
Land’s End to John o’ Groats for the 
Village Centre 

 
 

People are making tremendous sacrifices and doing some great things to raise funds for 
the Village Centre.  My own small contribution was to do a sponsored cycle from Lands 
End to John o’ Groats, accompanied by my son Stuart and friends, Duncan Laird, David 
Clark and Ron Cooper.  Duncan drove the Camper Van in which we stayed each night 
while the rest of us cycled.  It was a trip full of surprises.   
 

The first surprise to many people was that I was even  
thinking about doing this!  It was well summed up by a 
woman in a restaurant where my son Stuart and I had lunch 
one day on the trip.  She looked at my tired face and said, 
“Someone your age should really know better than attempt 
to cycle End to End!”  Many people doubted I’d make it.  So 
did I.  It was one of the discoveries I made; you can do a lot 
more than you think.  I suppose I was encouraged to try it 
after reading Jane Tomlinson’s biography.  

While receiving chemotherapy for cancer she cycled Land’s End to 
John o’ Groats to raise money for cancer relief.  On the way she had 
to call in at hospital for a dose of chemotherapy. The thought of her 
spurred me on each morning when I woke up with aching legs and a 
tired body.  As I got on my bike I didn’t think I’d be able to cycle 7 
miles never mind 70. Each evening was a surprise that I’d made it. 
 
One of the early surprises was not so pleasant.  Dave took seriously ill with food 
poisoning.  He was staying in hotels and must have eaten something that was off and 
was violently sick.  He was far too unwell to continue so had to fly back home from 
Bristol.   Ron also had an unpleasant surprise when on about the 4th day he had an 
accident and broke his toe.  Somehow he managed to continue cycling by taking strong 
pain killers.  But eventually he too had to abandon and got a lift home from Moffat.   
 
Barring these two unpleasant surprises the rest of the trip was filled with very pleasant 
ones.  The incredible kindness of people throughout the trip was a wonderful surprise.  I 
suppose bad news and stories of bad people sell newspapers.  That’s a pity, because 

the vast majority of people are great.  Over and over again 
I was surprised by kindness.  At our first campsite the 
owners refused payment because it was for charity.  Not 
only that, they paid for our laundry and wouldn’t take any 
money for the many phone calls we made.  Then there 
was the landlady in the Church House Inn 
in Cornwall who gave us free food and 
drinks because we were raising funds for 
the Village Centre.  At Manchester the 
rough and ready man running a “greasy 
spoon” works canteen where we stopped 

for beans on toast stood at the door guarding our bikes in case 
someone stole them while we ate our beans on toast,.  The couple at 
Bracelands Campsite, Coleford, who came out in torrential rain with a 
4X4 to tow us out of soft ground where the van had become stuck.   The 
list could go on and on.   
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I was surprised by British Drivers!  They would drive patiently behind us waiting for a gap 
to pass rather than squeeze past and put us at risk.  At junctions people would give us 
the right of way where we didn’t have it.   Roundabouts are particularly hazardous when 
you’re on a bicycle, especially large busy roundabouts; drivers would give us time and 
space to negotiate these.    This surprised me all the more because many of these 
people would be on deadlines for deliveries and work commitments.   
 

I knew that Britain was beautiful but I confess I was surprised by just 
how beautiful.  I cycled through stunningly  
attractive market towns and village throughout the 
country.  Over and over I found myself comparing 
the places I cycled through with towns, cities and 
places I’ve visited in Europe and the USA.  I 
decided that I have not been anywhere more lovely 

than the places I saw in Britain on the trip.  This came home to me 
very powerfully when cycling between Perth 
and Inverness.  The weather helped, it was 
warm sunshine all the way, but the hills and 
rivers I passed were indescribably beautiful.   

 
Just north of Carlisle we got another surprise.  Miles from 
anywhere we met two retired men walking along a deserted 
country lane laden down with camera equipment.  We stopped 

to chat with them and discovered that they were train-spotters waiting for a special train 
coming down the West Coast line.  They’d been there in the morning and had 
photographed it going north, now they wanted to take pictures and video footage of it 
travelling south!  As we cycled away Stuart and I chatted about what they would do with 
these photos.  We decided they were probably in a club and would take them along and 
show pictures of trains to other people who shared their passion.   Britain is full of 
fascinating people, these men were just two of the many we met. 
 
Some people will find it surprising that doing the trip from Land’s End to John o’ Groats 
does not mean you are cycling uphill!  I was asked this by a 
number of people who seriously thought that cycling from the 
south of England to the North of Scotland meant travelling uphill.  I 
confess that it felt like it sometimes: the sharp steep hills of 
Cornwall and Devon, the punishing climbs in the Yorkshire Dales, 
the hills at Helmsdale and Berriedale and all the others in 
between.  There must have been just as many down-hills as up, 
but I seem to have forgotten those, all except the wonderful run 
from the top of the Shap all the way down to Penrith and a lovely coffee and scone at a 
street café there.   
 

Near the end of the trip, just outside Golspie I was surprised that I 
hadn’t had a serious accident.  It was one of those downhill moments.  
We’d climbed steadily for many miles and then topping a hill we had a 
long fast descent at between 35 and 40 mph.  I was just coming onto 
the flat at the bottom when I glanced down and saw to my horror that 
the bolt holding my front wheel on had come loose at some point.  I 
don’t know what was holding the wheel on.  Well actually I do know, 

the same Person who had been with us for the whole trip!  I stopped and as I secured 
the wheel and tightened it up I thanked God for the umpteenth time for His protection.   
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Just a few miles on another surprise awaited Stuart and myself at the Old Smiddy Pub 
where we stopped for morning coffee.  It was unbelievably cheap!  A large pot of coffee 
(I had three cups and didn’t finish it), a can of Iron Bru, a packet of Crips, Snicker and a 
packet of peanuts, £3.00.  I tried to pay more as I was sure they’d made a mistake.  
They assured me it was the right price.  It’s a lovely old pub in a converted Black Smiths, 
and its just south of Wick.  It’s a pity its so far away or I’d be a regular customer. 
 

When we reached John o’ Groats I was surprised that we hadn’t had 
a single puncture all the way.  I was also surprised that my bike had 
functioned flawlessly despite the atrocious weather at times, the 
jarring potholes that I thumped into at speed and the constant wear 
and tear of cycling 70 odd miles a day uphill and down.   
 
A pleasant surprise every day was when we cycled 

into the campsite and saw the welcome sight of the Camper Van with 
our wonderful driver, Duncan Laird.  We knew that he’d be getting our 
meal organised and what he maybe lacked in culinary skill he made 
up for in the quantity of food prepared for hungry cyclists!    
 
We had many other lovely surprises on the trip but the best surprise of 
all was when we got back and discovered just how many people had 
sponsored myself and Stuart so generously.  A company called 
Nuphalt paid for the Camper Van we stayed in and the fuel at a cost of £2,000; someone 
else paid for all the food we needed; and so many people sponsored us that we still 
don’t know exactly how much because money keeps coming in.  We are up at about 
£7,000… I think! 
 
It is a surprise that at my age I don’t know better, but against all odds and against all 
expectation, I made it.  I would never have managed it without the incredible help of 
Duncan, Ron and Dave, and the company and encouragement of my son Stuart.  But, 
most of all, and most important, the never failing presence and help of God.  
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