
Ride with

History
Formed in 1926 with the emphasis 
on touring, Johnstone Wheelers 
went on to become one of 
Scotland’s most successful clubs 
in a range of disciplines. One of the 
more distinctive trophies in their 
crowded cabinet is a handsome 
shield awarded to them when 
they won the World Bicycle Polo 
Championships in the early 2000s. 

Another eye-catching trophy 
is a piece of wood in the shape 
of a chocolate bar. This is the 
‘Chocolate Trophy’, awarded to 
the season’s fastest time  
in the club’s confined 10 TT,  
and is inspired by former club 
president Jim Kennovin, who 
used to reward winning riders 
with bars of chocolate.

The Wheelers’ clubhouse in 

Millar Street, Johnstone, has been 
their home since 1935 — despite 
temporary requisition by the 1st 
Glasgow Highlanders Light  
Infantry during World War Two.

The club’s tradition of inclusivity 
dates back to this period. With so 
many male members away at war, 
an influx of female riders took their 
places. By 1958, the club’s women’s 
section was officially recognised 
as “the finest all-round team in 
Britain” with the presentation of 
an award by the Isle of Man’s Millie 
Robinson, who had won the first 
women’s Tour de France in 1955.

One of these female riders was 
Rita Montgomery, who joined at 
the age of 12 and went on to  
claim a record eight Scottish  
Best All-Rounder titles as well as 
three World Veteran Road Race 

titles in the 80s. Today, the club 
has 22 female members.

Montgomery was one of the 
guests, alongside two-time  
British road champion and  
Wheelers life member Brian 
Smith, at the club’s 90th anni-
versary dinner the week after our 
ride. Though the colours of the 
club jersey go back to its origins, 
the current design was the result 
of a competition among members.

Achievements
 Brian Smith — twice  

British road race champion;  
1994 Giro finisher.
 William Gibb — twice Scottish 

road race champion.
 Drew Wilson — Scottish 

road race champion; four-
times Commonwealth                         

Games competitor.
 Martin Coll — Girvan 

Three Day winner.
 Katrina Hair — four-times 

Scottish women’s road race 
champion; three-times 
Scottish women’s 3,000m 
pursuit champion.
 Jess Millar and Ellie 

Park — Scottish Youth Girls 
Madison champions.

omewhere on the 
high moorland 
overlooking Greenock 

and the Firth of Clyde there is 
said to be a ‘cyclists’ cave’ that 
was once the refuge of pirates 
and smugglers. “Nowadays 
it’s used for a drum-up,” says 
Johnstone Wheelers member 
Iain McTavish, referring to the 
noble Scottish cycling tradition 
of “drumming up” a fire for  
a pot of tea and a tin of 
sardines during a long ride 
(as practised by local legend 
Graeme Obree).

With a fierce headwind 
blowing as we thread 
between a reservoir and Loch 
Thom, a drum-up in a cave is 
tempting, but instead we are 
heading for the contemporary 
equivalent of a coffee and 
cake in a nice, warm cafe.

Despite this concession 
to modern-day comforts, 
the Wheelers are steeped in 
tradition. “The difference 
with the old days is that now 
our club trips will be to the 
Marmotte, Flanders or the 
Sufrida in Spain,” says George 

Donnelly, referring to some of 
the European sportives they’ve 
been to.

Paul McDonald, a Wheeler 
for half of his 51 years, has 
devised a challenge closer to 
home, which sees members 
regularly take the early 
morning ferry over to the Isle 
of Arran and try to complete 
two 56-mile laps of the island 
before the last boat home.  
“It’s tough, it’s lumpy, and 
you have to keep a constant 
20mph with no time for 
stops,” he explains. 

The only members to have 
completed the ‘Double Arran’ 
so far are McDonald and Alan 
McBride, a strapping ex-
amateur footballer who bought 
his first road bike only three 

years ago and now races at 
third-cat level. “There’s some 
rough stuff in those races, but I 
was a centre-half so I can look 
after myself,” he tells me. “The 
culture here is so different from 
the football club I was in; it’s 
about diet and training rather 
than just drinking.”

But the Wheelers are proud 
of their social side too. As 
we swoop down towards 
our cafe stop in the Ayrshire 
seaside town of Largs, 

This fine Scottish club balances  
old-school traditions with  
modern-day conventions

Club facts
Based: Johnstone, near Paisley, 
Renfrewshire.
Members: 92 adults, plus 99  
Johnstone Jets (under-16s).
Formed: 1926
Meets: At their clubhouse, Miller 
Street, Johnstone. Sunday 9am, 
three groups: 30-milers (social ride 
with cafe stop at pace of slowest); 
intermediate (60 miles with cafe 
stop, steady pace); fast (70 miles 
at fast speed). Tuesday 6.30pm: 
fast chaingang; confined TTs during 
summer.  Wednesday 6.30pm: 
social ‘taster’ for newbies to  
group riding. Thursday 6.30pm: 
steady chaingang.
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Meet the club

Lewis Mulholland: “I’ve just 
been with the Development
squad, training in Belgium.”

George Donnelly: “We’re an 
old club but always 
attracting young members.”  

Alan McBride: “The club 
culture is worlds away from 
when I played football!”

Contact www.johnstone-wheelers.co.uk | Twitter @JWCC1926 | Facebook/Johnstone Wheelers Cycling Club

Alan McMillan: “There’s 
something for everyone
with the Wheelers.” 

Alan McMillan, a former 
international badminton 
player who is now chief 
executive of Bowls Scotland, 
tells me: “The ones at the 
front will be talking all things 
Campag, but the ones in the 
middle will be talking about 
our gin club, which meets 
every six weeks. That’s the 
great thing about this club 
— if you want to go eyeballs 
out in TTs and races, you 

can, but there are leisure and 
intermediate rides too.”

The club also has one of 
the largest junior sections 
in Scotland, the Johnstone 
Jets, set up nine years ago 
by Martin Mulholland. “My 
son Lewis was 11 at the time, 
loved riding his bike, and I 
wondered, ‘How does he get 
from there to racing?’” he says. 
So Mulholland obtained his BC 
coaching qualifications and  

the Jets now have 99 members.
Back at the clubhouse a 

conversation about the choice 
of music for the winter turbo 
sessions takes place. By the 
time we leave, it’s a toss-up 
between ‘White Riot’ by the 
Clash or ‘Into the Valley’ by the 
Skids, prompting blank faces 
amongst some of the Jets.

But then it’s doubtful  
that they’ve ever heard of a 
‘drum-up’, either.

Johnstone Wheelers club run 
Ride highlights

Occupational
hazard: get pumpin’!

Feasting begins at
the Bagel Basket

The Wheelers glide
through God’s Country
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1 Old Largs Road
It’s a brute of a climb up from 

traffic-congested Greenock, but 
you are rewarded with a sweeping 
plateau of rugged moorland, lochs 
and empty roads.  The ‘Scenic Route 
to Largs’ lives up to its name.

Favourite cafe
The seaside town of Largs is a 
favourite cafe stop for many clubs 
in the area (especially in winter, 
when the main coastal road is a 
safer option for club rides in icy 
conditions), but the Wheelers have 
claimed the Bagel Basket as their 
own. “We’ve been coming here 
for 30 years. Other clubs call us 
the Bagel Basket Wheelers,” says 
George Donnelly. And it’s not just 
about the bagels. An extensive 
menu includes breakfasts, burgers 
and burritos.  The coffee, cakes 
and scones are outstanding.

The Bagel Basket, 25-31 Main 
Street, Largs, Ayrshire, KA30 8AE

54
MILES

2 Brisbane Glen Road
After the exposed moorland 

comes a long descent down towards 
the sea. The road is patchy in parts, 
and there’s a tricky chicane over a 
stone bridge, but otherwise it’s a 
well-earned respite.

3 National Cycle Route 7
This traffic-free path follows 

the route of a former rail line and 
runs the final 10 miles to the  
club rooms. It’s well-surfaced and 
flat the whole way and, if you’re 
lucky, you’ll have a tailwind.
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