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Baselayers
A decent baselayer is a winter riding essential –  
it adds extra warmth and helps to keep you dry by 
wicking sweat and moisture away from your skin.

articulated 
construction
In our experience,  
tops that rely on 
panels to provide their 
shape rather than the 
stretch of the fabric 
itself tend to have a 
better – and not quite 
so ‘sprayed on’ – fit.

raglan sleeve
Raglan sleeves are 
joined to the body of 
the baselayer by a 
seam that goes from 
armpit to neckline, 
instead of round the 
shoulder joint. This 
improves comfort and 
freedom of movement.

Heat transfer 
neck laBel
Yes, you can cut out an 
annoying label, but 
having the information 
you need printed 
directly on to the fabric 
where it can’t rub you 
up the wrong way is a 
much better idea.

flatlocked seam
A flat seam is less  
likely to chafe than a 
raised one – something 
that’s important to 
take into consideration 
on a close fitting 
garment that’s 
designed to be worn for 
long days in the saddle.
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we base our scores 
on value for money 
and performance

> Wicking: The process that 
moves moisture from your skin, 
through the fibres of a fabric to the 
outside, where it can disperse.

> Polypropylene: Back in the day, 
all baselayers were made from 
polypropylene. It was very good at 
its job but smelled to high heaven 
and then melted when you put it 
on the radiator to dry after 

washing it. Unsurprisingly it fell 
out of favour as other fibres were 
developed, but now it’s improved 
and making a comeback.

> Merino wool: Wool is a natural 
regulator of temperature – it 
keeps you warm when it’s cold and 
helps cool you when hot. It’s also 
naturally anti-bacterial so it stays 
pong-free for quite heroic 

amounts of time, making it ideal 
for commuters, long weekends 
away and general (as well as bike) 
wear. Its downside is that it 
doesn’t dry as fast as synthetics. 
Merino is softer against the skin 
than some other types of wool and 
less likely to irritate sensitive skin.

> Bamboo: Still quite new and not 
yet mainstream, bamboo fibres 

have anti-bacterial qualities but 
feel similar to cotton, making them 
good for anyone who prefers the 
natural fibres route but can’t wear 
wool. Bamboo doesn’t have quite 
the same instantly-warming feel 
as wool but tends to dry faster.

> Anti-bacterial: It’s bacteria 
that make your sweat smell, so 
look for a fibre with anti-bacterial 

properties or treatments if you 
don’t want the other punters to 
scatter when you remove your 
jacket at tea stops. Wool and 
bamboo are naturally anti-
bacterial. Anything else requires a 
little help to keep you feeling and 
smelling fresh.

Jargon Buster

What to look for
Baselayer buying basics

garments that rely on their fabric to 
provide the fit are never as successful 
as tops or bottoms that have shape 
cut into them. We always look for 
raglan sleeves (which give better 
movement in the shoulders), shaped 
arms and side panels. Tops 
constructed in this way tend to just 
‘drop’ into place rather than having to 
be pulled straight, and instantly feel 
right. Look for flatlocked seams too 
– they’re less likely to rub you up the 
wrong way, especially if you regularly 
wear a hydration pack.

Synthetic fibres designed for the 
job are incredibly effective at slurping 
up sweat and will dry fast, but that 
efficiency comes at a price and they 
do tend to get smelly very quickly.  
For that reason, many now 
incorporate anti-bacterial treatments. 
It’s a good feature to look for, but not 
a ‘get out of laundry free’ card. Less 
whiffy tops are made from natural 
fibres such as merino wool or, if 
you’re allergic to that, bamboo, but 
these tend to take longer to dry. 
Modern hybrids that combine wool 
with polyester are gaining traction 
and although they tend to be 
expensive, they’re great to wear.

a
wicking layer next to the 
skin should form the 
foundation of all your riding 
wear – especially in winter, 
when you’ll start rides feeling 

colder (and therefore grateful of the 
extra layer) but will need a way of 
dealing with sweat once you warm  
up. That’s because having moisture 
on or next to your skin is the fastest 
way to get cold once you’re not 
working so hard.

In order for a baselayer to do its  
job properly, the fabric has to be 
touching your skin, so a designed- 
for-the-purpose base will be tight 
fitting – anything from bondage  
snug to more of a slim-fit T-shirt feel. 
As a general rule, we go tighter for 
more intense riding or racing and 
looser for more laidback outings or 
tops that we want to do double duty 
as riding jerseys. 

Which brings us on to weight. No, 
not your weight. Fabrics vary from 
lighter varieties designed to always 
be used in conjunction with a jersey 
mid-layer (these tend to be the 
skintight ones) to more substantial 
materials that can also be worn alone 
in milder conditions. All the tops in  
this test will help keep you warm by 
virtue of the fact that they help keep 
you dry, but if you love long days out 
and conditions can get exposed, or if 
you feel the cold more than most, 
look out for fabrics that have a 
brushed inner surface.

You’d think that fit wouldn’t be an 
issue in anything made from stretchy 
material, but in our experience 

ExcEPtional:  
A genuine class leader

VEry good: One of the 
best you can buy

good: It’ll do the job  
and do it well 

BEloW aVEragE: 
Flawed in some way

Poor: Simply put,  
don’t bother! 

russell Burton 
Russ pedals many 
miles every month 
in search of the 
perfect photo, in all 
kinds of weather. 
Keeping warm and 
dry makes his day a 
whole lot easier, so 
he’s well placed to 
pick the perfect 
winter baselayer.

The
TesTer

TesTing baselayers is 
almost as simple as just wearing 
them on the bike – but not quite. 
We create as much consistency  
as possible by wearing them with 
the same accompanying 
mid-layers and jackets in order to 
get the best comparison.

Ultimately, some tops lend 
themselves more to one type of 
riding or use, and if that’s evident 
then we say so in the review. To 
arrive at the final score we assess 
the tops based on four criteria: fit, 
fabric, construction and value. 

Fit is the key to all good bike 
clothing. To some extent it comes 
down to personal preferences – 
what works for one rider won’t 
necessarily work for all, and that’s 
fine – but if we think the cut is 
fundamentally unsuited to cycling 
we’ll let you know. 

Fabric and construction are 
about the quality of the garment 
and functionality of the fabric – 
comfort next to the skin being 
crucial for a baselayer. 

Finally, value is about getting 
what you pay for, and not simply 
being affordable – although 
sometimes you do get that 
gold-star combo of high 
performance and low price.

How we  
tested tHem



straight and comfortable. Once in 
position they didn’t move and we 
didn’t want to much either. The 
balance also seemed off, with the 
front of the top feeling noticeably 
longer than the back. 

So not a complete success, 
although if you size up and can make 
the fit work for you, it’s a bargain for 
a merino base.

ThirTy-five quid is at the bargain 
end of pricing for merino baselayers 
so we were keen to try out this 
promising looking top from DHB. 

The fabric is lightweight, but soft 
and smooth on the skin – definitely 
one for the can’t-usually-wear-wool 
brigade. So far so good, but the cut is 
a bit of a challenge. 

Our medium test top was on the 
tight side of snug, with arms so slim 
that it was difficult to get them 

DhB Merino
£34.99   Wiggle www.wiggle.co.uk
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£29.99   decade Europe www.decade-europe.com

royal Membrane
The MeMbrane looks and feels 
pretty much as you’d expect it to for 
the price – it’s a basic base that  
does the job.  The fabric is relatively 
light and smooth, wicks well, doesn’t 
get cold too quickly when you stop 
and dries fast. 

The seams are flatlocked – 
something that’s always good to see, 
but especially so at this price point 
– and the fit is relaxed. A little too 
relaxed, for our preference – there’s 

a lot of room through the body for a 
baselayer, which makes it feel more 
like a loose-fit jersey. If you wear it 
alone under a softshell jacket that’s 
fine, but layering it under another 
jersey isn’t as smooth a process as  
it could be.

That said, it’s an uncomplicated 
top that offers efficient wicking at  
an unfussy price.

£32   BaM Bamboo clothing www.bambooclothing.co.uk

BAM Bamboo raglan
pull it on. There are thumb loops for 
extra warmth – we find these are 
better used when fettling rather than 
riding, but they’re a nice addition  
and useful if you’re a runner as well 
as a biker. 

Overall, this is a high-comfort top 
that has the appeal of a long-sleeve 
tee with the handy addition of 
temperature-regulating performance.

baMboo fabric, like merino 
wool, is naturally anti-bacterial. But it 
has a smooth, more cotton-like feel 
so it’s a good option if you don’t want 
to go synthetic but can’t wear wool. 
And it was the stretchy comfort that 
we liked most about this top. 

The cut isn’t cycling-specific and 
the seams are bulkier than we’d like 
– increasing the risk of chafing if  
you wear a pack – but the material 
feels great from the moment you  

The inner surface is the best 
part of this top. With a plush 
brushed finish, it’s soft next to the 
skin and very warm – the Pacho is 
definitely one for colder days. The 
fabric’s outer surface feels 
especially synthetic though, and 
really quite harsh to the touch. So, 
cosy feeling inside or not, we found 
it hard to warm too. 

The cut is boxy, not fitted like the 
most effective baselayers in this 

test. But despite this relaxed fit, the 
arm holes still feel tight when you’re 
on the bike. Add in the scratchy  
label at the back of the neck and this 
top simply isn’t as comfortable as it 
could or should be. 

It may be super-warm but we’d 
recommend saving this one for other 
winter sports where you don’t need 
ride-specific design.

Maloja Pacho
£66   Maloja www.malojauk.com
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£50   cycling Sports group www.cyclingsportsgroup.co.uk

sugoi Carbon
we love, love, love the shape of 
this Sugoi baselayer. The cut is 
excellent and the top seems to move 
exactly with you through the 
shoulders and arms. 

The length is good too – more 
than generous, even on a tall tester 
– so the top stays tucked in (or sits 
comfortably but securely in place 
outside the waistband of your 
shorts), no matter how much you 
throw your bike around. 

The carbon fabric is synthetic but 
has one of the softest and most 
appealing feels we’ve come across 
– it’s almost like cotton but with fast 
wicking, fast drying performance 
benefits. However – and there’s no 
getting away from this – the Sugoi 
top smells very bad by the end of a 
ride. There’s no hanging this one 
outside to ‘air  it for a bit’.

£70   Scott Sports www.scott-sports.com

scott 9zr0
we’ve found ourselves 
wearing this merino wool baselayer 
as a T-shirt as much as on the bike 
– it looks good enough to do that  
and now we’re into properly cold 
weather is a much nicer option than 
a standard cotton tee. 

The merino gives it an instantly 
warm feel and once you’re on the 
bike the shape through the shoulders 
gives plenty of room to move, with 
the body being cut close enough to 

layer over. This particular test top 
has taken an astonishing amount of 
punishment with no sight of a 
washing machine, yet it still doesn’t 
smell. For that reason we’d 
recommend the Scott baselayer 
highly for weekends away and  
bike/camping trips when packing 
space and the will to change clothes 
are at a minimum.

£25   Fox www.foxhead.com

Fox First Layer
lower price poinTs usually 
mean appropriately lower 
expectations, but the Fox First Layer, 
although simply styled, doesn’t feel 
basic. The fabric has an almost silky 
feel, which means it slides on easily 
and jerseys can be just as easily 
layered over the top. 

The cut is relaxed for a baselayer, 
and for that reason we’ve been 
pairing it with looser jerseys. It 
doesn’t add a huge amount of  

extra warmth but wicks well and 
dries fast. There are small touches 
you’d expect to find on pricier tops 
– panel stitch detailing, well-cut 
raglan sleeves and a heat transfer 
neck label – which make it look more 
expensive than it is. 

The only downside? You won’t be 
the most fragrant rider at the end of 
a long day.

£46   Berghaus www.berghaus.com

Berghaus Active Thermal Crew
one of The heavier-weight 
baselayers we tested, this is 
substantial enough to wear alone 
and not feel like you’re out in your 
undies. It’s the one we’d reach for if 
we were heading out into the 
unrelenting dank that refuses to lift 
on the greyest of winter days. 

Despite being relatively hefty, a 
smooth finish to the outside means 
that it layers easily, and it dries 
quickly once you stop taking 

advantage of its wicking ability. 
Despite not having a bike-specific 
cut, this is one of our favourite 
all-rounders. With good length in the 
body and room through the 
shoulders, it doesn’t feel restrictive 
when riding. The slim but not skinny 
fit means that it doubles as a 
performance T-shirt and looks 
acceptable when worn casually too.



For thousands more reviews

more stylish than most. Sleek merino 
and shallow style statement aside, 
the reason we’ve grown to love this 
top so much is that you can just put 
it on and forget about it thanks to its 
supreme wearability. In fact, 
remarking that it seemed a bit whiffy 
for a merino base, we realised we’d 
been wearing it for several weeks 
without washing it. Enough said.

howies’ baselayers score 
consistently well in tests and this top 
is definitely one of our favourites this 
year. The merino it uses feels 
exceptionally smooth, which is 
probably why there are riders who 
don’t like wool but do like this. 

The shape is slim but not too 
skinny, and you can get away with 
wearing it on its own because the 
design and use of flatlocked seams 
conspire to make it just that little bit 

howies Light Merino
£49   Howies www.howies.co.uk
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£44.99   Zyro www.zyro.co.uk

Altura Thermocool
The TherMocool is what we’ve 
come to think of as a ‘classic’ 
baselayer – it’s black, it’s tight-
fitting… is there any more to add? 
Well, yes. The devil is, as they say, in 
the detail. And the detail is in the 
construction. The body is made as 
one piece – meaning there are no 
side seams – and uses differing knit 
densities. This makes for a top that 
snaps into place and doesn’t twist or 
move around under other layers – it 

has an almost second-skin feel but 
doesn’t feel restrictive. 

We’ve put this baselayer through  
a lot of wear and washing, and it still 
looks and performs like new. It may 
not be one of the cheapest but it’s 
definitely worth the extra budget, 
providing a high level of comfort  
and warming performance at a 
surprisingly sensible price.

£60   Mavic www.mavic.com

Mavic Wool Blend 
The construction is immaculate, 

with smooth flatlocked seams, and 
although the fit is slim (but not 
breathtakingly so), it articulates well 
through the sleeves and shoulders,  
so the whole body doesn’t hoick up 
when you move your arms. It’s not  
a budget option, but its best-of- 
both-worlds functionality means it’s 
worth the investment.

There’s a clue to the 
performance of this new baselayer 
from Mavic in its name – it uses a 
blend of wool and polyester to 
combine natural anti-bacterial 
qualities with faster drying. The 
result is that even though it feels 
light, pulling it on you get the 
instantly cosy feel associated with 
wool baselayers – a great next-to-
skin smoothness that we might even 
prefer to pure merino. 

as The naMe suggests, this 
turtleneck baselayer has 
strategically placed Gore 
Windstopper panels across the 
front, sleeves, shoulders and 
kidneys. It’s not a bulky top so we 
were sceptical about exactly how 
much wind protection you’d get.

The short answer is, a lot. For 
such a slip of a thing it’s very 
effective. Combined with the 
cosy-feeling brushed inner you get  

a lot of extra warmth just from 
slipping this on. And being made 
from the new generation of 
Polypropylene it does its wicking job 
just as efficiently. 

The fit is very close indeed and you 
need to smooth the top into place 
because the Windstopper panels 
make it less stretchy, but that does 
mean easy layering.

Gore Base Layer Windstopper
£69.99   gore Bike Wear www.goreapparel.co.uk
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£65   Helly Hansen www.hellyhansen.com

£55   Bergans www.bergans.eu £25.99   Endura www.endura.co.uk

helly hansen Warm Freeze 1/2 Zip

Bergans Fjellrapp half Zip endura Transmission II

Tester says…

WInners
I’m out in all weathers 
and finding the 

perfect ‘wear at all times 
without thinking about it’ base 
is a constant quest. There were 
some good contenders in this 
test, but the fact I’m now rarely 
parted from my Helly (rides, 
photoshoots and black-tie 
events included) says it all.

click The Tab on the Bergans 
website that says Freeride and 
you don’t get mountain biking, 
you get skiing. The company’s 
Norwegian heritage means it 
knows a thing or two about 
keeping you warm and dry. 

The Fjellrapp is a heavier-
weight merino top that’s 
designed to be worn alone as a 
next-to-skin base or as a mid- 
layer over another, thinner layer. 
We’ve worn it predominantly 
alone under a softshell and  

have been impressed with its 
soft feel and unnoticeable 
flatlocked seams. 

The contrast stitching helps 
avoid the ‘underwear as 
outerwear’ look if you do decide 
to wear it alone, and the high, 
funnel-style neck that can be 
unzipped to suit adds versatility. 
This is another base we’ve worn 
on and off the bike for days at a 
time. It just works.

The TransMission has a 
great cycling cut combined with 
a great fabric at a truly excellent 
price. If you’re looking for a base 
to underpin every ride this 
winter and diligently wick like 
crazy, then you probably don’t 
need to spend a penny more. 

It’s very lightweight so it 
doesn’t add any thermal 
properties beyond helping you 
stay warm by wicking and 
drying fast. That efficiency 
comes courtesy of the use of 

polypropylene – it does have an 
anti-bacterial treatment but we 
found it still develops something 
of a pong by the end of the day  
(though not at a level that will 
lose you friends). 

The cut is good and long, with 
raglan sleeves to provide superb 
freedom of movement despite 
the skintight fit. This is a 
superbly efficient top, at a price 
you can’t go wrong with.

 next montH      Disc brakes 
15 hydraulic stoppers tested ON SALE 7 FEBRUARY

didn’T everyone have a ‘Helly’ 
back in the day? The striped-sleeve 
T-shirt that, if it wasn’t the original 
baselayer, certainly feels like it ought 
to have been? Times have moved on, 
and the Warm Freeze uses Helly’s 
signature LIFA technology – 
developed to ensure the layer next  
to your skin is dry – in combination 
with merino wool. 

On the inside you can see a sort of 
honeycomb construction, which in 
our experience always delivers good 
moisture management, and in this 
case is also non-itchy and soft 
against the skin. The outer layer is 
merino, adding extra warmth and a 
more substantial feel. 

The half-zip design meant we  
wore this baselayer a lot in place of a 
jersey underneath a waterproof or 

softshell jacket on autumn rides. On 
averagely cold days it provided plenty 
of warmth, and the zip garage is a 
nice touch that adds to the jersey-
quality feel. Although it isn’t bike-
specific, the active cut allows for a  
lot of movement and it’s plenty long 
enough in the arms and body. 

Now that the true cold of winter 
has set in, we’ve been layering up 
more and the balance between 
warmth and wicking performance 
puts it in a class of its own. 

We’ve taken to pretty much living 
in this top, wearing it alone with a 
gilet for everyday use and just adding 
extra clothes for riding. With a 
winning combination of fit, fabric and 
performance, it’s perfect. Try it now.


