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Standard SPORT

CYCLING’S big winter
event is back on – after
being called off because
of snowand ice twoweeks
ago.

The Scottish Cyclocross
Championships were due to take
place at Irvine beach park on
Sunday, December 5, but were
halted with two days to go.

Promoters, the Scottish Cyclo-
cross Association, ruled that the
roads to and from the venue
were too dangerous, and an-
nounced that the event might go
ahead in the new year.

The organisers, Walkers Cyc-
ling Club, had worked hard on
the course over the past two
months and had won the support
of North Ayrshire Council in al-
lowing the championships to
take place without any charges
becoming payable.

Neil Walker, cyclocross coach,
said: “We had hoped that the
championships would have been
postponed than cancelled out-
right.

“All we need now is better
weather – so we’re crossing our
fingers.”

Neil and his team had pulled
out the stops to persuade the

organising body to stage the
headline event of the cyclocross
season in their home territory.

The Kilmaurs-based club also
had 15 members training in all
weathers, in darkness and day-
light, for the actual racing it-
self.

A new date of Sunday, Janu-
ary 23, has been set and, provid-
ing the weather holds up, cyc-
lists from all over Scotland will
converge on Irvine with their
“cross” bikes, which are hardy
machines best described as half
road bike and half mountain
bike.

Meanwhile, what is normally
cyclocross’s last event of the sea-
son was held on Mull at the
weekend.

The big thaw allowed a band of
Walkers CC members to ferry
over from Oban for the final two
races in the three-month series.
Both races took place in the
grounds of the stunning Glen-
gorm Castle, with its amazing
sea views and extensive land-
scape.

In the vets, women and juniors
race, held up by a false start,
Alexis Barnes stormed through
the veterans to open up a size-

able gap on lap one, and con-
tinued to extend it throughout,
safe in the knowledge that the
series overall was in the bag.

In the seniors race, a small,
but high quality field assembled
for an hour round the now
churned-up course. Gareth
Barnes suffered a first lap punc-
ture, and after a long search was
able to borrow a spare bike and
continue to a 12th place finish.
Neil Walker had an early battle
with his namesake Greig Walker
(Edinburgh RC) to take sixth
place, with his race rival even-
tually dropping back.

Sunday’s races incorporated
the second annual Santacross
World Championships, with
Alexis Barnes aiming to retain
her title, and husband Gareth
hoping to progress a place from
runner-up in 2009. This time
round the course direction had
changed, and it was a much
faster affair, with a long blast on
the pre-gritted estate roads and
a descent down the previous
day’s climb, which was now a
collection of frozen ruts in the
mud. Alexis had a slower start,
but once again overpowered the
opposition to retain her Mrs
Santacross world title.

In the senior race an early
crash dropped Neil Walker out of
the lead group, and behind
series rival Greig Walker (who
was leading the Santacross
race). Gareth Barnes was also
taken down in an early crash,
and couldn’t get back on terms
with Greig, but managed to fin-
ish second for a repeat of last
year’s Santacross performance,
and ninth overall in the race.
Neil Walker put in some fast
later laps, and eventually over-
hauled Greig to take fifth place
in the race, and secure fifth place
overall in the series.

Normally at this stage, the
cyclocross bikes would be
cleaned, oiled and put away for
the season. But with the cham-
pionships looming there’s loads
more action to be enjoyed from
now until January 23.

WALKERS CC mountain bike
section hit the smugglers’ trail
at Dundonald on Wednesday
night for a cold and slippery ride

in pitch darkness. Drew Thom-
son was the leader.

Eleven riders turned up at the
former Big Idea car park, Irvine,
for the previous Wednesday’s
ride, led by Stevie Lockhart, on
familiar trails in the snow. The
atmosphere was heightened by
some horses who looked genu-
inely puzzled as the riders
trundled through their field
with bright helmet lights pier-
cing the icy dark.

This week the plan is for Greg
Bowie to take the group along
the riverside trails at Auchin-
cruive.

Details of MTB night rides
from Anna Walker on 01563
544488.

THE dangers of winter cycling
have been spelt out in black and
white this week – black ice and
white frost.

Such conditions, after last
week’s snow, have severely cur-
tailed training runs around
Ayrshire, although some of the
club diehards have managed
out.

Walkers CC’s Saturday ride
went ahead when a group of
eight pedalled up from Kilmaurs
to Largs, taking the high road en
route. They went via Dalry and
the challenging Fairlie Moor
road, not fully realising that the
strong headwind would slow
them on the way up and the lack
of braking power would speed
them on the way down. The
towering hill is a hard pedal at
the best of times, with patches of
snow around the peak even in
spring and autumn.

The group re-formed at the
bottom then headed to Largs
marina at Largs for a coffee
break.

Their journey back, along the
coast through Saltcoats and in-
land to Kilwinning and Kil-
maurs, brought the total
mileage to 50.

Friday’s thaw followed by Sat-
urday’s welcome warmer tem-
perature ended abruptly
overnight and Sunday began as
cold as it has been this winter.

Iced-up farm roads resulted in
a Sunday ride by three Walkers
CC members being cut short.
The aim was to cycle 26 miles

from Dalry to Beith and Loch-
winnoch then return via the
high terrain around Barcraigs
Reservoir.

In the event, they caught the
train back from Lochwinnoch
after managing just 10 miles.

SUNDAY morning’s cold snap
failed to halt Fullarton Wheel-
ers and the guests who turned
out for their two-up Christmas
Cracker TT.

This 12-mile ride on the A78
Irvine-Kilwinning bypass from
Drybridge is a popular festive
event among time trialists des-
perate for some out-of-season
road racing.

The winners were John Moir
and John Paterson of Dumfries
Cycling Club in a time of 28.03;
second was Ken Russell and
Jonny May of Edinburgh RC in a
time of 28.47; and third were
Fullarton riders David McLel-
lan and Gordon Stead in a time
of 30.05.

Strathclyde firefighters John
Duncan and Brian O’Neil added
to the fun by cycling in Santa
outfits, achieving a creditable
time of 37.25.

Willie Stephen passes on
thanks to all who took part,
including the marshals and ca-
tering corps.

DALES Cycles RT’s Saturday
training run took the group
down to Troon and over to Moss-
blown, Stair and Mauchline
where one member was able to
show off his strength and cycling
prowess by climbing the ‘Col du
Mauchline’, from the ravine up
to the village, by sitting up with
no hands. Over the rolling cir-
cuit an average speed of 19mph
was maintained for the 54
miles.

The Sunday club run headed
up the coast to Wemyss Bay for a
coffee. Due to a road accident at
Inverkip, the group were diver-
ted through Gourock, where the
temperature was still well below

zero. After some serious hill
climbing out of Gourock and
Greenock it was over to Loch-
winnoch and Beith. The tem-
perature was falling further,
causing some roads to ice over,
and it was decided to cut the run
short and head back to Stew-
arton. Despite the weather and
the state of the roads, Dales still
managed a good long steady run
of 76 miles.

Last week saw two lucky
members draw a ‘short’ straw
and head out to the warmth of
Los Montesinos in Murcia,
Spain, to finalise arrangements
for the club’s first winter train-
ing camp in January.

Some of the training runs will
follow parts of stages from the
Tour of Murcia and the Vuelta
with the Scottish contingent
teaming up with riders from the
local club, Almoridi,as well
riders from all over the world.
◆ IT’S sad to report that club
member, Alan Brown had a
lucky escape when he was
knocked off his bike last week
and had to spend some time in
hospital.

The accident happened at the
entrance to the Gailes Hotel in
Irvine. His face took a lot of the
impact, as well as his body suf-
fering much bruising, but he was
fortunate to have the protection
of his helmet, although the bike
is a write-off. The car driver has
been interviewed by police and it
is believed he has since been
charged.

The postscript to the above is
that while over in Spain for a
short recovery holiday, Alan un-
fortunately came up off his bike
again at 5mph when he couldn’t
unclip his feet and ended up
breaking his hip and pelvis.

The seriousness of his injuries
required some roadside surgery
to stabilise him before being
transferred to the nearest hos-
pital. It looks like Alan will be
spending Christmas and the
New Year over in Spain and
won’t be back on his bike for
several months.

Everyone in the club and other
cycling colleagues wish Alan a
speedy recovery.

SEEING DOUBLE: Mrs Santacross 2010 is Alexis Barnes,
pictured here in action on the island of Mull. Alexis and husband
Gareth, of Kilmaurs, were competing in the last leg of the

Scottish cyclocross series on Saturday and Sunday.

SECONDS FOR SANTA: Gareth Barnes of Walkers Cycling
Club was runner-up for a second year in the Mr Santacross cycle

event at Glengorm Castle, Mull, at the weekend.

CYCLING

Irvine ‘cross’ event re-scheduled

Strathpuffer: for the brave, the
ultimate mountain bike test
A DOZEN fearless mountain bikers from
Kilmarnock and Irvine are about to pedal
their push bikes through the kind of snow
and ice that brought Scotland to a standstill
last week.

The marathon men and women from
Walkers Cycling Club will brave the big
freeze to compete overnight in the UK’s
toughest mountain bike endurance event.

Even the northern venue will add further
to the hardships facing the barmy bikers
who will climb high through the woodlands
of Strathpeffer then career down icy fire
roads and twisting singletrack in round-the-
clock laps.

Described by one regular competitor as the
ultimate MTB challenge, the sixth Strath-
puffer event will take place over the week-
end of January 15 and 16.

Competitors set out from 10am on the
Saturday to the same time on the Sunday to
complete as many laps of the 11km (seven
mile) course as they can.

The tough-nut riders can cycle solo, or in
pairs or teams of four, pitting themselves
against a course which features a tough
forest climb of 1000ft, a series of fast des-
cents and some tricky rock sections – all even
more hazardous during the 14 hours of

darkness.
The race, held in Torachilty Forest in

Invernesshire, was originally run as a one-
off local event but its popularity has seen it
become embedded in the MTB calendar,
achieving legendary status with competitors
from all over the world.

Ayrshire will be represented by several
riders from Walkers CC, including event
stalwart Fiona Walker who is competing as a
solo rider.

She is a doctor who lives in Fife but is a
club member through family connections,
being the daughter of the owners of Walkers
Cycling shop in Kilmaurs.

Said Fiona, who enjoys the full range of
cycling disciplines: “The event is as much a
mental challenge as it is a physical one.

“I expect to be in the saddle for about 20
hours once food stops and other breaks are
taken into account. I probably take fewer
breaks than some riders but there are others
who will find it impossible to carry on for the
24 hours without an hour’s sleep here and
there.”

Stevie Lockhart, a bike mechanic from

Irvine, added: “Very few of us ride in this
event to win prizes. It is all about the
challenge. We compete just for the satis-
faction of saying ‘I did it!”

In preparation for the event, Walkers
riders are going through a rigorous training
programme involving regular expeditions
for lengthy periods on similar terrain. Sev-
eral competitors are also attending an of-
ficial Puffer “boot camp” this weekend to
prepare for the main event.

Over the years the race has been held in all
manner of extreme weather conditions, in-
cluding gales that blew away the event
marquee, temperatures down to minus 10C,
and snow that was two-feet deep with
mounds of hard-packed ice which made cyc-
ling treacherous.

With more severe weather predicted, the
2011 race could be even more terrifying than
usual. As the race organisers put it: “What
can we expect if we insist on staging a 24-
hour event in the Highlands of Scotland in
the middle of winter?”

Just as well then that the potential for
freezing weather is a large part of the ap-
peal.

More details at http://www.strathpuff-
er.co.uk/home

By Fiona Wallace


