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Introduction:
This was not the plan
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One of the things you’ll discover while reading Back in the Frame is that I’m very honest about my relationship with cycling. I don’t shy away from talking about the lows alongside the highs when it comes to the bike life – and if you follow me on social media, you’ll know that’s how I’ve rolled for the last ten years … so I wanted to share a new part of my cycling story with you.

This was something that happened while I was in the final stages of writing this book, and I’m talking very final so no chance to get it in the first edition. So I’m quite chuffed that I can now share the story in this brand spanking new introduction, because life doesn’t always go according to plan, and this part of the story feels more appropriate than ever to my cycling journey.

November / December, 2018

I’m a December baby, and also a massive festive freak. My love for the season is so strong that my birthday on the 10th serves as a 15-day countdown to The Big Day. Everything in my house is Christmassed-up to the max: the tree is overly blinged-out with the most OTT baubles I can find each year, my ‘Banging Christmas Hits’ playlist on Spotify is on heavy rotation, and when there’s a marathon of cheesy Hallmark Holiday movies on the TV, you’ll find me on the sofa, dressed in my most festive PJ’s, glued to the screen.

Christmas 2018, though, was a year when my absolute favourite month turned into a physically and mentally exhausting challenge. In November, Mamma Velo went into hospital for major surgery. As long as everything went according to our plan Mamma V would be back home two days after the op. Except, she had a bad reaction to the anaesthesia, so remained in hospital under close observation for an extra week.

I made the almost 3.5 hour round trip to visit her every day. I considered cycling to the hospital, but I knew that I didn’t have it in me physically or mentally to ride 16 miles there and back everyday. Forcing myself to ride would have done me no favours and at least on the Tube, I could zone-out for a bit. Going everyday was exhausting, but I had to do it, so that we could all get some peace of mind. We’re incredibly close, so I couldn’t bear the idea of her being miles away from home, in pain and alone. Was Mamma V being well looked after by the amazing Nurses and Doctors at Central Middlesex Hospital? Yes. Does the Carer in me know how to switch off? No. Every visit would start with a hug, me asking 101 questions about how she was doing, and her asking the same amount of questions about things at home and how the cats were coping without her. (Terribly. Peggy and Gin were missing their grandmother immensely). Then would come the same question from Mamma V, something along the lines of:

‘Julie, why are you here again today? Don’t you have a big deadline to meet? You didn’t have to come!’

To which I’d answer:

‘Yeah, but it’s fine … I’ve brought my laptop so I can do a bit of writing while I’m here’.

Luckily, Mamma V had been put in a side room so I had somewhere relatively quiet to work when I came to see her. A hospital doesn’t sound like the best place to write a book and it maybe seems a little insensitive that I’d pitch-up next to her sick bed and to zone into my laptop screen, but it worked. I couldn’t concentrate at home and I was hours away if she needed me. Being by her bedside, I could keep her company and get my head down and smash out a few more words.

Mamma V was declared fit enough to go home on 5th December. But my joy was soon swamped by feelings of utter panic when the discharge nurse started schooling me on everything I’d need to do for Mamma V when she was discharged. It dawned on me that, except for the once-a-week home visit from the District Nurse, she would be totally under my care.

There was a tonne of new medication she’d need to take, accompanied by a 4-page list of current medication she absolutely must not take while on these. Then there were the daily injections I’d have to give her. Alongside that was a bag containing saline solution pods, swabs and sterile dressings for me to change her wound, just in case there were any issues that the District Nurse wasn’t able to come over and deal with. Mamma V would be completely dependent on me; and Ian, my boyfriend, was only able to visit at weekends.

One thing that fell away in all of this? Cycling. Of course it did. I was tired. There was far too much going on at home for me to leave it all and go ride. Spending my days writing about cycling was the same as being on a bike … right? All the excuses returned – I’d lost the joy of cycling again. My old nemesis Anhedonia (you’ll meet her properly the book) had come back to keep me company.

I found the time and energy to put the decorations up, but though everything looked Christmassy all around me, I didn’t feel very Christmassy at all. My birthday went by in a blur. In truth, I spent it in A&E, as something was wrong with Mamma V’s wound and I certainly couldn’t fix it.

When Ian was back in London for his weekend-off-work visits and I didn’t have my head buried in finishing the book we’d have conversations about Christmas. I guess he was trying to get me in the festive mood, but I just didn’t have the head-space for it

‘The last thing I want to be given this Christmas is anything related to cycling!’, I blurted out while having a tea break on the sofa. He shot me a look over his mug of tea.

‘Really?’ he asked.

‘Yep. It’s really not the one this year.’

I truly felt that way. Mamma Vélo was ill, I thought I was doing a terrible job as her carer and almost every book deadline my editor gave me throughout December was a hurdle that I didn’t have the strength to jump over. I was convinced that any words I did manage to write about cycling were absolute trash. Actually getting on a bike? No way.

Things did become a lot more festive when The Big Day arrived. My big sister Michele and her two boys came to stay for a few days and from the moment they all arrived on Christmas Eve, the house felt full of life again. It certainly cheered Mamma V up having two grandkids staying. We were thankful for the happy distraction and I was excited about seeing the boys faces when it came to opening presents on Christmas morning.

At 11am on Christmas morning, after the boys had ripped into their presents, Ian nudged me and said, ‘Go on.’ He gestured to the massive box next to the Christmas tree, ‘That one’s yours’. With Michele and the boys staying over, I’d assumed the present was something she’d shoved by the tree overnight while her little ones were sleeping. I started to unwrap the mystery box. As soon saw the logo on the cardboard underneath, I lost all power of speech – I could only squeal; Ian had surprised me with a Brompton bicycle! It got even better when I looked inside the box. It was metallic purple – my favourite colour.

‘I’m worried now,’ Mamma V said to Ian. ‘That vein in the middle of her forehead is bulging!’ It’s true, I have to admit, but this wasn’t from stress but absolute excitement.

Staring at this beautiful bike, which I still couldn’t believe was mine, my jaw locked into a gaping smile that didn’t move all day. All I wanted to do was get outside and ride it – never mind the fact I was still in my festive Disney pyjamas! I was that kid who got their dream toy on Christmas morning and had to take it out to play, immediately. And so I did. I shoved my bare feet into a pair of trainers, carried my new bike out to the garden path, unfolded it and hurried Ian to get the Brompton he’d got that September. It was absolutely freezing outside but we didn’t even stop to put coats on – in our excitement we didn’t care.

Both in our PJs, we cycled around the housing estate. We were that ‘his and hers Brompton couple’. We stopped and chatted with some of our neighbours who laughed at the spectacle of two grown-ass adults bezzing around the estate. It had been so long since I’d felt that kind of fun and excitement, and, oh my, the feeling of being back on a bike – I was loving it.

Anything that could possibly bring me joy – including being on a bike – had been pushed out of my mind by the exhaustion and stress of the preceding month. But those moments on that Christmas morning were another cycling touchstone for me, one I can always turn to in tough times.

At the time of this new edition being published, I’ll have had Paisley (you’ll find out that I love naming my bikes) for two years. I now laugh about almost putting the kibosh on her existence whenever Ian reminds me of my flippant comment in the run-up to the festive season.

I’m so glad he didn’t listen to me.

In the last two years, Mamma V has turned a corner with her health since the op, and Paisley has given me a new lease of life. Being on two wheels (any of them!) doesn’t feel like pressure anymore … it’s pleasure, just like it used to be. I can turn to cycling when I need to clear my mind, instead of running as fast as I can in the opposite direction. The joyrides me and Paisley have been on, including cycling to publishing meetings, or cycling to parts of the UK for the Back in the Frame book tour have been huge milestones. And mean I can spread the joy that I wanted to capture in this book! Whenever I can, I grab Ian or friends and we cycle to the local shops via the longest route possible to stretch out the fun. We do whole days out, riding from cafe to cafe to seek out the best coffee, sandwiches and cakes in the city (#PedallingForPastry is becoming a thing).

Something about cycling had become really complicated – and that’s the last thing that it should be. That pure joy of just jumping on a bike and riding as far as you can go – even if it’s to the end of the street and back – that’s the magic. December 2018 had me convinced I was going to jack this whole bike-thing in. I was out. But Ian’s surprise present gave me a new lease of life, and a whole new chapter in my cycling journey opened up.

And cycling can do the same for you.

Life doesn’t always go according to plan, and you know what? It tends to work out better than you think it does when events take you down an unexpected path. Follow it.




Changing Lanes
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I didn’t study Classical Greek History at university, but I am about to apply (or utterly butcher, depending on your opinion) some of Aristotle’s philosophical musings to the whole riding a bike thing. You’ll probably have come across some variation of Aristotle’s famous quote, ‘The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.’ That quote is about how much better things are together than as separate pieces. A bit like a bicycle, really. All those different components – frame, wheels, pedals, saddle – some sleek, some shiny and some incredibly sexy (hello, vintage Campagnolo Super Record Groupset). They are absolutely beautiful in their own right, but once you put those individual parts together and end up with a whole bicycle, it’s a different kind of beauty. Because it’s not just a bicycle you get at the end of it. You get a glorious vehicle for new ideas, adventures and discovery, both physical and mental.

Just as the bicycle is greater than the sum of its parts, the whole narrative of cycling isn’t the binary act of getting on a saddle and riding. It’s not just for so-called ‘hipsters’ or ‘enviable East Londoners on their fixed-gear bikes’ as the then Mayor of London Boris Johnson put it in 2013. Nor is it just the ‘Beautiful Godzillas’, a term coined by the excellent BikeSnob: a particular kind of female urban cyclist who rides around on a Dutch-style bike as though the rest of the world were created simply to yield to her. That was something I was described as being in many more angry words by a rather angry man on an Internet bike forum once upon a time. Cycling isn’t only for affluent city types, riding to work on their fold-up Brompton bikes, or people jumping on cycle hire bikes to quickly get from one side of town to the other. It’s not just the hard-as-nails mountain bikers, or the BMX riders, going off road on rough terrain and doing tricks and flips that would make your eyes water if you came off at the wrong point. Cycling is not just middle-class white men and women in Lycra. Nor is it the images of competitive racing that we see on-screen: Spring Classics, the Tour de France, the Tour of Britain, track-cycling competitions and all other prestigious professional events around the world in between. Ignore the marketing. Ignore the hype. Because although they form part of it, cycling isn’t those stereotypes. It’s so much more. In the best possible way, becoming part of the industry forced me to look beyond my own wicker basket, and re-examine what I thought I knew about cycling. There are so many parts of the narrative that exist, all intersecting with one another and making up the strong and diverse tapestry that is cycling as a whole. In recognizing the boundaries and unspoken rules that make up the ‘norm’ in cycling, I can now see ways to tear down the existing structure, spoke by spoke.

First up, this journey is about surrounding yourself with people in the industry who inspire you, and for this book I spoke to some of the valued friends I’ve made along the way. They’ve each taught me something different about how to challenge the status quo and move forward in the industry. Their invaluable advice is something I wanted to include and pay tribute to, as this has been a team effort as well as an individual one.

To delve into stats for a moment, a 2017 analysis carried out by Transport For London (TfL) found that 70 per cent of frequent cyclists (those who cycled at least once a week) are men, along with 59 per cent of infrequent cyclists (those who cycle at least once a year). In contrast to these numbers, women make 27 per cent of current cycle trips, and all BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) groups account for only 15 per cent of current cycle trips. If these statistics reflect upon a situation that I am still conscious of now, I can only imagine how the landscape looked seven years earlier when I started cycling again. My immediate peers, from those that I worked with on a dayto-day basis to various cycling business associates never set out to make me feel like I didn’t belong. They were my colleagues, fellow ‘cycling nuts’ and most importantly friends, but it was hard not to sometimes feel like a bit of an outsider within that world. As a black woman, I felt like I was the complete opposite: both in what I was seeing in the industry and also outside of it as a recreational rider. So, that led me to wonder what it must feel like if you’re in the industry as another type of ‘something else’ that doesn’t fit the de rigueur of that world … say, a black female competitive-racing cyclist? Or a female frame builder? What about female endurance cyclists or older women in cycling – how are they represented? Although they might all be on different journeys, all these demographics cross paths. Cycling, and all of the different stories within it, is not homogenous. We don’t all share the exact same life experiences, and mine is just one part of a brilliant whole.




Our House
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Like many families, my mum has all our old family-photo albums stashed away in a safe spot in the house – for us, it’s the downstairs storage cupboard. We don’t have a loft, and Mum assures me that the darkness and low temperature of the cupboard preserves the photos for longer. When I started looking back over my cycling journey, I found hundreds of pictures taken by Mum – who, with her little 110-film cameras, is probably responsible for 90 per cent of the contents of the albums. In them, I found some of the childhood moments I was after, and those images helped to jog those really early memories.

There were a handful of snaps of me out and about on my beloved Raleigh Burner – but I wasn’t looking for those ones in particular. I was looking for validation of the vague, pedal-powered memories rattling around my head, ones that came long before the days of cruising around on red Snakebelly BMX tyres. I carried on searching through Mum’s vast archives and pulled out the ‘big one’ – a burgundy leatherette four-ring binder album, with a rectangle outline embossed in gold on the front. The look of it always reminds me of the big red book Michael Aspel presented to celebrities on This Is Your Life. Our version is kind of like that book – it’s filled to the brim with pictures from the 80s: from me in my maroon corduroy pram, right through to the class photos from my years at Keir Hardie Infants School. So much of my childhood is held between the pages of that album – grainy 4 x 5s of bank holiday family outings to Dreamland Margate and Southend Pleasure Beach, birthday parties, christenings and other gatherings with relatives now long-gone but frozen in time … and more Jheri Curl hairdos than you could pull a metal pik comb through. Honestly, we all had one at some stage, apart from my dad, who remained steadfast in his commitment to his natural ’fro. And then I found them: the batch of photos that confirmed where my love of being on wheels came from. The three-year-old me, on an impossibly small, green tricycle.

It’s incredible that just looking at those photos evokes the sounds, textures and even the smell on the days on which they were taken. How on earth can you possibly remember the emotions and experiences you had on certain days when you were in the earliest stages of being a single-digit human? It’s kind of bonkers how some of the stuff from when you were a child can stick in your brain. Those slightly yellowed self-adhesive pages took me back to that time, but also track a path so strongly to my life now. That green tricycle sparked off so much joy and happiness every time I got on it. Deep down, I still feel the echoes of that anticipation of adventure every time I get on one of my bikes. And I wonder if Mum’s pictures inspired me to record my cycling life and more – she always seemed to have a camera to hand and catalogued everything in those albums, a true Instragrammer before its time.

[image: image]

I was born and raised in East London. The district of Canning Town, London Borough of Newham to be exact. Long before it became one of the trendiest places in the capital to live, synonymous with hipsters, edgy art galleries, and third-wave coffee shops, the East End had a bit of a rough reputation. That was certainly the case for the corner of it I grew up in. It still does to be honest. Although major regeneration works started there over thirty years ago, and Canning Town is now neighbour to the affluent developments that have sprung up across the Docklands, Newham is still ranked as one of the most deprived areas in the UK. It wasn’t exactly a picnic growing up around there but there really is no place like it. The diverse mix of ethnicities and nationalities who settled in Newham – from West Indian families like my own, along with African, Pakistani, Jewish and Bangladeshis to name but a few – make up a vibrant community. We fostered friendships that went way beyond our immediate neighbours. Mum’s weekly shopping trips were a major way in which those community links and friendships were forged. We’d always bump into someone she knew, and we became pretty familiar with the market stall traders we visited. Under the canopy of music blaring out from the reggae and bhangra stalls, there would be throngs of Saturday morning shoppers – some armed with those lethal two-wheeled trolleys that take the skin off your shins if you walk into one – weaving their way between the stalls like a slalom course. Market traders would be bellowing over one another, selling everything from cheap and cheerful clothing and shoes to fruit and veg and meat and fish (‘like you’d get back home’, according to my parents). All of these fragrant and exotic smells converged to create that distinct marketplace whiff. I loved, and still take pride in saying, ‘I’m a Newham girl’ whenever people ask where I’m from. My answer still raises the odd eyebrow and sometimes even reactions like, ‘Really – you come from around there?’ Pffft.

Home was, and still is, a three-bedroom, ground-floor maisonette on a post-war social housing estate. The Freemasons Estate was built during the 1960s and 1970s – the era of radical concrete and high rises – and was a vast mix of residential buildings in various blocky shapes and sizes. When I was little, I thought our neighbourhood looked a bit like a concrete beach. There were nine dark grey and sooty white tower blocks, twenty-three stories high, that dominated the local skyline like tall waves. The parks and smaller orange-brick buildings, like ours, made up the sandy, seaweed-laced shores below. There were five of us inside our maisonette: Mum, Dad, my brother Anthony, my sister Michele and me. That council estate in East London is still where I proudly call home, but with a few noticeable changes, both outside and in. Tall buildings still dominate the local skyline, but now they are an array of expensive multi-coloured apartments, with rooftop gardens, indoor gyms and penthouses offering panoramic views of the Millennium Dome, Canary Wharf and the City of London, not that cluster of 1960s high-rises. That change has taken some of the old community with them. Ferrier Point remains, but that last post-war monolith of Canning Town is now clad in blue and white panels, softening its Brutalist concrete so it blends in with the newer developments. It’s a whole new world up there, as well as down at our level. Regeneration works gave our tangerine-hued blocks a Barratt Homes-style facelift for a toned-down modern aesthetic. Pastel-coloured pebbledash terraces, with uniform double-glazed windows, and identical neat front porches. I still miss all our bare orange brickwork.

On the inside, our house is no longer filled with the exuberant, rowdy energy given off by three children and two adults living together. It’s a lot calmer these days with just me, Mum and two cats as its occupants – although saying that, a stint babysitting my two young nephews can see a return to high-spirited behaviour within those four walls and take Mum straight back to the days of dishing out That Look: the one all mums have in their repertoire. Universal in its application to any telling-off situation, That Look translates into, ‘Chyle … tell me wah di hell you jumping cross my settee for?’ without Mum having to utter a single word. In an instant my nephews will stop bouncing on the sofas like manic acrobats, and even I – the grown-ass adult that I am – will still freeze on the spot if caught in the crossfire. Seeing the next generation of children in the family home takes me straight back to what it was like there when I was that young. Plenty may have changed since then (back in the day, it’d be arguments over whose go it was next to complete ‘Mr Pop’ – now it’s over whose turn it is to play football in the front room on a virtual reality headset), but I can still picture everything about a typical day in our house in the 80s, from the look and sounds of the place through to the wonderful chaos of all five of us being home at the same time.

And there really was nothing quite like the decor I was surrounded by when I was little. Coarse woodchip (or ‘Rice Krispie’ as I used to call it) wallpaper painted mustard was the big theme across almost all the walls in our house. I think my dad, the self-designated DIY guy, must have had a thing for citrus colour schemes, as he was responsible for those walls and the surprise orange paint job he did to all of the once-white bedroom doors. Mum wasn’t best impressed when she came home from work and discovered the fruits of Dad’s artistic labour. Judging by her reaction, it’s probably fair to say she was seeing nothing but a mist of Pantone 2035 that day. One thing that did run through every ‘comfy’ room of the house was our colourful carpet. It was a busy floral affair with a spiral pattern that would make me dizzy when I looked down at it from my tricycle. It gave a special kind of motion-sickness edge to every fast whizz I took around the house, which I guess in a weird way, added to the experience.

Those rides would always start from the same spot: the far end of the downstairs passageway, by the front door. It was a bit like getting ready for a Grand Prix. I’d get my tricycle from under the stairs, pedal over and park on the ‘Welcome’ door-mat, my grid position for the race. I’d then do a little warm-up lap at slow speeds – ensuring that the conditions were safe (that I wasn’t going to crash into any of the grown-ups walking about the house) and that there was no debris on the tracks (any of my or Michele’s toys left lying around). A Grand Prix is always a hive of activity with revving engines, team engineers and mechanics, accompanied by the noise from the crowd. I had an equivalent buzz going on around me, especially when all five of us were at home. During my warm-up lap, I’d listen to that household commotion. The first thing that would catch my ear (and you couldn’t miss it anyway) was the muffled basslines vibrating through the walls. If he wasn’t out with his mates, my older brother Anthony would be upstairs in his bedroom listening to music, flipping through crates of vinyl or stacks of CDs, deciding which of his albums to stick on his Hi-Fi next. Anthony’s room was like an audio library, almost rivalling the collection Mum and Dad had amassed over the years. It was a random but pretty decent musical mixed bag in our house though: if you were in the mood for a bit of Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell, Johnny Cash, Nina Simone, John Holt or Earth, Wind & Fire, it was straight to Mum and Dad’s collection. If you fancied some Afrika Bambaataa, Kraftwerk, Run-D.M.C, Prince or Talking Heads, my brother was your DJ. Commotion coming from the kitchen would be the next thing to grab your attention. Riding further down the passageway, I’d come to a halt at the kitchen doorway, turning right to wheel myself into the room and have a peek at what was going on. When it sounded that busy in there, the kitchen would usually be filled with the following things:


1)The sweet sounds of pan music.

2)The incredible smell of cooking.

3)Plenty of company and conversations.



In there I would find Mum in her usual spot, stood at the corner worktop adjacent to the window and the kitchen sink (to this day it’s her space for prepping food in), and my big sister Michele, sat at the table doing some homework or playing with a board game she’d spread across the whole surface. She could have been doing that upstairs with much more space to herself, but there was something fun about hanging out with Mum in the kitchen, chatting, laughing and joking. The thing with kitchens is that they are never just a space for cooking for a family – they’ve always been more than that. No matter how small a space – and no matter what the occasion – that’s where everyone ends up congregating. It was the same at Nanny Lucy’s place. She was my maternal grandmother, and whenever we went over to her place in Archway, the kitchen would be where we’d spend 99 per cent of our time. That’s where you were always likely to find her – either putting on rounds of egg, chips and beans for us when we’d pile over on a Saturday afternoon or sat at the table, listening to the radio and doing one of her jumbo crossword-puzzle books. When Nanny Lucy came over to see us, you could bet money on her commandeering our kitchen and all of us gravitating towards that room for hours on end. The kitchen was the beating heart of Nanny Lucy’s home, and Mum naturally made our kitchen the same thing too. You’d know Mum was going to spend a serious amount of time in there when the Ferguson 3-Band Radio/Cassette player that lived on her dressing table was in the kitchen with her. She’d put it on top of the washing machine and stick on one of her Soca Monarch, calypso or old carnival mixtapes, with the likes of Crazy, Baron, The Mighty Sparrow and David Rudder coming out of the little speakers. With all those steelpans, horns and melodies, it’s hard not to dance to tunes like ‘Doh Rock It So’. Michele would be there making some moves around the kitchen with Mum too. The music aided Mum’s cooking sessions, whether it was finishing off the family meal for that evening or doing major dinner prep for the next night. This was especially important if she was going to be cooking one of her Dutch Pot brown stew-downs: she’d be coating chunks of beef or a chopped-up boiling fowl in her homemade ‘Trinidad Green Seasoning’, tossing them around in her beloved white Luminarc glass bowl, and leaving them to marinate overnight in the fridge. The smell of the seasoning alone was enough to make your mouth water, never mind the thought of the plate of food you’d get to devour the following night.

Pedalling down to the other end of the passageway, I’d come to the last corner of the house: the front room. Dad (if he wasn’t working the night shift) would be sat in his usual place, the armchair. Unlike most ‘Dad Chairs’ it matched the rest of the furniture – Mum would probably never have had it otherwise. ‘His’ chair was the single-seater of our orange, white and brown-striped three-piece suite, a colour scheme that, looking back, was really similar to the moquette fabric you’d see on London buses and the Tube in those days. Mum always jokingly referred to that seat as ‘Leo’s Throne’. Dad didn’t mind if anyone else sat in that chair – there were no actual objections from him if you were discovered in it – but it was an unspoken rule that it was his spot. It was his chair to sit and read the papers in with a cup of Nutmeg tea in his Muppet Show ‘Animal’ mug; his chair for watching the Test Cricket; his chair for eating his dinner in or having a post-dinner Hofmeister Lager in his favourite dimpled glass pint tankard with a packet of salted peanuts, probably watching something like Tales of the Unexpected. It was the seat you’d find me in when I wasn’t on my tricycle – either bundled up asleep in Dad’s arms after failing to stay up and watch TV or curled up in it with some toys while he was at work.

After this inspection of the track conditions, I’d pedal my way back to grid position. Picture the scene: three-year-old me, in a two-piece green and red jersey tracksuit and my favourite mouse-shaped fluffy slippers, poised on the starting line. Bum on the edge of the seat, hands on the bars and feet on the pedals.

Three … Two … One … GO!

Setting off down ‘Hallway Straight’ and clearing it without incident, it’s straight into the front room. The enormous brown wooden sideboard would be to the left of me (careful not to clip that). Take a right at ‘Leo’s Throne’ (turn one) and then keep heading straight to swing a left at ‘Don’t You Dare Lean On That!’ roundabout (turn two), aka Mum’s round coffee table made of tempered glass atop a black-and-white moulded plastic base on wheels. Knock that or any of her ceramic figurines and framed pictures on top of it, and you’d know about it later. Once I’d cleared the roundabout without incident came an even more important rule: 100 per cent under all circumstances avoid the Ferguson Colourstar-TX TV in the corner of the room. I’m pretty sure if it fell on you, the weight alone of the wooden casing and chrome-wheeled stand would kill you – toddler or adult – and no hero-points are to be gained for sudden death. Now the home-straight of the course was in sight, but first I had to tackle ‘The Big Peoples Corner’ (turn three): the drinks cabinet. This was tricky and required serious technical skill, which is why you always took it on last – riding behind it you’ve got to avoid its white electrical cord trailing on the floor (you could plug it in to light it up), then, on emerging, be careful not to clip it with the back-left wheel of the tricycle. On top of the cabinet would be the plastic-pineapple ice bucket, along with Schweppes soda syphons and a cut-glass decanter with three tiny matching glasses on an ornate silver-plated tray. The top glass shelf was filled with Mum and Dad’s fancy coloured drinks glasses (which were always for ‘The Big People Dem’ when they came over to ours for parties), all carefully arranged by collection, shape and size. The shelf below that: booze. Bottles of Cherry B, Babycham, Mum’s Angostura Bitters (which, of course, came direct from Trinidad), luminous yellow Advocaat and various bottles of Overproof Rum that Dad had collected over the years, which – as I learned later in life – would blow the top of your head off just from sniffing them. And then the bottom shelf: MORE DECORATIVE GLASSES. The cabinet was a cycling minefield, but having cleared that without incident, I’m now on the home straight, alongside tall, lush palm trees (in reality, the Rubber Plant, Cheese Plant and Weeping Fig, which all sat on another smaller side table), back along the big wooden cabinet which was now on my right, and over the finish line (the front room door frame) while taking my right hand off the handlebar and attempting to hit the spider plant suspended from the ceiling in a puka-shell hanging basket by way of celebration. The crowd (more framed family photos hanging on the brown cork-tiled wall) would be going wild, celebrating my epic win and cheering me on during my victory lap. And in amongst all those cheers, one chant would ring out above the rest of them:

‘Julie! Calm down on that thing, please! You’re going to run over and hurt someone’s feet soon!’

Which would mark the end of my race. Fair play, I suppose. It’s not like I wasn’t allowed to ride around the house on my tricycle, but acting like Danny Torrance in The Shining – minus the luxury space of the empty Overlook Hotel – probably didn’t really bode well.

Mum and Dad gave me that tricycle for Christmas in 1985, and I loved it. I was never off the thing, probably to the bone-crushing annoyance of my older brother and sister in the battle of their exposed toes or shins versus my three wheels. I’m really sorry about that, guys. To say I was besotted with that trike and how it moved and looked would be an understatement. It was the most magical ‘toy’ I’d ever been given, and an absolute wonder to look at: a steel frame in metallic green, with red stickers dotted on either sides of the front fork and the body. I think they were supposed to be ‘go faster’ stripes. There was a step between the two rear wheels to make it easier to hop on to it, big black handlebars that were wide enough for me to wedge my favourite teddy bear in between, and a curved black faux-leather seat, like you’d get on a hog-style motorcycle.

Even back then, separating me from the saddle was a mission for anyone. Unless I was eating, sleeping, or glued to the TV watching T-Bag or Emu’s World (children’s TV really was the best in the 80s), you were guaranteed to find me on that tricycle geared up to go, probably with a slightly naughty twinkle in my eye. The happiness that came with being on that tricycle was amazing, and as a child with a vivid imagination (when your sister is eight years older and your brother has sixteen years on you, they’re not exactly playmates in your own age range, so my own imagination was key), I could be anywhere I wanted to be while riding it.

When an activity is so magical that it takes you beyond what you’re physically doing, it sticks with you for a long time. There was always a sense of freedom that came with being on that tricycle and it’s pretty fair to say that it never went away. Inevitably as I got older, nature and physics meant that I got way too big for that beautiful green machine and eventually I had to let it go. However, what I didn’t let go of was my desire to be on a bike. Like I said before about early memories and how wild it is that they can stick with you – in those years I was riding that tricycle, the tracks were being laid for a life on wheels becoming my ‘thing’.

[image: image]

That feeling was further cemented by another early memory that’s seared into my brain: watching my sister riding her bike and the IDGAF attitude she carried with aplomb towards what some people thought and vocalised about her riding it. When Michele was about to turn eight, she picked out the present of her dreams from the Littlewoods Catalogue: a 1982 Raleigh Team BMX Ultra Burner. Flipping past the pages of girls’ bikes, Michele came to the boys’ section. As she recalls, it had many, many more pages than the preceding one, with young lads on bikes popping moves in the air, almost jumping out of the book. She made it pretty clear to Mum that the Burner was the one. Her choice for a bike went against the grain of the type little girls were expected to want. It wasn’t pink, it didn’t have hearts and flowers on it, there were no rainbow-coloured handlebar streamers and it wasn’t a step-through frame (traditionally, bicycles with a step-through frame were known as ‘Ladies’, ‘Women’s’, or ‘Girls’, mainly for their advantage to riders wearing skirts or dresses).

That Burner was a stunner: it was a diamond frame (which has a high top tube or cross-bar) painted in ‘flame red’, with the classic Raleigh Bikes Heron Crest head badge in gold, red and black on the head tube. The front fork was shiny polished chrome, which matched the alloy pedals. The components on it in bright yellow looked wicked: those sharp contrasting pops from the thermoplastic ‘aero-style’ saddle, rubber handlebar grips and the Team BMX pad-set attached to the cross-bar (the pads were there to cushion your bits if you came off the saddle at a bad angle and landed on the bar) really set the thing on fire. Not to mention the chrome V-brace handlebars and head tube. It all looked so good. Michele’s Burner had thick, rubber Snakebelly tyres that were bright red instead of standard black, and the wheels were built with 12-gauge spokes on hubs that looked like they were made of pure silver.

Despite it being the most awesome-looking bike, all these decades later Michele can still recall some of the reactions she’d encounter while riding it: ‘I had rubbish said to me like I should be on something less boyish, or not be riding it because I didn’t do proper BMX riding.’

Bicycle Motocross (or BMX as it’s more widely referred to) is a type of off-road bike racing that originated in the USA in the early 1970s, when my sister was born. By the early 1980s, when Michele was older, it had started to gain traction and eventually exploded in the UK. She was one of the thousands of kids (including young girls) across the country that wanted a BMX bike, though the marketing for the sport was heavily geared towards boys and men. She still remembers – long after getting her bike – the promo magazines and posters for BMX she’d see in the old local bike shop (LBS) on Barking Road, whenever she went in there for parts or accessories, and the kind of messages that campaign was putting out.

‘It was usually images of the Raleigh Burner Team riders, all kitted out or just ordinary kids riding circuits together. They were always the same: young white boys, doing tricks on their bikes. When I was out riding, boys I didn’t even know would shout out stupid things like, “Oi! Ain’t that your brother’s bike?” trying to be funny. Most of the boys at my primary school were riding BMX’s at one point, or bikes like it … maybe being one of the few girls or being maybe the only black girl in school to have one was too odd for some people to get their heads around.’

Witnessing my sister’s BMX bike-riding defiance in the face of a few idiots and some pretty blinkered advertising (a problem which still lurks within the industry today) was creating a legacy for me in the future. Michele also managed to create another cycling legacy that I’ve carried with me into my adult life. Being eight years older than me and a teenager in the 90s, she was automatically a Cool Big Sister. I’ve got to put this straight out there: she’s one of my best friends now, but growing up that was not the case with Michele and me. As kids we could have a laugh together, but there would be fights and squabbles that would get a bit out of hand. A great example of how ridiculous our arguments could be: when Anthony left home, me and Michele rowed so much over who would get his bedroom – the second biggest bedroom in the house – that Mum moved us both out of the box room we shared and into his room to settle it.

Michele was the bane of my life when she was winding me up (to be fair, I was probably exactly the same for her) but she would raise hell with anyone who tried to mess with me. Part-time enemy, full-time role model, I always thought my big sister was the coolest person, even if I was sometimes aloof in showing it. Although we had an age gap that seemed massive back then, we had shared interests:


a)Our taste in music. Obviously I could never go out raving with her (especially when she did stuff like getting into Camden Palace for an all-nighter with her friends), but I could listen to music with Michele at home. The radio in our bedroom was always tuned into Kiss 100 FM – and if I touched that dial, she’d kill me. That was no bad thing, as I loved what they used to play. Back then, it was DJs like Lisa I’Anson, Coldcut and Tony Humphries bringing you sounds like 808 State, Frankie Knuckles, Alison Limerick and really early stuff from The Prodigy. Kiss provided the backing tracks to being upstairs with Michele, on the occasions I was ‘allowed’ to hang out with her and her cool friends when they came over, who also thought I was pretty cool for liking that music too. Well, I like to tell myself that.

b)Our taste in style and bikes – I guess what I call ‘cycle style’ now. Michele always looked cool when she was on her Burner. She inherited Mum’s sense of flamboyant style as well as rocking looks influenced by the icons of the 90s. Absolute queens like Salt-N-Pepa, Monie Love, and Neneh Cherry were the shit (and they still are) with their fly-girl style. It wasn’t just the first ladies of hip-hop that had an impact on her: kings like Run-D.M.C, Eric B & Rakim and The Beastie Boys also had a huge influence on Michele’s style too (her look was often aided by occasionally ‘borrowing’ items like oversized old-skool Adidas track-tops and Kangol bucket hats from Anthony’s room). The fact she had that entire thing going on while riding around on a BMX was a source of both little sister envy and inspiration for me.



I’d admire that Burner all the time, looking at it stored away under the stairs, or watching her set off for a ride with Sarah and Sophia, her two best friends from primary school. The three of them would ride over to the Mayflower Family Centre and Kids Club or if they were feeling adventurous, further out of Canning Town, towards Beckton or Stratford. I have memories of times when Sophia would turn up at ours on her roller skates instead of her bike and hold on to the back seat of Michele’s Burner while she’d pedal off, pulling her along. They never took their riding seriously, and seeing how happy the three of them were always had me wishing I was out cycling with them. I was a bit too young for that, and I still didn’t have my own ‘big’ bike. That only made me more determined that one day, when I was a ‘big’ like them, I’d be out on my own bike having my own cycling fun too.

The three of them absolutely loved riding, but the epidemic that’s all too familiar for teenage girls and cycling struck: by the time they were around fourteen, Michele, Sophia and Sarah stopped riding their bikes. They all went on to the same secondary school in our Borough, and still hung out together, but cycling became less and less of a ‘thing’ they did as a group, and ultimately, as individuals. When I was about six years old, I’d started to notice that when Michele, Sarah and Sophia went out, it was now often without any bikes. Michele was on the Burner less and less and it would stay under the stairs for longer periods of time. Eventually, it was relegated to the downstairs storage cupboard by our parents, tucked away like a relic of her childhood.

When the three of them stopped cycling, it wasn’t just down to not being into it any more. Conversations with my sister revealed there were many factors involved: ‘When young girls stop riding, there is a different story for each one who shuffles off the saddle and puts their bike away, possibly for good. I’m sure all three of us had personal reasons – different from each other – when we stopped, but probably influenced each other’s decision at the same time.’

Secondary school played quite a large part in them no longer cycling around together. It was, in Michele’s words, ‘A whole new world that took over. We made new friends, and more of the girls we started hanging around with at school were into different things and activities that didn’t include cycling.’ The fact that cycling wasn’t an activity included in Physical Education also could have had an effect: ‘It was all about net-ball, swimming, and hockey: cycling wasn’t an option.’

[image: image]

It was a shame my sister stopped riding with her friends. Of course it was. There isn’t really anything to celebrate in yet another young woman getting off the saddle. But what it did mean was that her legacy was fully passed on to me. When I outgrew my tricycle, it ended up being dismantled by Dad and put in one of the big metal bins in the estate chute room. It was sad to see it go, but it had a good innings – I’d cycled that three-wheeled wonder into the ground. When it was thrown out, I was too old for another tricycle, but too young to get on my sister’s bike – and she was sometimes still riding it then. The notion of Mum and Dad buying me a brand-new ‘proper’ bike was out of the question. Aside from the fact that storage space was an issue (it’s still so weird thinking that five of us used to live in our house), we weren’t exactly swimming in money.

We were a working-class family: comfortable enough with the wages Mum and Dad were bringing in, but not to a point where every time one of us wanted something mega-huge like a brand-new bike, it would appear just like that. My parents are immigrants of the Windrush Generation; they worked all the hours possible and saved where they could. Dad was a machine tool-setter – a job he held from age nineteen when he arrived in England from Jamaica – at the Ford car plant in Dagenham. It was definitely a job for life as it was the only one he ever had; he remained there happily right up until he retired. Work-wise I’d never known anything other than Dad being at the plant on earlies, night shifts, or doing overtime when it came his way. He’d arrive home with a distinct whiff of motor oil and grease coming from his Afro, and his dark blue overalls and steel-toecap boots stuffed in his battered duffel bag. He was proud of what he did and what he made with his hands, and even when he wasn’t at the factory, he would spend his free time with his head under the bonnet of a car. Dad LOVED tinkering with motors, or anything else that that had working parts and might have needed fixing – like the time he took apart our Grundig VS200 VHS Player on a Sunday afternoon just to put it back together again. It was fun watching him do stuff like that, though – looking at the inner workings of a machine, and what made them move. I guess that side of things came back to me later in life, with bikes.

Mum’s line of work involved factory floors too, but completely different ones to Dad’s. Long before I arrived on the scene, Mum had an array of jobs. She came over to England from Trinidad in 1964, when she was just sixteen. Mum joined Nanny Lucy, who was already over here. Nanny Lucy had come over to England first, in order to build a life for her children. When she was ready, she then sent for them to join her in North London. Nanny Lucy had a job working at a zip and fastener factory that used to be just off Old Street (which by coincidence is where I now spend a lot of time on my bike). She managed to secure Mum a job on the factory floor with her not long after her arrival. I can only imagine what the atmosphere must have been like with those two side by side on the production line. Growing up around them, there was never a dull moment, so that factory floor must have been pure sass when they were on it together. Later, Mum spent a year working at Mattesons, weighing and packing processed hams, before going on to what always sounded like the coolest job ever: a machine operator at Lesney Matchbox Toys Factory in Hackney Wick. There, she used to put the windows into die-cast fire engines and cars. Anthony and Michele reaped the benefits of that particular job, and to this day I wish some of those cars had filtered their way down to my toy box. But it was my mum’s job as a swatch maker for Progressive, a textiles company, that was undoubtedly a massive influence on my love of fashion and the cycle-style side of what I do.

Progressive designed knitted and woven fabrics, which would be sold to fashion houses in London and Europe. Mum’s role was to plan the design of textile sample books, make them and send them off to potential buyers. Occasionally, if childcare couldn’t be sorted, Mum would have to take me to work with her. I’d always cross my fingers for a babysitter to fall through, as going in with her was so much more fun! Mum’s work place was a wonderland to visit. A warehouse building in Upper Clapton, it was owned by a large Jewish family who had been in the East End textile industry for years. The owner ran it with his three brothers and his two sons worked for the company as well. It was a real family affair – every single person in that three-storey warehouse building was my ‘Uncle’ or my ‘Auntie’ and they really seemed to enjoy it when Mum brought me in with her. They were happy to have a mini-me around, darting between the offices, fascinated by the hundreds of rolls of beautiful fabrics stacked up and waiting to be cut and shaped. I would drape some of the larger offcuts over my shoulders, styling them like expensive designer scarves, while pretending to be as cool and knowledgeable as Caryn Franklin from The Clothes Show on BBC One. I loved asking Mum hundreds of questions about what she did, how the textiles were made and about the clothes they would one day become. Nowadays, I can’t walk into a clothes shop or pull garments out of my wardrobe to wear on my bike without wanting to know exactly what their back story is.




Bingar’s Burner
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I waited patiently to get big enough to ride that Burner. In all those years that passed, my desire to own it never died. There was something so sad about seeing that bike just living in the cupboard, doing nothing. And after all those years Michele spent riding and the joy she got out of being on it, I couldn’t help but be convinced my sister felt that way too. The dust gathering on the handlebars was an epitaph: ‘Here stands stationary, the BMX Burner of Michele. Many memories made. Gone but never forgotten.’ That Burner could be back out in the world, igniting the fire inside of another young girl desperate to get out on two wheels. But it would have been rude to have just assumed ownership of it – after all, it was still Michele’s bike. Finally, one day when I was seven, ten magical words were all it took from Michele to make my dreams come true.

‘You should have it if you still want it, Julie’.

You bet I still wanted it. I always wanted it. From that day onwards, the most coveted Raleigh Burner in London, perhaps the world, was officially mine.

Two things needed to be done before I could really get to grips with what was now my Burner. Number one, give it a bit of a spruce-up so that it was back in perfect working order. Even though it had been sitting pretty in the cupboard, it would still need some TLC. And number two, learn how to actually ride it. As desperate as I had been to be out there cycling with my sister and my own friends, I was quite apprehensive about the whole thing. Learning how to balance, pedal and steer on a bike that looked gigantic, had two wheels instead of three and was much higher off the ground?! That was all a bit much once it became reality.

I had done myself zero favours a few years earlier with an ill-advised attempt to emulate Michele, hoisting myself up on to the Burner and trying to ride it through our house. I learned fast it was nothing like the days of bombing up and down the passageway on my tricycle. Having legs too short to reach the pedals and no sense of balance really doesn’t make for the best bike-riding combination. That incident had knocked my confidence a bit, but didn’t put me off wanting to learn how to ride a big bike when the time was right. The question then was, who was going to teach me?

I guess my sister could have done it, but she was busy with homework every evening or hanging out with her friends on the weekends – and I’m not sure how much fun it would have been for her trying to teach a slightly nervous seven-year-old how to ride a bike. Or how that would have helped or hindered our fraught relationship! Dad worked crazy shift patterns so wasn’t always around after school, and he would be sleeping in the day if he was on nights. Mum wasn’t sure about teaching me to ride at all. ‘Yuh crazy? I’ve not been on a bike since I was a chyle in Trinidad!’

Luckily, my adored big brother Anthony was up for the challenge. I was beyond thrilled! He had taught Michele how to ride, and he was going to be back at it again with another little sister on the very same bike. In my opinion – and no matter what age you are when you do it – learning how to ride a bike should be a fun experience because: a) the memory will stick with you for ever, b) there will be times when it’s as scary as hell and you don’t want that to be the lasting legacy of something that is so much fun, and c) being able to laugh through the hard parts, false starts and potential tumbles is so very necessary.

Despite our sixteen-year age gap, Anthony was my best friend when I was a little girl, in contrast to my tumultuous relationship with my sister. Mum always believed the bond my brother and I had was forged the day she came home with me from Forest Gate Maternity Hospital in an ambulance, three days after I was born. Anthony was the first person to come straight out of the house to greet us, at which point he took me from Mum and brought me indoors. When I was a toddler, I’d follow him everywhere around the house and he’d even pop me in my pram and take me over to his mates if he was heading out and Mum needed a break from a crying baby. I used to go in Anthony’s room to sit and listen to the music he played. I owe most of my old-skool musical knowledge and love for bands like Talking Heads to him. When Mum or Dad couldn’t pick us up from school, Anthony would be the one to collect Michele and me. Those were some of the best days: he’d take us out for a bag of chips and babysit us, playing music loudly in the front room until our parents were back from work. When he left home and moved into his own place, me and my sister (in between rowing over his room) were gutted. He’d only moved half an hour away to East Ham, but it might as well have been the other side of the world. So him coming back home to teach me how to ride a bike? That was a huge treat.

But before I could actually get out there and learn how to ride the thing, we had to make sure it was roadworthy. To the untrained eye, it looked like nothing was wrong with the Burner. Michele had kept it in pretty good condition, getting it serviced on a regular basis at our local bike shop and keeping it stored indoors. Though it hadn’t been left in the garden to be battered by the elements, it had been a while since the BMX had seen the light of day.

Anthony took on the role of fixing the Burner up, squeezed into his weekly return home. Every Sunday afternoon, he’d come back for the big Sunday dinner cooked by Mum – because, no matter how old you get, or how grown-up it is having your own place, nothing beats Mum’s Trinidadian cookout on a Sunday afternoon. The house would come to life: everyone in and out of the kitchen, getting under each other’s (well, mainly Mum’s) feet, music drifting out of the front room (Sunday was definitely a 1000 Volts Of Holt vinyl kind of day), multiple conversations and laughter bellowing over the records, and then the silence that would fall when a plate of delicious food was put in front of each of us to eat. After the wonderful chaos of Sunday lunch at ours, Anthony would get to work on basic maintenance on the bike. He’d wheel it out to the garden and prop it up on the pathway. Then he’d set to work: cleaning and oiling the chain; checking the brakes were still in working order and adjusting them; checking the frame, tyres and wheels for signs of serious wear. He may not have been massively into cycling at that time but he still knew a thing or two about how bikes worked. Watching him tinker away on the Burner was always really cool, partly because he was restoring it back to its best for me and partly because it was amazing to see how all the machinery worked.

Now, I say ‘we’ needed to make sure it was roadworthy, but other than bringing my brother mugs of coffee and handing him the occasional tool, I didn’t get that involved in that side of things. Looking back now, not diving in is something I regret. It took me years to become confident in asking technical questions about my bikes. If I’d been introduced to it from the start of my cycling journey, would that have made me more technically minded? I’ll never be 100 per cent sure, but it’s a thought that rattles around my brain to this day. I’d certainly suggest seizing the moment to ask as many questions as you want and getting stuck in with both hands! No question is a silly question when it comes to learning something new.

After a few weeks of visits, cookouts, coffees and tinkering, everything was all set on my Burner. Anthony had cleaned and restored it to its former glory and – even though I’d witnessed Michele riding on the same bike hundreds of times – when he presented it to me on that final Sunday it looked like a brand-new machine. Even Michele was impressed. There were a few minor changes to it which came as a lovely surprise: Anthony had attached some amber and clear reflectors to the spokes, along with a brand-new set of Ever Ready bike lights he’d bought and put on the front and the back of the frame. They looked awesome, encased in yellow plastic that matched the yellow saddle, handlebar grips and padding of the Burner perfectly. Even back then, anyone who knew me clocked that I have to co-ordinate my cycle style down to the last detail. By today’s standards, those bike lights would probably be considered lamps: they must have been about four inches in height and three inches in width and depth. Each of them took two massive Ever Ready batteries (Lord knows how many lumens the lights gave off but they were bright enough to leave floaters in your eyes) and was attached to the frame with metal brackets you had to screw together to clamp on to it. None of the easy-install, quick-release versions we’ve got now. They were obzocky and heavy … but absolutely perfect.

The other change was a pair of stabilisers. During those weeks while ‘we’ were working in the garden, I’d plucked up the courage to tell Anthony just how scary I thought it might be learning how to cycle. That disastrous first experience I’d had on the Burner still stuck in my head and the idea of face-planting on concrete instead of our psychedelic carpet
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