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Graham Thompson - Club 100 record: 4:04:25

Thanks ..
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Hon Secretary: Dave Eaton
Hon Treasurer: Phil Mason
Runs Captain: Geraint
Catherall
Editor: David Birchall

… to everyone for their support and understanding in
these disruptive times. After the first lockdown, we were
able successfully to resume Clubruns early in August.
Alas, with the re-emergence of the virus, the return was
short lived. By the end of September we faced the AGM
postponed, Autumn Tints Weekend cancelled, and
Clubruns on hold again. It’s proving very difficult to
navigate the mixture of lockdowns, restrictions, and
differing rules which affect our members on both sides of
the Welsh border.
The Circular is the bright spot. We’ve received generous
contributions which are much appreciated by all of us.
In this issue are articles from Hugh Dauncey, John
Thompson, Phil Whitehead and Liz Birchall (with more
from others to follow). Thank you one and all. DDB
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New Club 100 record - Graham Thompson
I managed to drag my body to a new club 100 record
last Saturday 5th September: 4hrs 4 mins 25secs in a
BDCA event near Derby. I was well beaten by many of
the country's best riders and so am not sure the ride
deserves the record really! I was heading under 4hrs
which I felt would have been more worthy and reflect
the form I had but had some issues. I have to be happy
with what I did! Its a good course and I think team
competition record fell which was amazing considering
the blustery wind. I will send the result sheet next and
have attached a couple of pics that Charlotte took. I had
team Thompson support to help me which was great. I
was seeded so low I didn't even know I would get a ride
and a stressful return to work almost made me not start.
An hour and a half in I felt like falling asleep due to
sleepless nights. Dawn had got me organised and almost
threw me on the bike to go out there and get on with it! So it's down to her I even rode it. John
Whelan probably would have gone maybe 30 mins quicker than that in today's standards though.

Hon Secretary’s Report 2019 / 2020 - Dave Eaton
My report begins with the sad news that two members passed away during the year, Reg
Wilson in January and the Rev Ken Burghall in April. (Reg’s association with the Anfield went
back to the 1940s. Ken’s membership was much more recent. Vicar at Lower Peover and
Peover Superior, he was a wonderful raconteur, with an immense knowledge of Cheshire,
cricket, train timetables, and roads. He identified with the Anfield’s ethos, and that was enough
for Ken - Ed). We also had one resignation, John Lahiff, whose departure we regret.
Clubruns, when we were able to attend them, attracted a regular dozen or so members reaching
a peak of 17 at our more popular venues.
Sadly, Coronavirus put paid to the ‘100’, leaving Shawbury corner desolate on Bank Holiday
Monday morning. Also falling by the wayside were the AGM (postponed until a later date still
to be decided), and the Autumn Tints weekend. One bright spot, however, continues to be the
Anfield Circular, ably compiled and produced by David Birchall, to an ever-higher standard.
Thank you, David, and to all those who send in written contributions.
On the racing front, also severely restricted by Covid, Graham Thompson set a new club
record for 100 miles with a time of 4:04:25. Well done Graham.
The Circular keeps us all connected but this year we have introduced a new channel - a
‘WhatsApp’ platform - which has proved both popular and entertaining.
One area that we must all address is to try and attract some new members to our wonderful
Club in order to ensure our long-term future.
I would like to thank all the members of the Committee for their support and input during what
has proven to be a challenging year for everybody.
Finally, I would like to wish all of the Anfield family a Merry Christmas and a happier 2021.
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WhatsApp and Zoom ....
The Anfield Bicycle Club WhatsApp group has proved successful. It’s all about keeping in
touch, sharing rides and news, when clubruns are not possible. When clubruns are possible,
Geraint Catherall, as Club Captain, has used WhatsApp to confirm whether or not venues are
open and catering.
To join the group, you need to download the
app to your smartphone, and text David
Birchall to join. Because messages are
encrypted, it’s safer and quicker than
emails. And it’s easy to master.
Zoom (screenshot right) is another step into
the brave new world online. When we were
setting up our first virtual committee
meeting, Dave Eaton commented that our
founder members would have been
horrified at the idea of cycling without
leaving home. May be, but it worked well
for the November Committee Meeting.

Clubruns
Old Ma’s, Gatesheath
12th September 2020
I received a text from Peter Catherall asking for signs for Sunday’s WCTTA 25. I let him know
I'd drop them off, then go on to Old Ma's afterwards. At Gatesheath. David Birchall was waiting
and had the latest Circulars with him, received earlier in the week from the printers, before the
Government had imposed the new rules on how many people could meet up due to the rise in the
number of Covid cases. We went inside and ordered food and drink, then sat outside in the warm
sunshine. Phil Whitehead, Peter Keen and Dave Eaton joined us, then Brian Whitmarsh and
Geraint. A good turn out. We talked about the Tour de France, the crashes, and Peter Sagan
getting up to his old tricks of barging with his elbows in sprints, and the penalty he paid. It
wouldn't be the tour if there wasn't some dust up of one sort or another. There was also talk of a
virtual AGM but not many members have the capability for this.
After an hour it was time for home, and I left the happy group hoping that this lockdown will not
be as bad as the last one, fingers crossed. Thanks to all for supporting the run.
Nigel Fellows
Cross Foxes, Overton Bridge
19th September 2020
The notice read ‘New Youth Hostel opening at Overton near Whitchurch’. It was pinned on the
notice board at one of the Youth Hotels visited by Anfield cadets in the early 1960s. A good venue
for a YHA weekend, and we added it to the YHA runs list. A month later another notice in another
hostel gave more details: ‘Nearest station Basingstoke’. Eyes popped. At least it was a good
lesson in the geography of place names: more than one Overton, more than one Whitchurch, and
don’t forget it. Overton Youth Hostel in Hampshire was too far even for Anfield cadets.
Today we were at The Cross Foxes, at Overton Bridge, just down the road from Overton in
Maelor Saesneg. It’s a delightful venue, where the Dee tumbles from the hills and woods of
Wales into pastoral Cheshire. On a summer day you can sit outside soaking in the view for hours,
watch herons fish, and salmon leap. The weather was perfect for such genial activity.
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Covid-19 precautions were strict but
unobtrusive, while friendly staff made us
feel welcome. In our little self-isolating
bubbles at separate tables were Nigel and
Alison, Phil Whitehead, Peter Keen,
Geraint Catherall, Graham Williams and
his son Sean, Mary and David Birchall
(plus Wilber) completing the party. We
were especially delighted to see Graham his first Clubrun for quite a while.
Lockdown, he said, had provided the
chance to get cycling-fit again. What a ride
he and his son had done! With forty-three
hard miles in their legs, their route had
taken them from Deeside over the hills, via
Ruthin, Nant-y-Garth and the Horseshoe
pass to Llangollen. It was a big ride for
Phil and Peter too - about 80 miles by the
day’s end. Not knowing the Cross Foxes,
they were all well impressed by the setting.
After lunch followed a visit to Oswestry.
David Higman (National Cycling Museum,
Llandrindod Wells) had kindly offered me
Social distanced lunch at the Cross Foxes
the very first issue of Cycling (No.1, Vol 1,
January 24th 1891). Promoted as ‘an illustrated
weekly’, it sold for one penny. It’s mission statement: to be impartial and to provide constructive
criticism about all things cycling. Readers were told that an impressive team would be recruited
to gather news from home and abroad. The initial issue included an article on The Future of Road
Racing. A controversial subject, as the sport’s ruling body, the National Cycling Union, was intent
on banning racing on roads. There was also a profile of the Anfield’s Artie Bennett, and many
endorsements for the new magazine from the great names of the sport, including George
Pilkington Mills. A long way to go to the ‘Comic’ that we know and love, but a promising start.
Nets’ Cafe, Denhall
26th September 2020
After meeting at Neston Library, Peter and I headed over the marshes to the Greenway and Evans
Cycles in Chester. The Greenway was busy with runners, dog-walkers, adventurous people on
smart roller-skates and ski sticks, and a mix of professional, club and ‘newby’ cyclists. But
inevitably there is the occasional grumpy person. Today it was a lady carrying a two-metre pole
to ensure that passers-by kept their distance!
At Evans’ Covid restrictions were in place but we did the business - a ‘cool ‘cycling jacket for
Peter and a new set of lights for me - and then headed for Nets’ via the Roodee, Chester
racecourse and the newish Covid testing centre. We are always chattering as we ride and quite
often burst into song – mainly ‘golden oldies’ from the 1960s and 1970s. Despite this, at one
point on the Dee path we caught up with a guy on an e-bike. He stopped at Saltney Bridge but
then sailed past us a while later. We met him again at Nets’ where he told us that he had a faulty
valve. We did not see the rationale until he explained that he was referring to his heart condition.
The moral? Do not rush to judgement about other cyclists!
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John Whelan was already installed at one of the outside tables, and soon Geraint arrived. Peter,
Geraint and I decided that it was too cold outside and sought refuge in the warmth of the café. As
John left, Graham Williams arrived, delayed by a puncture . The conversation was amiable, and
food excellent. For Peter and me, all that remained was the lengthy ride back to Neston. Phil W
Dysart Arms, Bunbury
3rd October 2020
This grim Saturday was blighted by the twin devils Covid-19 and Storm Alex, bringers of plague
and deluge. With Covid-19 re-appearing in Wales, the Welsh government’s latest restrictions
mean that Anfielders in North Wales are able only to attend Welsh clubruns, as crossing the
border is verboten. Conversely, for those of us in Cheshire, it’s Cheshire runs only, as venues in
Wales are out of bounds. However ... Anfielders from both sides could meet in Llanymynech
where the border cuts through the village pub.
Those of us not locked down had planned meeting for lunch at the Dysart Arms, with images in
mind of sitting in the pleasant garden next to the ancient church. But the day was only good for
cycling if you like rain. The most rain in a day since 1891, enough to fill Loch Ness, apparently.
Annual General Meeting
10th October 2020
It should have been the AGM today. Alas, for Anfielders locked down on the Welsh side of the
border their journey to it did not count as ‘essential’. It was just as difficult on the English side,
with meetings of more than six banned, except for ‘business’. Try though we did to find a
loophole, the AGM appeared not to be a ‘business meeting’ within the meaning of the
Regulations. Even had it been, Coddington Village Hall committee would still have needed to
authorise opening the Parish Rooms for us. With such issues, postponement was inevitable.
Instead, we fixed a clubrun to nearby Manorwood Cafe for a socially distanced chat over lunch.
In the end, more bad weather put paid to that too (at least, no one has claimed a clubrun).
The Autumn Tints, Cain Valley, Llanfyllin 16th/18th October 2020
By now, the re-emerged virus was on a roll, causing chaos and confusion. Although Llanfyllin in
Wales was ‘open’, Deeside and Wirral were not. At the start of the month, it had seemed
inevitable that the Welsh government would eventually lock down the whole Principality. Sure
enough it happened over the Tints Weekend with travel restrictions and a ‘firebreak’. Even had
we been able to go, with ‘Anfield’ on our tops, there would have been no welcome in the valleys
for us, thanks to the bad publicity generated by rule breaking Liverpudlians that week.
The Nag’s Head, Lavister
24th October 2020
The Nag’s Head is (just) on the Welsh side of the border - and therefore closed. Which, of course,
meant the run could not go ahead.
Manorwood Cafe, Coddington
31st October 2020
Open today and a good destination for Cheshire Anfielders, but not for our locked down members
in Wales. It mattered not: with weather warnings in force, gales and rain, no-one ventured forth.
Go-as-you-please Clubruns
On 2nd November the Welsh government reopened cafes, pubs and hotels, and eased travel
restrictions. But as this happened, England closed down for four weeks!
So, until December, at least in Cheshire, we are now back to where we were in March. Go-asyou-please cycling, enjoyable though it is, is no substitute for the sociability of Clubruns. Thanks
be, the Cheshire and Welsh countryside is immune from the malignancy of Covid-19, the network
of lanes on our doorsteps is ours to enjoy. Muddy, thorn-strewn and waterlogged as this
November is, the Autumn colours are wonderful, and the countryside a delight to be in.
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In search of Beryl - Phil Whitehead
Reading about Alf Engers and the suggestion that he had
‘something to prove’, led to a book about another icon of
British cycling: Beryl Burton.
William Fotheringham’s The Greatest: The Times and Life of
Beryl Burton, published in 2019, explores the extremely
complicated life of the incredibly driven sportswoman who
wasn’t interested in competing with men, she wanted to beat
them. Many of us have some stories about her or have seen
her racing in real time. Who does not remember the fact that
she set the national record for the 12-hour event in 1967
(277.25 miles) – at 235 miles sweeping past the mighty
Mike Macnamara offering him a Liquorice Allsort?
McNamara actually beat the previous men’s record and went
on to win that year’s BBAR at a record average speed! BB had beaten all the
men in a major endurance event while competing against them in exactly the same conditions.
One under-reported success was the 1968 100-mile time trial championship. In awful weather,
BB (3hr 55min 5 sec.) became the fourth fastest of any gender over the distance. The ride placed
her among Britain’s greatest female athletes. One contributor to Cycling considered it a feat the
equivalent of Olympic athletes Lillian Board or Mary Rand beating the four-minute mile
decisively. How would the world have reacted to that, he wondered?
A prolific champion, Beryl Burton dominated women’s racing in the ‘60s and ‘70s, winning
almost 100 national titles and the British Best All Rounder title 25 years in a row. Her success has
been described as something from a Hollywood film script: five times world pursuit champion,
thirteen times national pursuit champion, twice road-racing world champion, and twelve times
national road-race champion. If only she had been able to take part in the Olympics or in world
championship time-trialling! But she was poorly served by a sport that remained resolutely
unequal throughout her lengthy career. Interesting too that in the 1960s, there were about 230
women’s races each year, but they were contested by only about 300 women, of whom only 25
managed to ride over 21 mph at shorter distances.
She was a fixture in the British cycling world, ‘one of those unique figures ... simultaneously a
god-like person way above the average in what she had achieved, yet accessible because she did
the same races that so many did’. Always very much an amateur, she fitted cycling and racing
round her day job (on a rhubarb farm) and family.
It is clear that she was very complicated: strong-willed, obsessively competitive. There are many
references to her relationship with her daughter Denise who beat her in the national champs – a
defeat that BB found very difficult to accept. Insights into her relationship with her husband and
Denise are explored in some depth. That she unexpectedly failed the eleven-plus had an
extraordinary effect on her need to achieve – like Alf perhaps, she too had something to prove.
BB seemed to be a hard-working, perfectionist child, who was deprived of the success she sought
and effectively branded a failure. Fotheringham muses that she never truly articulated what she
was seeking in cycling. BB died of a heart attack during a social ride delivering invitations to her
59th birthday party. Her daughter Denise suggested that her mother’s competitive spirit and drive
just wore her body out. The final comment goes to Fotheringham: ‘She was well known but noone truly knew her’.
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River Tyne Loop - Hugh Dauncey
If only I had paid more attention in maths lessons at school: I remember the Seven Bridges of
Königsburg problem, as a problem, but have no recollection of how it might be helpful. Between
the mouth of the Tyne and the upper limit of its tidal reaches at Wylam, the river can be crossed
by a ferry (between North and South Shields), a pedestrian/cycling tunnel (between Willington
Quay and Jarrow) and eight bridges. Starting my rides from home in Wallsend, my puzzle has
always been to devise a route that maximises variety, minimises repetition, and gets me to the
right side of the river to reach home while I still have the strength. One approach - maybe suggests taking the ferry and most westward bridge once only, and all intervening crossings
twice. This means some re-use of bridges and the tunnel, but - I think - it's the only way not to
remain stranded on the 'wrong' side of the river ...
The route described here covers Wallsend eastwards to the ferry at North and South Shields, then
westwards to Newcastle-upon-Tyne via the cycling tunnel and - a mere - four bridges. The most
westward bridge is the High Level Bridge in Newcastle. Almost all the route is on cyclepaths.
Eastwards from my front door takes me to Hadrian Road Metro station, where I can cycle over
the line on a graceful concrete bridge. Then I ride down to Wallsend Burn and under the railway
viaduct (1839) over Willington Dene.
At Willington Quay, the pedestrian/cycling tunnel (designed in the '30s and '40s but only
completed in 1951) crosses the river towards Howdon and historic Jarrow, where the route
continues eastwards along the south bank of the river until South Shields.
Between the tunnel and South Shields there is some riding alongside roads, but also on the banks
of burns that join the Tyne, and past Jarrow Hall, St. Paul's Monastery, old industry, new
developments and finally the South Shields Custom House. The ferry (a half-hourly service) is
often busy with cyclists, and reaches the north bank of the river in ten minutes. From North
Shields, Wallsend is gained via the locks at Royal Quays Marina, the Port of Tyne quayside
where ferries from Amsterdam and cruise ships moor, and the Willington Dene viaduct again,
passing oil-rig yards where rusting giants are dismembered or restored. Between Wallsend and
the next crossing at the Millennium Bridge in Newcastle, riding is mostly just above the river,
along the line of a disused railway track converted into National Cycling route 3. There are a few
ups and downs, to which extra - brutal - climbs can be added by dropping down to the river itself,
if one is feeling strong enough. Apart from decayed industry, and thriving businesses servicing
the oil-rig industry, points of interest are the remnants of the Swan Hunter shipyards (Wallsend)
where the Mauretania was built, the remains of the Roman fort and baths of Segedunum
(Wallsend), the old Tar factory (it still smells at low-tide) and old Lead works at Walker, the yacht
marina at St. Peter's Basin, and the mouth of the Ouseburn (an historic industrial area).
Around the Millennium bridge (2000), hazards include: residents of the numerous apartment
buildings developed on former warehouse sites, office workers on coffee breaks, tourists, and
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patrons of numerous waterside watering holes. The bridge delivers cyclists and pedestrians to the
cultural quarter of the Gateshead Baltic art gallery and Sage concert hall. West of the Sage, high
above the river, the George V Tyne Bridge (1928) takes us north again, to the old Great North Rd
through Newcastle to Scotland. But turning left (west) drops under the East Coast mainline to the
old Swing Bridge (1876, designed by Lord Armstrong of armaments fame (friend of Anfielder
Lord Kenilworth) on the site of the Roman bridge (and Old Tyne Bridges) across the Tyne.
The Swing bridge is misnamed, in my view, as it pivots rather than swings, to allow navigation
(but I bore myself). From the Gateshead quayside another climb reaches the Hilton Hotel at the
southern end of the High Level Bridge. Here was the old Gateshead station, which was the
terminus for rail travel from the south until the High Level Bridge was built (Robert Stephenson,
1849) to take the track across to Newcastle's grand Central Station (John Dobson, 1850).
The northern extremity of the High Level debouches at Newcastle's Norman castle. It is the High
Level Bridge that features in the famous Get Carter! film. From the castle keep, we retrace: down
to the Swing Bridge (south), up to the Tyne Bridge (north), down to the Millennium Bridge
(south) before turning eastwards for some uninterrupted riding back to Jarrow and the tunnel.
The south bank of the river towards Jarrow is also mainly a national cycleroute. There are a
couple of nasty changes of altitude such as the Mur de Hebburn (30m in 300m, and it feels like
Eryrys to me), but in general, the route always keeps in sight of the water.
Without wanting to seem chauvinistic and to exacerbate the animosity between Geordies and
Sandancers (those who live in South Shields), the most interesting aspect of this section of the
ride is the view towards the north bank of the river... There are good vantage points to see St
Peter's Marina, Segedunum, Shepherd Offshore, and so on.
But the cyclepath nevertheless also takes us past scrapyards, allotments, yacht builders, through
wooded areas, industrial estates, country parks and so on. There are old wagonways (for moving
coal to the river) and former 'ballast hills'. There's certainly enough variety to maintain interest.
At the south end of the tunnel in Jarrow again, there are three miles left before reaching home.
Once north of the river for a final time, from the Willington Dene viaduct, I follow the burn to
Wallsend Hall grounds, Wallsend Hall, Wallsend Green, and so to home.
This route has covered what are essentially the 'urban' stretches of the Tyne. From Wylam
towards the west, the riverbanks are exclusively rural, and any route on either the north or the
south of the water follows roads rather than cyclepaths. When I was fitter, riding beyond Wylam
along the river past Ovingham bridge and on to Bywell bridge marked the start of a 'proper'
outing. From Bywell, one could either go uphill towards the A69, then uphill again to the old
'Military road' parallel to Hadrian's Wall, cross the river southwards towards Ebchester, 'red-kite
country' and Consett, or keep straight on due west to historic Corbridge and Hexham. These
would be beautiful roads for an Anfleld clubrun, if only they weren't so far away!
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Our Lockdown Holiday - by Liz Birchall
Or our four day cycling trip in West Cornwall / A West Cornish Wander
Day 1 28 August
We had planned to cycle from Newcastle to Edinburgh with Skedaddle but
as that was off and we still wanted a ‘cycling holiday’ we cycled from home (Truro) to my
parents at St Hilary (the ‘right side’ of Marazion i.e. the side nearer Truro). We thought we’d take
the Bissoe Trail to join another brilliant cycle trail ‘The Great Flat Lode’ which contours through
the historic, and once tremendously wealthy, landscape behind The Bassett Monument above
Camborne. We felt we were on top of the world with exceptionally clear views over old Cornish
mine workings. 27 miles in total and a very welcoming B&B (Mum’s B&B - in normal times we
would be relegated to a mattress in the office - but this year we were allowed the luxury of a
proper bed).
Day 2
From sunny St Hilary (it really was baking hot) we followed back roads to
Porthleven and around the harbour. Rick Stein’s restaurant had closed due to the pandemic but we
sat on the harbour front drinking tea and coffee and Joseph eating his Cornish ice-cream. As it

Porthleven, Looe Bar, and bumpy tracks on The Lizard
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became uncomfortably busier we climbed up and out of the harbour, past the town hall which is
famous for being the centrepiece of pictures of winter storms (no waves today though) and on to
the coast path to Loe Bar Beach. There was an incredibly short steep part. Joseph was determined
he was going to cycle up it. It took four attempts but he did it.
Adam found a fantastic (quite bumpy) series of tracks along the coast, up and down, (and up and
down again - and again) through Gunwalloe Cove (of Poldark fame) to Mullion, and then
Predannack, discovering by chance Windyridge Farm where my Auntie Ann’s dad first lived
when he moved from Newcastle with the railways nearly 100 years ago, then around the
perimeter of a satellite airfield of RNAS Culdrose and on to The Lizard (the most southerly point
in Britain). All in all 27 miles.

St Michael’s Mount, Marazion; Cornish ice cream and plague stone at Zennor.
Day 3
From St Hilary to Zennor via the Marazion seafront - an absolutely spectacular ride
past St Michael’s Mount to Penzance and through the heart of the West Penwith moors. From
Penzance we cycled up hill most of the morning to ‘Higher Kerrow’ (my Gran and Grandad’s old
farm). We cycled on - and down - in to Zennor for a ‘Moomaid ice-cream’ (the best Cornish icecream you can get). Outside the ice-cream shop is the Zennor plague stone, with a hollow for
vinegar, to enable coins to be disinfected during cholera epidemics in the 19th century. We visited
the Church (alas locked) and had our picnic lunch in the sun, on the grass in the quiet of the grave
yard. Yes, we had our pudding before our lunch! Then back UP to Higher Kerrow and over the
top of the downs to Georgia in the neighbouring valley, via ‘Lady Downs Lane’ (a familiar name
to me, familiar from childhood). We were really glad we were travelling in this direction as we
were cycling down a rutted and stepped lane - exhilarating going down, but impossible going up.
At one point Joseph (taking the lead) had abandoned his bike and was running back towards me,
waving his arms, shouting, ‘STOP Mum. There’s a step which is a foot down, be careful riding
over it!’. Thank goodness he warned me, I thought. Also very considerate to be thinking of his
Mum and Dad. An easy day only 24 miles.
Last Day
My husband said, ‘I’ve found a different route home via Camborne and through
Tehidy’. (Tehidy was the home of the Bassett family, but is now a Council country park). ‘OK,’ I
said. 32 miles and 1,800ft of climbing later, our biggest and furthest day, and I was glad to get
home to a different seat and our own bed. The route though is good - with large sections on cycle
trails, from the shaded paths of Tehidy to the historic tramway trail that runs from Portreath over
the backbone of Cornwall to Bissoe. We even bumped into Joseph’s headteacher - who was
rightly impressed with all his cycling miles.
All in all 110 miles in four days. We really enjoyed the trip - and the B&B was good too!

fi

www.an eldbc.co.uk

10

No.976

December 2020

John Thompson’s First Tours
“Why not write about your first tours?” That was the suggestion from our editor when I
explained that what with Corvid and other stuff, I had no new adventures to report. So here I
offer up some reflections from sixty plus years ago.
My first tours to beyond the Wirral were with Fred Thompson, my Dad. I was still in junior
school, I’d guess I’d be about 9 or 10. We both had roadsters, with rod brakes, no cables. Mine
was a hand-me-down from a cousin. It had a three-speed hub gear, somewhat unusual for a
child’s bike in those days.
Maeshafn Youth Hostel was our destination. It was the first purpose-built hostel in the UK,
designed by Clough Williams-Ellis, famous for building Portmerion. The hostel opened in 1931
and lasted until 2006 when those who now run the YHA decided it should be sold off. Not that I
knew any of this, but I did like the hostel, mostly because there were triple bunks – more bunks –
more fun. I bought a Maeshafn Youth Hostel badge and wore it with pride. There was a group of
‘proper’ cyclists staying on our first night. I eavesdropped on their discussion about their next
day’s route - it was going to be twenty miles – not as many as we’d done. I checked, ‘How far are
you going?’ ‘Eighty miles’, they answered. ‘Eighty, not twenty, then?’ I asked again!
We stayed a few nights. Mostly walking. But what I remember best was our visit to Loggerheads.
At that time there was an amusement arcade which included an electric shock machine. You
could test your strength by increasing the voltage. A good preparation for time trialling?
There were other trips. Once we went to Llangollen, taking a train part way, probably to
Wrexham. We did the Horseshoe Pass on the way home and I got the knock big time. My Dad
was unsympathetic: ‘What do you expect, you’ve had no breakfast’. I was a very faddy eater,
most foods I would not, rather, I could not, eat. This was not going to help when I progressed
from boy on a bike to club cyclist.
Of course, that transition would mean a new bike. Dad had his own views about ‘drops’, arguing
that they were just for show, and it did seem that the club cyclists we saw were not using them,
they were almost always riding on the ‘tops’. Still, when it came to choosing the spec for my next
bike, he did not try to persuade me to follow his preferences, rather he offered to match what I
managed to save up. Uncles, aunts and grandparents were all advised that money was my
preferred Christmas and birthday presents. Very soon when these gifts were added to Dad’s fifty
percent I had enough - a grand total of nearly £30 – to buy a bike. We decided to visit Clifton
Cycles, run by Bill and George Hewitt. This was a proper bike shop where cyclists would gather
for a chat. I recall Bill apologising to Dad for leaving us unattended while he mixed with these
window shoppers. They, he explained, were racers who actually spent a small fortune over time;
his business depended on them. After lengthy deliberations I was the proud owner of a Viking
‘Ian Steel’ model bike. And there was enough money to swop the Benelux rear mech for
Campagnolo.
At 12 I was too young to join the Anfield but it wasn’t long before, at 13, I was signing up for Les
Bennett’s 1961 Anfield ten-day tour. We took a train to Shrewsbury, pedalled down to Somerset
and back through Wales. I did have a secret weapon - a 28 tooth sprocket, almost unheard of then.
I only had one chainring but that was no disadvantage since in those days inner and outer rings
only differed by a couple of teeth or so. When some of the lads complained about the hills, Les
would take them to see my bike and tell them to ‘get one of those sprockets’.
Even with the right gears it could still be hard. One day I felt sick, and not just the bonk sick
feeling. I could not continue. What would happen to me? How would I get home? John France
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asked what was the matter. Then he told me to stick a finger right down my throat. I did, threw
up, washed my mouth out, and got back on the bike. Crisis over. This cure is seared into my
memory.
The following year Les took us to Scotland on what turned out to be the last group tour he would
organise. We went by rail to Inverness and returned from Glasgow. What a trip! Wardens said we
were the best-behaved school party they’d had. Of course we were; we were too shattered to
make trouble. I suspect if asked to pick one day, everyone would choose Friday 27 July, 1962 the Glen Affric rough stuff route from Ratagan to Cannich Youth Hostels. My diary entry notes:
‘up and up, wonderful scenery, hard work, ridiculous gradients’. At the summit we were far from
home-and-dry. We went ‘down through a bog’ so bad that I had to clean my bike in the river at
the bottom, and even then, we were still far from Cannich Youth Hostel. We eventually arrived
not long before it got dark. By the time we had cooked, eaten and cleared up, it was approaching
midnight. I can still hear the clatter when one of us accidentally dropped a fortunately empty but
huge pan onto the tiled floor. We expected half the hostel would wake up, but nobody appeared
and nothing was said. The next new day we would need to be up and ready to pedal onwards to
Loch Lochy.
And that’s how you do it. Thanks to my Dad and Les I was now ready to plan and ride my own
tours. My apprenticeship was completed.

The Viking was bought om Cli on Cycles run by George and Bi Hewitt in Birkenhead. It cost
nearly £30 with a rear mech upgraded to Campag instead of Benelux.
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