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JOHN KEAVEY, CYCLING AND THE MIDDLE CLASSES 

WRM About this middle-class business? 

JK Yes well, as I understand it from recollections of my Uncles initially the bicycle in 

Yorkshire was mostly taken up by the middle-classes, and the sort of instances I’ve 

come across were people like Doctors, who would find it convenient to use the bike 

to visit a patient rather than get out the horse and carriage of those days. 

WRM Did this happen in urban areas as well as country areas? 

JK Yes, I think we tend now to under-estimate the ease of communication which the 

bicycle afforded in those days.  I mean after all in the 1890s we hadn’t even got 

electric trams then, so travel must have been fairly difficult in the town.  And I don’t 

think our northern towns ever had hansom cabs and so on to the extent that they had 

down in London.  But my sort of family recollection comes from two brothers who 

became involved to a limited extent in cycling, this would be I would guess about the 

turn of the century, and they fired my ambition slightly.  They used to talk of a 

midnight ride to Scarborough that was held every summer by the Leeds’ clubs, and 

they were mounted... I think by then Penny Farthings were more or less ‘out’.  

They’d be on what we call ‘the safety cycle’, something rather like a very heavy 

[unclear 00:01:51 – Reg Woodworth?  Could mean a Reg Harris or a Holdsworth 

bicycle].  Heavy by modern standards anyway.  And they used to leave Leeds about 

eleven o’clock or midnight Saturday, go through Tadcaster and York and end up in 

Scarborough possibly by breakfast time on the Sunday.  By that I take it they meant 

about eight o’clock.  So really for those days, considering the state of the roads, if 

they got the sixty odd miles to Scarborough by eight o’clock on the Sunday morning 
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I don’t think they were doing too badly.  In my club days we had midnight runs then 

possibly to Scarborough or Whitby, and whilst we certainly left a little later and got 

there early we were quiet tired at the end of the day. 

WRM When did the cycle really become associated with leisure in these mill towns?  You 

know, the theme of this little booklet would be the mill towns just a little to the west 

of Leeds.  I suppose the clubs there are pretty well established, are they? 

JK Some of them are.  An awful lot, of course, have faded out and sometimes been 

replaced by newer clubs.  There was certainly a fair amount of organised club 

activity in the mill towns in the days between the turn of the century and the Great 

War.  In fact, you may recollect a very classic little short play on the television a few 

years ago on Boxing Day, based on a cycling club run from somewhere around 

Halifax.  It was quite a little gem on its own.  There are clubs of course that were 

started between the 1880s and 1890s that are still going.  There was one in Leeds, 

‘The Seacroft and Crossgates Club’, which didn’t finally peter out until the early 

post-war years but there are some that have managed to carry on.  Quite a lot of 

course were formed after the boom immediately after the Great War.  I think possibly 

it’s from about the ’20s onwards that cycling took off to a certain extent in 

Yorkshire.  I would suggest that people came back from the Great War with their 

eyes opened a little?  Their horizons had been extended and they were possibly a 

little more conscious of things they could do, which they had never perhaps thought 

of before the Great War.  So from the sort of history I can draw on, there were a lot 

of clubs formed, and a lot of clubs revived, round about the early ‘20s.  In fact, a lot 

of the old timers...I think Cyril Cryer would make the same point: the golden days 

for cycling as we know it must have been from about the mid-20s to the mid-30s, 
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when road surfaces were becoming quite good but traffic was relatively light, and I 

think the cyclist really was king of the road then. 

WRM Was there this element of the depression years too, meaning that cycling was a cheap 

form of escapism from the kind of mill background into the country?  It was the sort 

of recreation that could be undertaken with minimum expense. 

JK Yes, that’s always been very important, but I would think that during the worst of the 

depression a lot of people had neither the money nor the energy even to take 

advantage of the bike.  I can remember an uncle.  My family as a whole were lucky; 

they were insulated against the years of the depression I think by the diversity of the 

occupations which they followed.  But one Uncle in particular used to work for 

Blackburn Aircraft at Roundhay Road in Leeds and he got made suddenly redundant, 

it was some years before he got back to them at Brough, and he used to take me out.  

I had a little sit-up-and-beg and I was about eleven at the time.  We used to go from 

Dewsbury Road across to say Woodkirk, Dewsbury, Batley, and I can remember 

there the lethargy of people.  Even though they had time on their hands they just 

hadn’t the spirit to do anything with it.  They were completely beaten into the 

ground.  So I think those who would have enjoyed the bicycle in those days were 

those who were still in work, and had the means and the energy.  I think we must 

perhaps put it in its perspective and admit that in the West Riding, although the 

bicycle was a means of escape and was very popular at the weekends it was still one 

of the minority sports.  You couldn’t really, I don’t think, compare its mass effect 

with the tradition of cricket or football.  Nevertheless the West Riding was a hotbed 

of cycling.  I mean one of my early recollections as a boy of about fourteen or fifteen 

(and I lived on one of the main roads out of Leeds, the Dewsbury Road) is seeing the 
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scores of cyclists often by then a little bit weary plodding up Dewsbury Road, which 

was sets in those days: not the cyclists’ favourite form of road surface by any means.  

On a summer’s night from possibly say five o’clock until about eight or nine up 

Dewsbury Road there was a constant, steady stream of twos and threes or complete 

clubs all making their way back to the heavy woollen district.  They’d been out, 

possibly to Boston Spa or York, further afield, or up the Dales, and from that part of 

the world the obvious way back was of course through Leeds.  And it was seeing 

these scores of people that sort of fired my ambition.  I felt at least they were doing 

something with their Sunday. 

WRM What period was that? 

JK This would be 1936-1937-1938.  I started to explore with my bike about 1936 and 

1937 with a few others from school.  We used to go out on Sunday afternoons as far 

as Sherburn-in-Elmet to watch the light aircraft, or Boston Spa.  And then it comes to 

that stage I suppose in any teenage boy, is he going to take up some compelling 

interest, sport or activity or is he as I put it going to follow the crowd and possibly 

just start chasing the girls.  Anyhow I opted for the Sunday pursuit and joined the 

Cyclists’ Touring Club.  The first run was ninety miles, Leeds to Bedale and back, 

and I’ve cycled a few hundred thousand miles since then but I’ll never forget that 

first club run. 

 


