
I THINK THE START of an Audax is my 

favourite part; surrounded by a throng of 

fellow cyclists, and the thought of the 

unknown road ahead. But in the cold 

November drizzle, at ten o’clock at night, 

with 300km ahead of me, I was rather 

contemplating not starting at all.

More than 100 riders had apparently 

decided that riding the Moonrakers & 

Sunseekers 300 in winter sounded like a 

fun way to spend a night…and day. The 

brainchild of Will Pomeroy from Audax 

Club Bristol, the 2019 event was in only 

its second running but drew an 

impressive entry given the time of year 

and weather conditions. There were 

rumours that the number of women 

taking part might even be in double 

figures.

After the faff and stress of getting 

bikes on trains from Oxford to Bristol, and 

then finding our way to the industrial 

estate where the départ cafe was sited, 

Barbara and I met up with Liz. They’re 

both fellow Condors, and much more 

experienced Audaxers than me and I was 

glad to have their company on what we 

all knew would be a demanding ride.

We set off in the drizzle, and I got 

separated from Liz and Barbara by some 

traffic lights so pootled along by myself 

for a while. It’s pretty lumpy between 

Bristol and Bath so I checked my pace, 

careful to not get swept up at someone 

else’s pace as they whizzed past, rear 

lights blinking. On the descent through 

Newbridge we were rewarded with views 

over a 

flood-lit Bath 

in the valley 

below.

I managed to catch up with 

Barbara and Liz and we rolled through 

the centre of Bath at around 11pm on a 

Friday night. It was slightly surreal to see 

others heading for a night out in clubs 

and bars while we were planning to ride 

through the night.

Bathford hill is a category four climb, 

and the night usually hides its size, but 

the Audaxers were still bunched 

together so I had a string of rear lights 

rising up to the sky. I sat in my lowest 

gear and span slowly up.

We were 

riding through villages 

and towns familiar to me – this was 

where I grew up – skirting Corsham and 

Melksham. If you told me then what I 

would be doing now I’m not sure I would 

have believed you.

The first control was at the 

Moonrakers pub in Devizes. There was 

some confusion over exactly which pub 

it was, so for a brief moment Devizes was 

host to a swarm of circling neon and 

high-viz cyclists, searching for their 

respite. Cheerful volunteers stamped our 

The Moonrakers & Sunseekers is an Audax 

306km loop from Bristol to the south coast 

at Poole, taking in the hills of Somerset and 

Dorset, and ridden under a full moon…

clouds permitting.

Competitors ride through the night 

from the Easton, Bristol, start line, through 

Bath to Devizes, passing The Crammer – a 

village pond where, in the 18th century, it is 

alleged that a group of Wiltshire smugglers 

had hidden some illicit brandy barrels. They 

were discovered by excise men, but 

explained that they were just trying to “rake 

the moon” from the pond. The excise men, 

thinking they were dealing with yokels, left 

them alone. 

The route continues down the Avon 

Valley to Salisbury, fringing the New Forest, 

then on to Poole Harbour. The return 

includes the picturesque village of Milton 

Abbas, Glastonbury Tor and the Strawberry 

Line railway path through the Mendip Hills 

before returning to Bristol.

DIDYOUKNOW
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Kat Young and her pals  

Barbara Wyatt and Liz Bruton, from 

the Oxford-based Cowley Road 

Condors, headed west for a gruelling 

but exhilarating Moonrakers & 

Sunseekers 300 under a full moon 

from Bristol to the south coast and 

back, across the Dorset hills and the 

Mendips… in chilly winter.  

Here’s Kat’s story…

WORDS AND PICTURES KAT YOUNG

❝ 
The rain stopped, the clouds fractured  

and a bright full moon made an appearance. 
❞

❝ 
We left just before 1am. 

Normally when I leave a pub at 

1am it is to stumble home, not 

to ride 250km further 
❞

That was 
great… let’s never 

do it again

Bournemouth Promenade 
in the moonlight

Liz and Barbara rolling over 
the early morning hills

Kat Young on the Strawberry line track



brevet cards and we ordered coffees to 

go with the biscuits and flapjacks 

provided. I removed my second pair of 

socks as they were making my shoes too 

tight, and my feet were plenty warm 

enough with merino socks and my 

waterproof overshoes. We left just before 

1am. Normally when I leave a pub at 1am 

it is to stumble home, not to ride 250km 

further.

Devizes to Amesbury was mostly on 

large A-roads which at this time of night 

were delightfully quiet and fast. It rained 

on and off and the roads were very wet, 

but we had a beautiful tailwind as we 

headed south. Barbara and I settled into a 

steady rhythm with another rider, while 

Liz would bound ahead for a while then 

drop back to wait for us.

It was only 30km to the next control: 

the McDonalds at Amesbury services. I 

haven’t been to a McDonalds in years but 

at 2am chicken nuggets and chips went 

down rather well. It was hot food. For a 

service station at the edge of town at 2am 

there were a surprising number of drunk 

and boisterous men around. How had 

they got here? Were they about to get 

into cars on the same roads we were on?

We stayed on similarly large but 

empty A-roads through Salisbury, 

Fordingbridge (where we’d stopped on 

the 3Down in April), and Ringwood. The 

rain varied from light drizzle to heavy 

showers. My jacket was doing a great job 

at keeping me dry and it was only really 

my face that was exposed to the 

elements.

The A-roads in the dark weren’t 

particularly exciting but we ate up the 

miles. I find that type of riding, when you 

settle into a rhythm, to be quite 

meditative. At some point, the rain 

stopped, the clouds fractured and a 

bright full moon made an appearance. 

We had all misread the information 

control question on the brevet card, and 

were searching for a prehistoric “creature”, 

not a prehistoric “feature” on road signs. 

We were cycling south at 5am trying, and 

failing, to make animals we saw fit the 

description. 

“Is that the sea?” Barbara called out. 

We could hear the waves on the shore as 

we turned on to the coastal frontage. 

We’d ridden through the night to meet 

the sea. The route went along the 

promenade and we’d been warned that it 

was quite sandy.

There was a lot of sand in some places 

so we took it steady. I apologised to my 

bike for all the sand that was getting into 

the drivetrain. A job for another day.

As I reached the end of the 

promenade I stopped to look back at the 

lights of Bournemouth. There was the 

slightest start of a sunrise in the sky. I 

stood for a moment to take it in, then 

sped after the others to Lilliput Sea Scout 

hut in Poole.

We were very well looked after by the 

volunteers who’d been there for hours 

and supplied us with hot drinks and 

cooked breakfasts. My face tingled from 

being out of the wind. Card stamped and 

155km done. Fresh contact lenses. We 

headed out into the chilly sunrise.

Our route turned northwest into the 

next block of hills. It was sunnier than 

forecast which was welcome; it felt more 

like a new ride rather than halfway 

through a 300. But there was no escaping 

that we had missed a night’s sleep.

This was a long stretch between 

controls and straight into a brisk 

headwind. We pulled into a little corner 

shop near Hazlebury Barn and had a cup 

of tea on a picnic bench in the sun, then 

we rode through some gorgeous villages 

and autumnal countryside. The Abbey 

near Milton Abbas was beautiful in the 

morning sun.

The gradient of the hills gradually 

became less vertical and more 

manageable to climb in a steady rhythm. I 

started to feel surprisingly good and 

pulled ahead from the others for a while. 

There were some delightful descents and 

I found I still had some power up the hills. 

Was this what they called a second wind? 

Riding through the night felt like a long 

time ago.

We regrouped at the next control; 

lunch at Podimore services. From 

Podimore we resumed our beeline north, 

riding through the middle of Glastonbury 

with a nice view of the Tor on the 

approach. Out the other side it was across 

the levels with a stiff headwind that Liz 

valiantly towed us through. We were all 

fading somewhat and paused a couple of 

times at the side of the road to eat and 

wake up body parts. I find Audaxes are an 

exercise in endurance eating as much as 

riding your bike.

The Mendips loomed rather 

alarmingly and we were relieved to 

remember that we would join the 

Strawberry Line old railway path which 

climbed gently through a gorge rather 

than up and over the hills.

I gather some riders didn’t enjoy the 

off-road section too much but I thought it 

was great; it was nice to be away from 

vehicles and it was a pretty smooth 

surface most of the time. Yes it was 

muddy but it’s November; that’s what 

mudguards are for!

We reached the final control, the cafe 

at Yatton station, at 3.30pm. A final coffee 

and cake. There were still riders around 

our pace and we knew some were behind 

us too, which made a change from being 

the lanternes rouges. Tauntingly, there 

was a train due to leave from Yatton to 

Didcot Parkway, and I’m proud and a little 

surprised that none of us seriously 

suggested that we get on that instead of 

getting back on our bikes. I really wanted 

to sleep. Instead I had another coffee.

The temperature was going to fall 

sharply as the sun set so I swapped my 

gloves back for my thicker pair before we 

started on the final 28km to Bristol. My 

gloves were the only clothes I changed 

during the whole ride as the temperature 

sat between two and six degrees 

throughout the night and day.

Some more quiet lanes, another 

off-road tarmacked route, and I could tell 
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❝ 
From Podimore we resumed our 

beeline north, riding through the 

middle of Glastonbury with a nice view 

of the Tor on the approach 
❞
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The long approach to 
Glastonbury Tor

Liz cutting through 
the Mendips



the fatigue was hitting hard as I watched 

my heart rate struggle to get above 

130bpm on climbs. My limbs were sore 

and my saddle was getting less and less 

comfortable. 

It was a fun sweeping descent 

through Long Ashton as it got dark. The 

stretch by the River Avon was a bit hectic 

with big roads and lots of traffic so it was 

a relief to get back to the bike path that 

we had started yesterday.

We pulled into the finish cafe with 45 

minutes to spare. We’d been out for 20 

hours; 15 in the saddle and five off. Will 

had made some delicious dahl for the 

riders so we tucked in and toasted to 

ourselves with mugs of tea.

Liz summed up our mixed feelings as 

we parted ways back in Oxford: “I had a 

great time. Let’s never do it again!”
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❝ 
… had a cup of tea on a picnic 

bench in the sun, then we rode 

through some gorgeous villages and 

autumnal countryside. The Abbey 

near Milton Abbas was beautiful in 

the morning sun  
❞
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   CORSICA-BASED RIDER, PAUL HARRISON, TAKES A LOOK AT A NEW SET OF WHEELS

REVIEW – KSYRIUM WHEELS

Rolling along, light and strong
Mavic Ksyrium Elite wheels are reckoned to be among the best quality wheels available at 

a modest price. 

However, they cost up to £500 so the affordability factor may be judged as 

subjective. They are light, strong and it feels as if all your pedalling effort is 

going into forward motion. With regard to their strength, I sometimes weigh 

83 Kg (13stone) and (more rarely) am quite fit; however, the heavy weight 

and fitness do not seem to occur at the same time!

One of the main advantages, in my opinion, is that the internal bead 

width is 17mm, which allows for the use of a decent size tyre. The ideal 

tyre size to bead width ratio is about 1.8., which in the case of the 17mm 

Mavic rims works out at 1.8 X 17 = 30.6mm. 

I use 28mm tyres which are a good compromise on the Corsican 

roads which can sometimes be lumpy. If you look into some of the 

potholes at the road edge, you can see daylight at the bottom, which is 

scary. 

You would need at least a fat bike to survive these. I would use 32mm 

if my frame had enough clearance. Most shops sell the wheels with 25mm 

tyres fitted, but using a tyre that is too small for a given rim width results in it 

being stretched flat between the rim beads and giving a harsh ride. 

Conversely, using a tyre that is too big results in ‘mushrooming’ and a 

spongy ride. Larger tyres need not be heavy – I find Panaracer Pasela 

folding tyres lively and comfortable, though they are not 100 per cent 

bomb-proof. All tyres are a compromise between performance and 

reliability and it’s up to the individual to choose where they want to be 

on the spectrum.

Another thing I like about the rims is that they have a smooth metal 

bottom for the inner tube to sit on, thus eliminating the need for rim 

tapes which can deteriorate or can get pushed out of place when 

mending punctures.

I’ve heard people say that this arrangement transfers more rim heat 

into the inner tube when overheating occurs on big descents. This is 

theoretically true as the rim tape provides some insulation between the rim 

and the inner tube. Living in Corsica, which can get quite warm at times and is 

rather hilly, I can say that I have never encountered this problem.

   

BOOKREVIEW

Recalling 
the golden 
days of 
cycling

IT’S CERTAINLY UNUSUAL these days to 

see riders using Sturmey-Archer hub gears 

on Audaxes. I don’t think I spotted more 

than a handful on last year’s Paris-Brest-

Paris, and I imagine not all of this small 

number were S-A products in any case. 

There is little doubt, however, that 

many AUK members of more mature years 

will, in their formative cycling days, have 

cut their teeth (no pun intended) on 

Sturmey-Archer hub gears, simply because 

they were so widely fitted as standard 

equipment on a range of cycles.

Certainly, all my early club riding and 

cycle touring was done with a Sturmey-

Archer 3-speed AW hub, which I later 

converted to 6-speed by the addition of a 

Benelux 2-speed derailleur.

It seemed in those golden days of my 

youth that Raleigh (who had an extremely 

close relationship with Sturmey-Archer for 

more than seven decades) ruled the world 

of British cycling. In fact, for a period the 

Raleigh works in Nottingham was the 

largest manufacturing facility of any kind in 

the world. 

So successful was the design of the 

original S-A 3-speed that it has remained in 

production, with only minor changes, from 

1902 until the present day. It is surely one 

of British cycling’s most long-lived and 

iconic products, along with the Brooks B17 

leather saddle.

In 1987, well-known author, 

broadcaster and cycling historian Tony 

Hadland published The Sturmey-Archer 

Story, a comprehensive history of the 

company and its products up to that time. 

Bob Damper takes a 
nostalgic trip to his carefree 
youth with The Hub of the 
Universe: A Century and More 
of Sturmey-Archer, by Tony 
Hadland and Alan Clarke

This book quickly 

became a classic, 

rightly so in view of 

Tony’s gift for 

explaining technical 

matters in 

understandable 

fashion and for 

writing about them in 

a way that is a joy to 

read. 

Over the years, the 

book fell out of print 

and became a collector’s 

item, sometimes 

fetching extraordinary 

prices on online auction 

and used-book sites. 

Meanwhile, Sturmey-

Archer underwent 

changes of ownership 

from TI/Raleigh, first of all 

becoming part of Derby 

International, until acquired 

by Sun-Race of Taiwan in 

2000. 

In this post-1987 period, 

the company continued to bring out new 

products, including 7-speed and 8-speed 

hubs, a 3-watt dynohub and the SX3 

3-speed fixed hub, a modern resurrection 

of the legendary ASC hub of 1946. So by 

2019, the time was ripe for a new history 

of Sturmey-Archer, bringing the story up 

to date in a new publication that people 

could actually buy. 

And at last, this is that book. Tony 

Hadland has joined forces with Sturmey-

Archer’s Alan Clarke, manager of S-A 

Europe and curator of the company’s 

Heritage Site, to produce The Hub of the 

Universe, a thoroughly revised and 

updated rewrite of Tony’s 1987 classic. 

Starting with the earliest ideas of 

epicyclic gearing for cycles in 1868, Tony 

and Alan trace development of hub gears 

via the landmark founding of the company 

in Nottingham in 1902 (originally as the 

Three Speed Gear Syndicate) right through 

to the present day.

As you would expect of such a 

comprehensive and authoritative book of 

368 pages, full details are given of all the 

company’s hub gears, but other products 

(such as dynohubs and lighting systems) 

are not neglected. 

Lavishly illustrated and produced to 

the highest standard, this is a book of 

which to be proud. It is published by the 

Pinkerton Press, part of the Veteran-Cycle 

Club, and is available either as a “collectors” 

deluxe edition (in a Sturmey-Archer 

facsimile box with an owner’s certificate 

signed by the authors) at £48 or the 

unboxed edition at £42.

This book should appeal greatly to 

those who, like me, harbour deep 

nostalgia for carefree days of youth spent 

pedalling Sturmey-Archer equipped 

machines, as well as younger cyclists with 

a keen interest in the technical 

development of variable gearing that has 

made such an impact on the sport and 

pastime. 

However much or little you know 

about the workings of epicyclic gears, I 

guarantee that you will know a great deal 

more after reading The Hub of the 

Universe, as well as gaining a deeper 

appreciation of how cycle gearing 

technology has reached its current state of 

sophistication. 

As a bonus, you will also learn about 

the characters and personalities, like 

William Riley, Henry Sturmey, Frank 

Bowden, James Archer and Israel Cohen, 

who shaped the company and its products 

in its early years, laying the foundations for 

“A Century and More of Sturmey-Archer”. 

You will also get bang up to date with 

the current offerings of Sun-Race Sturmey 

Archer. It has to be admitted that the book 

is not especially cheap, but it is a quality 

publication and well worth the price. Tony 

Hadland has pointed out to me that the 

1987 book cost £18, equating to £50 at 

today’s prices, which puts things nicely in 

perspective.


