ceiling is in the former chapel. 

The town, a fishing port and popular centre for holidays is rich with interesting 

architecture representing some 700 years of recent history. Very soon after settling in we 

fanned out across the town to explore its streets, the port, the cliff-top coastal path, the 

beach, the old and not so old landmarks. A couple of hours of vigorous sightseeing 

provided us with the necessary appetite for an excellent dinner at the hotel. 



Day 9, 27
th 

May 

A day trip to Ribadesella 

Ribadesella is a coastal town by the estuary of the Río Sella, as the name suggests. It is 

only about 24 kms downstream from Cangas de Onís where we had stayed after our ride 

on Day 2. 

We had a pleasant but unremarkable ride in the morning, stopping in Nueva for coffee. In 

Ribadesella we rode out to the point beneath the lighthouse to look at the views of the 

ocean and the estuary, and then across the bridge to admire the beach and the grand 

seaside villas of the early 20
th
 century Spanish aristocracy. 

Back in the town we made a very poor choice of lunch venue but this was the only 

disappointment of the entire trip. Some opted to take the local train back to Llanes, some 

made a scenic excursion to explore some minor roads while the rest of us toughed it out 

into the strong headwind and were relieved to get back to the hotel. Once we felt revived 

we headed off to Siete Puertas, a terrifically good restaurant which Brian and Lilian had 

discovered earlier. 

  

Looking across to the lighthouse 

A beach near Celorio Nuestra Señora de los Dolores, Barro 



Day 10, 28
th
 May 

A day off in and around Llanes 

Most of us opted to go for a walk around the coastal paths to visit villages and beaches 

such as those at Cué and Andrin. I needed to do a recce of the tricky route we would take 

to leave the town on the following morning and wanted to rediscover the small local 

beaches which I had visited with my family during a camping holiday in the 1990s. 

We enjoyed beautiful weather in the morning and several of us made it back to town 

before the afternoon deluge. Several took refuge in a bar in Cué and resorted to calling a 

taxi when the storm failed to move on. 

For this, our last night in Llanes, the Don Paco served a splendid dinner, launched with 

several glasses of Cava, the Spanish answer to Champagne. 

“To the Beach” 



Day 11, 29
th
 May 

Llanes to Santillana del Mar, via Noriega, San Vicente de la Barquera, and Comillas 

We followed our intricate route on a cycle path out of Llanes, and had to pull over just 

out of the town to watch a large number of cyclists rush through a roundabout during a 

sportive event. 

We had enjoyed the inland route from Panes 

three days earlier so much that we decided 

to retrace our tracks on the AS-343 up as far 

as Noriega for elevenses before dropping 

down into the wide valley of the Río Deva 

which we crossed at Unquera. Then it was a 

long slow climb up to Santillán where we 

stopped to survey the great landscape of the 

Parque Natural de Oyambre which 

encompasses the estuary upstream from San 

Vicente de la Barquera. We enjoyed the 

sunny ambience of San Vicente and found 

lunch at a busy restaurant. We also had to 

admire the immaculately turned out Morgan 

cars which were parked on the sea front. 

On departure I discovered a front wheel 

puncture which delayed us briefly. A poorly 

planned route took us up a very long steep 

hill away from the town and as we rode 

towards Comillas, which had been a serious 

candidate for Tea, the weather started to 

deteriorate so we decided to leg it to 

Santillana without stopping, despite yet 

another very long hill and many more kilometres. 

Most of us were caught in the thick of this heavy rain 

and on arrival at the Casa del Organista left our soggy 

socks and shoes and dripping bikes in the porch, only 

venturing indoors when we had dried off a bit. 

But, typical of the region, the weather soon improved 

and we were able to wander off to expore this 

beautiful historic town, reconvening later for an 

aperitivo, some most excellent white wine at El 

Castillo, on the cobbles in the Plaza Mayor. This very 

popular Rueda wine is made predominantly from the 

Verdejo grape and produced in the Castilla y León 

region. Refreshed, we took ourselves around the 

corner for dinner at La Huerta del Indiano to dine in 

the courtyard while basking in the warm glow of their 

patio heaters.  



Day 12, 30
th
 May 

Ride from Santillana to Mortera, minibus to the Port of Santander 

Despite having a plan to ride into Santander 

it was mutually convenient for ourselves and 

Iberocycle for us to ride to Mortera, their 

HQ, to hand back our trusty hired bikes and 

for them to take seven of us to the city to 

spend a couple of hours exploring before 

catching the ferry. David and Jenny had 

parked their car outside Iberocycle’s 

premises for the duration and left for France 

and its petrol shortages just before the rest of 

us were taken to the city. 

From Santillana, not wishing to cause any 

anxiety about reaching the port in good time 

for the ferry we decided to take a simplified 

route to Mortera rather than retrace the more 

scenic roads we had explored on Day 1. But 

as is often the way with hastily conceived 

routes we managed to simplify the 

navigation whilst at the same time weaving 

some very substantial hills into the short ride 

which wasn’t universally appreciated. 

However we reached Iberocycle HQ in good time 

where we had the pleasure of meeting Simon and 

Montes before boarding their minibus for the final 

journey to the Hotel Bahia which is just across the 

road from the port. The helpful hotel staff put our 

luggage into a storeroom while we visited the city. 

And later we walked into the port terminal in good 

time to board the Brittany Ferry for home. 

We had kept a keen eye on the Brittany Ferries 

vessel tracker during the holiday and confirmed a 

few days before our departure that the ship had 

finally left its dry dock in Brest to resume normal 

service. The crossing to Portsmouth was uneventful 

and it was quite evident that the wonky propeller 

shaft problem, our original source of grief, had been 

rectified. 



Postscript 

The tour was a huge success. Our biggest regret was that Frank and Françoise were 

unable to join us after Françoise broke her leg during a walk just before the tour. 

Using the slightly arbitrary grading of riders in the Wayfarers, the level of difficulty in 

the mountains meant that the A Group riders, Brian, Keith, Colin, Neil, Lilian, David and 

Jennie were sufficiently challenged to satisfy their desires while the B Group 

participants, Pam and Tim were very challenged indeed but not so shattered by the big 

climbs that they became dispirited. And for the most part, it was only on the big long 

ascents that the group became spread out very much, preferring the usual conviviality of 

our club rides most of the time. Neil often kept company with those of us at the back, 

pacing us on the climbs and amusing us with his frequent off-piste detours to explore 

little side roads to check out the alternative scenery. 

Distances were planned with the aim of keeping them low so that there would not be any 

pressure to go particularly fast, especially during the mountain stages. This meant that we 

could enjoy the places where we stopped, take lots of photos, and would have the energy 

and time to explore towns in the evenings before dinner.  

Sightseeing and activities on our days off was a very important facet of the trip and on 

some days we managed to combine quite a hard ride with enjoyable off-bike exploration. 

On most days the ever changing scenery delivered a great sense of exhilaration about 

where we were, with no two days quite the same. The several historic towns and their 

architecture were extremely fascinating. The long walks were popular and there was 

never a shortage of interesting things to explore or scenery to marvel at. 

We were grateful to Iberocycle for the many services provided by them: collaboration 

during the long planning process; finding and preparing seven bikes for us at very short 

notice; picking us up at the airport, transporting our luggage each day; recommending 

and booking us into so many superb hotels and restaurants; support from Sergio during 

our three days in the mountains and accompanying us as guide on our walk in the Cares 

Gorge; Borja coming up to Potes with a replacement wheel for Brian’s bike. 

Iberocycle offer a wonderful portfolio of cycle tours for people like us: 

http://iberocycle.com/cycling-in-spain/ 

Thank you to everyone who joined the tour for your great enthusiasm and capacity to 

enjoy what we were doing, and for all your individual contributions to the fun and esprit 

de corps.  

Tim Court 

July, 2016 

 

http://iberocycle.com/cycling-in-spain/

