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JOHN KEAVEY AND A CYCLING CLUB RUN 

WRM In these little mill towns I suppose there would always be a little group of cyclists, 

enthusiastic cyclists, whether they were in a club or not would there?  You know, 

from Dewsbury, Otley and that area.  And you know, where did they used to go, did 

they used to get over quite long distances in a day or a weekend? 

JK Well, I can answer you in two parts there.  If you take the heavy woollen district, 

there were individual clubs in Dewsbury, Batley, Heckmondwike, Cleckheaton, 

Gomersal, Spen Valley, Drighlington, Drighlington Bicycle Club.  Yes, you could 

say that each small community would have its own club, and at that time the club run 

was the central part of the activity.  There were annual holiday tours, and there was 

quite a bit of racing, but everything really was centred on the Sunday club run.  

You’d probably find that a lot of the clubs would divide themselves into two or three 

sections.  You might have a hard riding section, a general or a family section, and 

perhaps a racing section.  They had odd names - the touring section [could be called] 

‘potterers’ - and the runs would be graded according to the ability or desires of the 

people taking part.  But for the heavy woollen district they would tend very 

frequently to go out eastward.  It was their easiest access: either Wakefield and Hook 

Moor out to Aberford, or down through Leeds then out on the Wetherby or Tadcaster 

roads.  And I would say taking the average club run for the average club, in winter 

they would probably do perhaps a total day’s mileage of 40-50 miles.  They’d 

probably go from say Dewsbury out to Otley or Tadcaster, or even York.  In the 

summer according to the section, the runs would be anything from 80 to 130 or 140 

[miles].  And then you would have their reliability trials, where they would aim to do 

say 200 miles in 24 hours riding through the night.  I think one of the points about 
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club runs was that you looked forward to each season.  There was no closed season.  

In the spring and summer you would be looking forward to long runs, getting out to 

places which you hadn’t seen for a few months or new country.  Even getting up to 

the top of the Dales, out as far as the Hambleton Hills, the Cleveland Hills or down 

into the Wolds.  During autumn and winter runs would get shorter as the days were 

shorter and it was more the social season, and there were probably more what you 

might call social or novelty events.  You had speed judging contests, hill climbs, 

treasure hunts; there was always the annual holly run where you went out to some 

favoured spot.  Possibly one favourite village of ours was Arkendale, just off the A1, 

and you’d gather holly.  There was often the Christmas dinner run, taken the first 

Sunday after Christmas, and you’d go out to a pub and enjoy a Christmas dinner.  

And this brings one to a very important difference between cycling pre-war and 

cycling post-war.  In fact, I did once send you a few notes on this.  You would almost 

always carry your own food.  Now whatever part of the north you came from there 

would be a string of pubs, farmhouses, cafés who catered for the cyclist, and by 

‘catering’ it meant normally that they gave you a space in which to eat your 

sandwiches and they plied you with a mug of tea for four pence, which was refilled 

as often as you wanted until the nice, brown, steaming pot of tea became virtually 

just a mug of hot water.  But you accepted that, it was still refreshing.  And one of 

the customs peculiar I think to the north (it didn’t happen in the south) especially in 

the winter was with your sandwiches you had taken possibly a tin of soup, and 

certain catering houses would warm the soup for you and lend you a plate and a 

spoon.  And when the club captain went round to collect the four pences for the pots 

of tea he would have to remember that so-and-so had had a tin of soup warmed up 
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and a plate.  And there would be a ha’penny for warming the soup, and a ha’penny 

for borrowing the plate.   

WRM Gosh. 

JK The same thing also might happen at tea-time.  You had to have a tin of fruit.  And 

these were one of things of course that highlighted the aristocrats or the well-off 

from the more humble.  You were judged by the size of the tin of pineapples which 

you brought out of your cycle bag, and again you would ask for it to be opened and 

they’d give you a fruit dish and you had your tin of fruit, and you paid a ha’penny or 

so. 

WRM This was in the ‘30s? 

JK This would be up to 1939. 

WRM And presumably it also took place in the ‘20s did it? 

JK It developed in the ‘20s, yes.  The boom time I think came from the early ‘30s.  

About that time the national newspapers I think began to realise that there was a 

market here.  For example, in 1936 I think it was, instead of just having one National 

Cycling Week they suddenly had three.  There is a magazine, Cycling, that’s been 

going on now for approximately 100 years without a break.  Well, in the ‘30s there 

were two other papers started: The Cyclist and The Bicycle, both of which... Well, I 

think one survived the war, the other didn’t.  The Yorkshire Evening News in Leeds 

started organising rallies for cyclists to go to.  I would say from about 1932 onwards, 

1932 to 1939, cycling did play a fairly significant part in a lot of people’s lives in the 

West Riding, and whilst it mostly centred on the club run we mustn’t forget that 
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there were the lone riders as well.  One of the things that fired my imagination was a 

book the Yorkshire Post published about the early ‘30s.  And most of the big dailies 

did this then, as well as publishing books on walks they published books on cycle 

runs and there was one on runs up into the Dales.  And there was a cover picture of a 

cyclist on his own, dressed in the garb of the day, which was usually plus fours and a 

black alpaca jacket, swooping down a hill somewhere up in the Dales and the caption 

was, ‘The Lone Rider of the Yorkshire Moors.’  And that was one of the things that 

fired my imagination.  I wanted to be a lone rider of the Yorkshire moors. 

WRM [Laughs] 

JK And again, going back, in 1932 I was living at York then in the suburb of Acomb, 

and we had no public transport up there in those days so I was dragged by the scruff 

of my neck down to Church every Sunday morning.  And I remember walking down 

Wetherby Road as it is now and seeing some strange clad cyclists passing by.  They 

were dressed in black from top to bottom, no bags or anything on their bike, no 

mudguards, they were all going by at great speed and they turned off the main road 

and went up Acomb Green towards Askham.  ‘What are those blokes doing?’  And 

both my Aunt and Uncle said, ‘Well, they’re racing, racing on bicycles, it’s what 

they call a time trial.’  And I carried the memory of those chaps about me for some 

years and decided that this was something I too wanted to do, and when I started 

cycling seriously in 1938 and helped form a club in Leeds (a club with religious 

affiliations, again due to the necessity of going to Church on a Sunday morning) we 

decided that we must have our club 25 miles time trial.  And lo and behold the course 

that we were offered, because there was a controlling body then, was what was 

known as the Acomb course.  It’s still in use. 
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WRM Good heavens. 

JK It starts at Wetherby race course and runs 12½ miles through Long Marston, 

Rufforth, through Acomb, up to Askham and back again.  And I found myself... 

because if you wanted to black in those days you had to wear black tights, a black 

jacket, and if you wanted to wear any head gear it had to be black as well.  And I 

found myself on my stripped down bike pedalling like blazes past the end of 

Knapton Lane where I used to live, up the green to Askham. 

WRM And people came from a distance to take part in this trial? 

JK Oh, yes. 

WRM So I mean you could get folk coming from Bradford, could you? 

JK Yes, well, Bradford people only really had two or three courses open to them.  Most 

Bradford racing men would ride out.  They didn’t come out in their cars in those 

days, they cycled out to the event, and the two courses most used were the Acomb 

course and what was known as Borough.   The Borough course in those days started 

near Hough End Lane and went up to the roundabout north of Boroughbridge, then 

retraced. There was another course which was used we called ‘The Triangle’, which 

was very roughly Pool, Arthington, Harewood road, then taking the Harrogate road 

just short of Spacey Houses then coming back down to Pool bridge.  The Triangle 

was used occasionally after the war.  At that time of course it was illegal to race on 

the roads.  You couldn’t have a [unclear 00:20:31 – ‘must start’?] race at that time on 

the roads, but a time trial in which each man was racing individually against the 

clock separated at one minute intervals from the man before and after him, that was 
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permissible within the law. 

WRM Gosh. 

JK And the reason why you dressed in black goes back to the early days of competitive 

sport, when the powers that be ruled that you must be inconspicuous.  Now by 1930 

you couldn’t have had anything more conspicuous on the road, and a man dressed in 

black including long black tights... I’ve still got my tights upstairs, by the way. 

WRM Have you? 

JK Being a Yorkshireman I’ve never thought to throw them away. 

 


