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This is not just the history of a cycling club. The fortunes of the De Laune C.C. over the past hundred 
years mirror the dramatic changes in the social life of Britain which have taken place in that time; and 
the collection of letters its members sent from the trenches of the First World War forms a uniquely 
personal record of their horrific - and light-hearted - experiences. The De Laune takes its name from a 
Kent landowner and philanthropist of the nineteenth century. It was formed as a strictly all-male club 
in 1889 when the Victorian cycling boom was getting under way - on roads that could be identified by 
their dust, and at the Herne Hill track, where quads, triplets and tandems rattled the boards. 
 
The De Laune survived police raids on its racing men (and the Great Grape-throwing Scandal of 
1903) to tour, race and dance its way through the 'twenties and 'thirties. After the Second World War it 
played a major part in a nationwide cycling revival, mainly through the efforts of E. N. Chippendale - 
the "Chip" to whom this book is dedicated. World-class riders like the international star Alan Jackson 
put the De Laune in the top rank; and pranksters like Jackson staged mud-battles on the river and hid 
bikes and pyjamas in trees. 
 
From the "penny-farthing" races and garden parties of the 1890s to the discos and women's road 
races of the 1980s, the social historian and general reader - as well as the cycling enthusiast - will find 
much of interest here. 
 
The author 
Mike Rabbetts is a Wiltshireman who now lives at Jarvis Brook, in East Sussex. He began cycling 
with Swindon and District Road Club in 1947 and is now a member of the Lewes Wanderers C.C. 
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FOREWORD 
 
This is the story of the De Laune Cycling Club spanning a hundred years, during a period of great 
social changes which in turn has had its effect on all aspects of cycling. The De Laune has always 
been prepared to face up to changes when the need arises and is proud of its contribution to the 
Sport. It has grown from strength to strength and is one of the most respected cycling clubs, with its 
own purpose built Headquarters. The secret lies in the fact that over the years the Club has been 
fortunate to have attracted many members of considerable qualities and vision, but none more than 
the late Edward Neville Chippendale, to whose memory this book is dedicated. 
 
E. N. Chippendale, known to his friends and acquaintances alike simply as Chip, joined the De Laune 
on 6th February 1936 after attending a recruitment cycle-run four days earlier. He quickly took an 
active part in affairs and although not very successful at racing, his administrative skills were soon 
apparent. In October 1937 he became Assistant Secretary as a preliminary to taking over at the 
beginning of the following year the combined role of General Secretary and Treasurer. This was 
interrupted by the outbreak of the Second World War when, in 1940, Chip joined the Army and was 
later commissioned in R.A.O.C. 
 
After the War, with so many far reaching changes taking place, Chip had once again taken over as 
General Secretary and Treasurer until in 1949 it was decided to split the two jobs - whereupon he 
continued as Treasurer for a further three years, a critical time for the Club. 
 
In 1953, with the great upsurge in the interest for cycling, the Club held the first post-war Crystal 
Palace Cycling Festival - the previous one being in 1936 prior to the Palace being destroyed by fire. 
This was the brainchild of Chip, who organised and co-ordinated this most ambitious promotion 
embracing every facet of cycling which attracted over ten thousand spectators culminating with the 
grand finale of the finish of an international road race on the circuit. The £300 profit - a useful sum in 
those days - was donated to the British Red Cross Society and St John Ambulance Brigade. The 
Festival continued for the next five years with Chip taking a very active part. In 1949 he was honoured 
with the Club Gold Badge and subsequently made a life member. He became Club President from 
1977 to 1979. 
 
Chip's cycling activities extended beyond the De Laune Cycling Club. He had become an official of 
the National Cyclists' Union and was the Chairman of their Finance and Management Committee in 
the early 1950's. At that time there was also another competing Association, British League of Racing 
Cyclists', basically interested in massed start racing on the open roads. It was essential for the well 
being of competitive cycling both nationally and internationally there was one representative body. To 
this end, Chip was deeply involved in the long and delicate merger negotiations until in 1959 the 
British Cycling Federation came into existence with E. N. Chippendale as its first President. 
 
Chip's sudden death in 1981, just as he was about to retire after a very successful business career, 
was a great blow. He was a man of immense ability and integrity and a great ambassador to the sport 
of cycling. It is, therefore, appropriate he should be remembered in a tangible way by the publication 
of a history of the De Laune Cycling Club, with whom he was so close. 
 
However, this history was unlikely to have been written had it not been possible to persuade an 
"outsider" - Michael Rabbetts - to take on the task involving very many hours of painstaking research, 
poring through minute books, Club magazines and other material to produce this very absorbing 
story. Michael is a BBC Journalist who began his club cycling with the Swindon and District Road 
Club in 1947. He is now a member of the Lewes Wanderers Cycling Club. 
 
 
DON WHITE  
Vice-president 
 



IN THE BEGINNING é.. 
Or: An essential piece of pre-history 
 
If this were the history of any ordinary cycling club, it would probably start by saying: "The club was 
founded one-hundred years ago, in 1889é.." But there's nothing ordinary about the De Laune. Its 
origins are closely linked with two old families the Delaunes and the Faunces; a country mansion 
Sharsted Court, at Newnham, in Kent; and a social centre that was a feature of Victorian South 
London - the De Laune Institute. 
 
So for the De Laune C.C. the first significant date is not 1889 but 1582. That was when a French 
Huguenot physician and cleric, William Delaune, fled with his family to England. One of his two sons - 
Gideon - bought Sharsted Court for his son Abraham in 1625 with the wealth he had accumulated as 
apothecary to Queen Anne, consort of James I. (He invented a pill which was very well thought-of at 
that time; it certainly did him some good - he lived to the age of 97.) 
 
Sharsted Court remained in the family for more than 300 years. It dates from the early 14th Century - 
a medieval manor house transformed into a Queen Anne mansion by Colonel William Delaune in 
1711. One admirer described the house as "ancient, romantic, ramblingé.. set among furlongs of 
topiary and acres of beechwood on the Downland plateau some seven miles southwards of 
Faversham and Sittingbourne." But he also pointed to its inconvenience as a place to live in: its 
seventeen staircases, twisting passages and many rooms. One bedroom is said to be haunted: there 
are stories of terrifying shrieks, guttering candles and a hideous figure which rendered a footman 
speechless. But the main feature of Sharsted is not its ghost: it's the topiary garden - an extraordinary 
display of geometrically-shaped yew trees. 
 
In the second half of the nineteenth century the garden was developed by the man who was to weave 
together the strands of history which brought the De Laune Cycling Club into being: Mr. Chapman 
Delaune Faunce-De Laune. He inherited Sharsted from his father, Captain Edmund Faunce - of a 
family whose ancestors came over with William the Conqueror. The Faunces and the Delaunes were 
linked through marriage - and Mr. C.D. Faunce-De Laune strengthened that link by adding "De 
Laune" (spelt as two words) to his surname. 
 
Mr. De Laune was a man of some substance - a High Sheriff of Kent, a considerable landowner, and 
a magistrate. Much of his property was in South London (De Laune Street and Faunce Street are still 
there) so it was only natural that the parish priest of St. Mary's, Newington, Canon Palmer, should turn 
to him for help when he wanted to set up a social club for young men. Mr. De Laune did more than 
just "help." He gave No. 22 New Street, Kennington, for the young men's exclusive use; paid for the 
building of a gymnasium, dressing room and other improvements; became President of the Institute 
and actively encouraged its varied sporting interests. Each year until his death in January, 1893, he 
entertained a group of Institute members at Sharsted Court. 
 
In more recent years, members of the De Laune C.C. have made an annual pilgrimage to Newnham, 
for a service at the parish church to honour the memory of the fourteen young men from the club who 
died in two world wars. A memorial plaque is on the outside wall of the church. 
 
Sharsted Court passed from the hands of the De Laune family in the nineteen-fifties; No.22 New 
Street has long since been demolished; and the Institute is no more. But a spark that was ignited 
there a hundred years ago is still burning brighté..



FIRST STEPS 
In the spring of 1889 they joined together at the De Laune Institute in Kennington to add cycling to the 
already extensive list of Institute activities: cricket, billiards, boxing, football, gymnastics, dramatics, 
athletics, debating, singing and dancing. What kind of young men were they? In the fading 
photographs they are posed, stiff and stern; in reality they enjoyed the same kind of good fellowship, 
and revealed the same sense of humour and enthusiasm, as their successors have done over the 
past hundred years. Above all, they were bike riders; and they were on the threshold of the great 
cycling boom of the eighteen-nineties. 
 
Some rode Ordinaries ("penny-farthings") and others the chain-driven Safeties which had first 
appeared five years earlier and which were to supersede the Ordinaries by the end of the century. 
Their machines would have had solid or cushion tyres. In 1889, pneumatics were only just being 
introduced to a derisive cycling world which was reluctant to buy them at £5 a pair. 
 
And cycling was a summer only sport. Most road surfaces were poor, especially out in the country. 
Dry, hot weather would raise clouds of dust; rain would settle the dust and turn it into mud. In winter, 
most self-respecting cyclists would keep their machines warm and dry indoors, smearing them with 
Vaseline and lovingly wrapping them in bandages until Easter heralded a new season. 
 
None of the drawbacks affected the enthusiastic ambition of the young cycling gentlemen of the De 
Laune Institute to form a section of their own. Towards the end of summer in 1888 they organised a 
number of runs into the countryside and spent the winter canvassing support from other members of 
the Institute. The outcome was the formation of the De Laune Institute Cycling Club, which opened its 
programme in the spring of 1889. 
 
No detailed records of the club's first three years have survived. But we do know something of what 
happened that Saturday afternoon when a small band of pioneers turned up at the Institute for the 
inaugural run. The "swell" of the party was Johnny Holden, on a new Humber machine with cushion 
tyres. The envious others rode solids. The secretary of the Institute, George Joad, was there on a 
tricycle which had seen better days. 
 
To make sure he didn't get left behind on this contraption, with its two large wheels on either side of 
him and a little third one trailing at the rear, he was given a push-off. This turned out to be a push-over 
instead: Joad and trike were sent sprawling into the gutter. 
 
The run got started eventually - and an hour later about half the party returned without mishap after a 
tour round Clapham Common. From such small beginningsé.. 
 
In those very early years, there were apparently no properly - organised races: just a number of 
impromptu and hazardous "burn-ups" on the wood-paved road between Kennington Cross and 
Clapham. Danger came not only for the tram-lines but from over-zealous policemen anxious to nab 
anyone riding "furiously". Fourteen miles an hour was then - by law - regarded as pretty furious. 
 
Much of the credit for the club's successful birth must go to the secretary, Harry Hart, and the 26 year 
old captain, Charlie Southon. And it must have been they who steered the club through the crisis of 
1891/2 which was brought about by that very success. Many of the young men who eagerly joined the 
club did not belong to the Institute itself - and the Institute wanted them expelled. Captain and 
secretary stood firm - and cut the apron strings. 
 
On March 19th, 1892, a small group met at the Institute to start drawing-up rules for the re-named De 
Laune Cycling Club. The entrance fee was fixed at one shilling and the weekly subscription at 
twopence. Members would have to buy their own caps; and preparations were made to order badges. 
The question of club colours was held over; it wasn't until 1896 that chocolate and light blue - the 
colours of the Institute - were chosen. 
 
A couple of meetings later, six gentlemen were elected to form a committee. (The minutes of this and 
subsequent meetings of the nineteenth-century De Laune invariably refer to its members as 
gentlemen. This confirms the widely-held belief that the De Laune has always been a gentlemanly 
club.) 



Plans were also made for the long-distance (paced) events which were a feature of Victorian cycling 
club life. It was decided to give a gold medal to anyone who completed 150 miles in twelve hours, a 
silver medal for 125 miles, and a bronze for 100. Members riding "pneumatics" were to be barred from 
winning bronze medals - probably because it was thought that 100 miles in twelve hours would be too 
easy for them. When no one had taken up this challenge by late summer, 1892, a Brighton-and-back 
"time-test" was substituted: a silver for under 8½ hours, and a gold "for the quickest time." 
 
Club-runs, too, were being properly organised. On July 4th, 1892, the newly-elected committee ruled 
that on Saturday afternoon "the Captain be commissioned to start the run as the clock strikes four, 
also that he starts the run for home so as to arrive not later than 11 p.m." Club runs then started from 
Kennington Cross, where the club had found a temporary headquarters: a small confectioner's known 
as "The Tuck Shop." One of the attractions of the place, apparently, was its ginger beer, which had an 
advantage over bitter in that it quenched the thirst without wobbling the wheels. 
 
So by the time the new-look club held its first annual meeting on November 11th, 1892, it had already 
shown itself well able to cope with independence. Here is part of Harry Hart's report to that meeting: 
 

"I could not pass such an opportunity as this without briefly recounting the progress of events, 
the prosperous work which has been done and the short time there has been to do it in. 
 
"The first meeting was held in the De Laune Institute on March 19th of this year, thus leaving 
only eight months in which to form a club, change and find fresh committee rooms, form rules 
and runs, arrange for a championship race and the distance runs, the latter of which to the 
regret of all fell through owing to the advanced period of the year, but however remain in 
abeyance until next season. The prosperous condition of the club has been plainly shown by 
the balance sheet just read, and I think you will agree that considering all things, it could not 
be better in the time. " 
 
"In conclusion I would not forget to call special attention to your Captain and Sub-Captain who 
have had not only the meeting work to do but have so regularly turned out on runs, thus 
performing a double complement of the most important work of the club, and I would advise 
all of you who like myself have the interest of the club at heart, to let these stand another 
year, as I am sure you cannot better them at present. They have had the rough and unselfish 
work of starting the clubé.. now let them have some smooth." 

 
Reading that now, a hundred years on, it is easy to imagine the "Hear hears" and ripple of applause 
which would have greeted it. Not that the applause would have been very loud: only fourteen 
members were there. Their names are worth recording, because they must have formed the 
backbone of the infant De Laune: Messrs. Southon (Captain), Errington (Sub-Captain), Hart 
(secretary), H. Douglas (assistant secretary), Mapey (chairman), Wilkinson, G. Douglas, Joad, 
Holden, Shoobridge (committee), Batchelor, Forsdick, James and Benwell. 
 
Shortly after the annual meeting, the club settled on its first proper headquarters: The Ship public 
house in Kennington Road. It held its first meeting there on December 21st, 1892. 
 

 
Club-Run 1910 (Arthur Williams seated) 



STRETCHING THE LEGS 
The rules had been made, officers elected, a headquarters found and club-runs properly organised. It 
was time to be more adventurous. Two holiday tours were arranged for 1893: at Easter, three days 
were spent in Buckinghamshire and the Chilterns, with the Three Tuns at High Wycombe as 
"temporary headquarters"; over the August Bank Holiday, the tour base was Maidstone. And the 1893 
runs programme finished with a flourish: an evening ride home from the country headquarters at The 
Bell, Kingston, with each member carrying a lighted Chinese lantern. The cost to club funds: six 
shillings. 
 
Social activities, too, were growing apace. The first De Laune dinner and concert was held on January 
21st, 1893, and that was closely followed by the first of many smoking concerts. Where the dinner 
was held isn't clear, but for three shillings a head, the members and their friends enjoyed food from a 
menu provided by a firm of caterers called Philcox and Son, of Bermondsey Street. As was the 
custom at that time, the members produced their own entertainment: they were expected to be able to 
sing romantic and comic songs, as well as ride bikes. 
 
But the serious business of racing wasn't far away. The first recorded De Laune club event was a five-
mile paced handicap on the Oxford road on Whit Monday, May 22nd, 1893. It was won by Johnny 
Holden, who had a 45 second start over the scratchman. Of the sixteen starters, all but four rode 
pneumatic tyres - an indication of how quickly the invention had been accepted. The best of the solid-
tyred riders was seventh. 
 
Later that year, a two-mile handicap race was held on a track at Hyde Farm, Balham, apparently by 
arrangement with the De Laune Harriers, to whom a fee of 7s.6d. was paid. Shoobridge won, with 
Southon second and Batchelor third. The times recorded at these events are not known but 
Shoobridge seems to have gained sweet revenge over Southon and Batchelor: he had finished 
behind them in the five-mile. 
 
Standard times for the Brighton-and-back came down rapidly as bikes and some road surfaces 
improved. Take 1894: Gold, seven hours; gold centre, 7½; silver, eight. In that year, Wally Foster won 
himself a gold medal by riding from the Alexandra Hotel, Clapham Common, to Brighton and back in 
six hours nine minutes. Eleven others beat the gold centre standard and three the silver. Stops had to 
be made at the Railway Hotel, Crawley and The Ship on Brighton seafront for "tickets" to be signed 
certifying that the riders had been there. Marshalling and checking by club helpers came a little later. 
 
It's from the yellowing pages of the club records of 1894 that we gain the first complete picture of a De 
Laune racing year. A ten-mile track championship at Hyde Farm was won by George Wakefield in 30-
50. Four competitors fell so heavily on the rough surface that they failed to finish. There were two 
road events: a 15-mile handicap, won by H. Courridge in 45-30 and a 25, won by Foster, hero of the 
Brighton-and-back, in 1-17-00. Of the eighteen entrants in the 25, only one rode an Ordinary - 
probably the last appearance of a penny-farthing in a De Laune event. 
 
Road racing men of the 'nineties still had to contend with severe legal restrictions on their activities. It 
was usually safe to take part in "time tests" such as the De Laune Brighton and back, because they 
involved riders and their pacers starting in small groups at timed intervals and with nothing to beat but 
the clock. But the police often tried to stop the short distance races in which competitors started 
according to their handicaps, but usually finished in a bunch complete with pacers - which must have 
been frightening to behold. 
 
The De Laune "15" of 1894 provides a good example of what racing cyclists were up against. The 
course was from Walton-on-Thames to Ripley and back. All went well until a policeman appeared at 
the finish. The club officials made off, but the policeman cunningly waited until the leading bunch 
came tearing along the road to the finishing line. He tried unsuccessfully to stop one rider after 
another. One man was very nearly caught, but managed to get away with the others after bowling the 
constable over. 
 
Later in the day, the police called on the local hostelry - "The Black Boy" - which had been 
headquarters for the race. The landlady indignantly denied that the gentlemen of the De Laune would 
dream of doing anything illegal, like racing - and the officers of the law were foiled. 
 



The De Laune tandem pairing of Billy Groombridge and George Le Grys were once chased across 
Mitcham Common by a policeman on horseback, but managed to outpace him. Another member was 
stopped near Brixton police station because he was riding too fast. A policeman took him by the arm 
with one hand and wheeled his bike with the other. As they neared the station, the policeman let go 
the arm so that he could lift the bike up the stepsé.. and the offender seized the handlebars, sprang 
into the saddle and was off along Coldharbour Lane. 
 
The men who succeeded Charlie Southon as club captain in 1893 - Charlie Errington - wasn't so 
lucky. He was fined 15 shillings for speeding down Hillingdon Hill. 
 
On that day, Errington was on his way to High Wycombe, where - like a good captain - he had found 
quarters for the club at the "Three Tuns." Half -a-dozen members who spent a weekend there in 1894 
experienced another brush with the law. On the Saturday night, an after-hours singsong was started 
in the bar. At round about midnight, the revellers were interrupted by the sound of loud knocking on 
the doors. 
 
The landlord, Mr. Young, hustled them off to their bedrooms, telling them to get between the sheets 
as soon as possible. Hardly had they done so when the police came into the bedrooms. It was a raid! 
The policemen apparently thought that local people might be breaking the Sunday Observance Law 
by singing loudly after midnight - or even drinking after hours. 
 
Not until the De Launeites had shown them their "knickers" - those predecessors of plus-fours - and 
had taken them to the coach-house to inspect the bikes - were the police satisfied that they were 
genuine guests and not "locals." 
 
That year -- 1894 - set the early racing pattern: a mixture of road and track events, paced and 
unpaced. There was always one long-distance "time test" for standard medals - the Brighton and-
back until 1897, then a hundred-mile event on the Bath road. The "names" of that time were Foster - 
who slashed half-an-hour from his Brighton and-back time in 1895 and did a 1-11 "25" the following 
year; A. Choppen - the 50-mile champion of 1897 who, later the same year, recorded the fastest time. 
in the club's first 100-mile "time test" (5-59-00); and George and Will Le Grys, who shared a number 
of track victories between them - including the first De Laune event to be held at Herne Hill, on July 
21st, 1897. George was also a good road man: he won the 1896 "50" in 2-33-03 even though he had 
to ride the final five miles (solo) on a borrowed tandem. 
 
Another of the fast men, Charles Spender, is also worth a mention, if only because of what happened 
after he won the club five-mile at the Putney Velodrome in 1896. His prize was a chair - donated by a 
club member - but it was such a poor one that the De Laune committee considered it not worth 
having. An alternative prize was about to be bought from club funds when the donor was shamed into 
producing another chair, which Spender sat in and decided was satisfactory. 
 
Tandemists were also making their first appearance on the result sheets in the closing years of the 
century. In 1897 the combination of Brooks and Swinson completed the club hundred in the same 
time as Choppen, and by 1899 Albert (Bung) Bannell and Wal Condy had done it in 5-11-30. Condy 
was a name becoming increasingly prominent in the racing statistics, for reasons which will soon 
become apparent. And Bannell deserves a place in De Laune history, because in 1899 he won the 
club's first entirely unpaced "25" in 1-18-30. 
 
Don't sniff at these times, young man. Those Victorian gentlemen had what it takes despite their 
moustaches, funny caps, sports jackets and ungainly bikes. Look at the courses that were used. The 
early "twenty-five" were on the Portsmouth road, starting "at the first railway arch after Ditton", turning 
just short of Guildford and finishing at the top of Pains Hill, Cobham. For the "fifties" the club at first 
used the Brighton road - from Coulsdon to the bottom of Dale Hill, a mile south of Albourne, retracing 
to "the; milestone at Povey Cross" (Gatwick). Riders in the 100-mile time tests on the Bath road 
started (in small groups) at the 12th milestone out of London, passed through Maidenhead, Reading 
and Newbury, turned at the 63rd milestone just short of Hungerford, and finished at the 14th 
milestone. (The Bath road was later favoured for the shorter distances, too.) 
 
None of these roads was easy, and some sections were positively appalling. It wasn't just the hills. To 
quote from the C.T.C. Road Book of the 'nineties: "The surface (of the road between Slough and 
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Maidenhead) is generally very sandy and loose, particularly in dry weather, and for a short distance 
near the 25th milestone the road is quite unrideable". And after Maidenhead: "For a considerable 
distance in the neighbourhood of Knowl Hill the road is shaded by trees, and is consequently often 
wet and heavy." 
 
They were tough, all right. But the social side of club life was very important to them, too. As they did 
at the Institute, and as their successors in the De Laune do today, they enhanced their enjoyment of 
cycling by combining it with other interests. The programme for 1899 is a good example - there were 
far more social events than races: in January, a concert; in the summer, four garden parties at club 
teaplaces; in November, the annual dinner; in December, a dance. And the club bought dominoes, 
draughts, a chess-set and playing cards for use on clubnights. 
 
The annual dinners of 1896 and 1897 were held at the Dover Castle, in Westminster Bridge Road; in 
1898 the venue was the Manchester Hotel in Aldersgate Street. But the favourite spot for the winter 
social events was The Horns Assembly Rooms at Kennington. 
 
The dinners and concerts were fairly elaborate affairs. Musicians had to be hired (perhaps just a 
pianist for the dinners) and singers found to supplement the renderings of the members themselves. 
To make sure the concerts went with a swing, a stage manager and even a musical director would be 
appointed. For the 1899 concert at The Horns, tickets cost two shillings. Mr. Larkin's seven-piece 
band was engaged for two guineas, and the doorkeeper was given a two-shilling tip. The best singer's 
fee was 10s.6d. for two turns; the others charged 7s.6d. These occasions provided a good source of 
income for the club when times were hard: 1897 was such a year - the prize values had to be reduced 
because there was so little money in the kitty. 
 
Annual dinners and smoking concerts - like club membership - were strictly for men only. Garden 
parties were a different matter. In one 19th century photograph, taken at The George, Morden, some 
of the men are in their Sunday or Saturday best, with felt hats or straw boaters; others are in the 
customary cycling gear of knickerbockers, jackets and "schoolboy" caps. But it's the presence of large 
numbers of wives, sisters and lady-friends, dressed in all their finery, which takes the eye. 
 
One of the club members at the garden party pointed out in later years than even in those days the 
gentlemen of the De Laune "must have had some little attraction for the fair sex." But, he said, the 
problem of transporting the ladies to the scene of revelry had to be overcome: "As there were no 
motors in those days, a brake was utilised by some members who were accompanied by their ladies 
who wished to be particularly smart. Others took the tram as far as Tooting and walked thence to The 
George - a very pleasant walk." 
 
The club was jealous of its reputation for good behaviour. One of its members - the one who bowled 
over a policeman in 1894 - was expelled in 1897 because of another incident. Nothing specific is 
mentioned in the committee minutes - just a single terse sentence: "Having conducted himself on the 
occasion of the annual concert in a manner to the disadvantage of the club, his name be erased from 
the books of the club". 
 
There was discipline, too, on club runs. In 1898 a rule was made which will strike a sympathetic chord 
with all those who have ever hung desperately on to the back of a club-run bash: "That in all club runs 
the Captain shall lead and regulate the pace to the capabilities of the least experienced rider present 
and no rider shall be allowed to pass him." 
 
Recollections of those early runs are in the pages of the De Laune News - the club magazine which 
first appeared in 1929 and is still going strong. 
 
Harry Hayter, for instance, emphasised the fact that when he joined the club in 1890 no one fancied 
riding too many miles because the bikes were heavy and the solid tyres extremely hard. So the first 
occasion a member rode Dunlops stuck in his memory. These tyres consisted of an inner tube, two 
inches in diameter (sometimes containing a kind of treacle to obviate punctures), and an outer cover 
fixed to the rim by hooks and laces. 
 
The De Laune's Pneumatic Pioneer was a man called Bill English. Harry Hayter told what happened 
to him: "Four of us went to Brighton and Bill English showed us how to ride the hills. We stayed there 



for a few days, during which the tyres gave out and we couldn't get any air to stay in them. Then we 
had a brilliant idea: fill them with sawdust! We started for London but at Crawley Bill was dead beat 
and the tyres worn out. So he had to take the train home." 
 
Another old-timer, Charlie Hampson, pointed out that in the 'nineties, club cyclists were truly Kings of 
the Road. There were no motors and no traffic lights - and bikes were faster than most horse-drawn 
vehicles. But there was one great disadvantage - the dust: 
 

"Oh, the dust the De Laune used to create when there were something over thirty riders out. 
Even in those days we had to split up, more to avoid making the last string eat too much dust, 
than to make a fast and a slow section. 

 
"When I say that the cyclists of those days were very much more attentive to their attire and 
general appearance than they seem to be nowadays (1938), I can assure you that the first 
thing we all did when we stopped for refreshments was to make a rush for the clothes brush 
and the shoe brush - yes, even before having a drink. And the bicycles! They were a sight, 
especially if one were dust-proud (I mean to say, if one wished everyone to know that one 
had been farther abroad than The Bell at Tooting or The George at Morden). 
 
"Strolling along the Clapham Road on a Sunday night, it was our interest to note the different 
colours of the dust on the bicycles - for the Brighton road dust was light, the Dorking road 
deeper in colour, the Portsmouth road clayey and the Bath road quite white." 

 
Then there was the mud. George Howard, who preceded Harry Hayter as club captain, has left us his 
painful memories of a two-day run to High Wycombe and back which began one Boxing Day. Six 
started off, but the weather was so miserable that four turned back. George and his companion 
pedalled on, in heavy rain along roads running with water and sand, their chains stiff with grit, without 
mudguards or adequate capes, wet through and caked with mud. 
 
At Gerrards Cross they called at a pub for a drink and - they thought - an emergency bed. "Can you 
put us up, landlord?" they asked. "No!" said the landlord, looking them up and down with an air of 
disgust. 
 
They made it to High Wycombe eventually, of course, in true De Laune tradition - but only through the 
inspiration of a threepenny tot of rum they bought in Beaconsfield. 
 
Problems of a different kind confronted A. J. Pound and eleven fellow members who set out on a 
Saturday in the 'nineties for an impromptu weekend tour to nowhere in particular. And the problems 
were solved in a way which would surely be highly unlikely today. 
 
The twelve reached Pulborough, but couldn't find anywhere to stay for the night. So, on to Bognor - 
and no room for twelve cyclists there, either. The Captain asked a policeman, who in turn asked a 
"stately, portly old gent" (A. J. Pound's description) who then spoke to the Captain and so é.. 
 

"A procession was formed following this stranger. A gate was opened and a key placed in the 
hole of an impressive door which opened into a fine hall. A kindly lady put in an appearance - 
the wife of our benefactor, evidently - and we were introduced to his friends. Then the maids 
were called and we were ushered into a large room, and blankets, pillows and rugs came like 
magic. Then we were left to make ourselves comfortable with the fine carpet as a bed for 
twelve é.. 
 
"Up in the morning early. The butler put in an appearance and escorted us to the place for a 
wash, shave etc., then advised us to get to the kitchens, where - behold! - bacon, eggs and 
coffee for twelve! 
 
"This went with much success and our good host discreetly appeared with a jovial 'Good 
morning boys, I hope you slept well.' He wished us good day, a good holiday and pleasant 
going, whereupon our Captain expressed our heartfelt thanks and approached this great 
sport wishing a charge to be made for at least the good breakfast. But no, he kindly replied 



that the pleasure it gave him to have been of service was sufficient recompense. A very fine 
English gentleman. We of course had a collection for the staff as a token of appreciation." 

 
The 19th Century club-runs were certainly varied. Some were combined with cricket and football 
matches against such long-gone cycling clubs as The Idlers, Camberwell Wheelers and the Granville 
C.C. There were inter-club midnight runs and regular Bank Holiday tours to Hastings, Portsmouth, 
Oxford and other places. 
 
The annual midnight run to Brighton on the July Saturday nearest to a full moon was a popular fixture 
for a while. In 1896 an estimated 200 members of the De Laune and other cycling clubs set off from 
Kennington Park at the stroke of twelve, on solo bicycles, tandems, triplets, quads, and one sixtet. To 
add to the sense of occasion (and certainly to the noise) they were armed with lanterns, horns and 
bells. 
 
This joyous cavalcade - sometimes six abreast - made its first bacon-and-egg stop at Horley - and 
George Le Grys had tucked himself in behind the fastest quad to make sure he got there first to 
reserve seats for the De Laune C.C. 
 
On these runs, the leading riders usually reached Brighton at about six o'clock, and the last of the 
stragglers two-and-a-half hours later. Breakfast was provided at The Ship, on the seafront, no matter 
what time anyone got there. Most started out for home in the afternoon; a few fainthearts with sore 
bottoms caught the train. Altogether, a thoroughly enjoyable occasion but the police frowned on such 
mass rallies, and eventually put a stop to them. 
 
From 1894 there were two De Laune club-runs each weekend in "the season": on Saturday 
afternoons and Sunday mornings. Saturday teaplaces and Sunday "pull-ups" included The 
Greyhound at Carshalton; the Glynn Arms, Ewell; the Temperance Hotel, Coulsdon; the King's Head, 
Twickenham; the Rose and Crown, Riddlesdown; and Tagg's Boat House at Moulsey. 
 
"The season" then ran from the middle of March to the beginning of October. But in the autumn of 
1899 the committee decided on a radical departure from long-established custom - appropriately 
enough at the start of a new century: runs should be carried on through the winter when possible. 
 
The club also entered the 20th Century with a new headquarters. The Ship changed hands at the end 
of 1897 and a move was made to the White Bear, in Kennington Park Road. This had the bonus of 
solving the problem of who was to be club president. A number of abortive approaches had been 
made to potential candidates ever since the break with the Institute in 1892. But at the annual meeting 
of 1898 the landlord of the new headquarters, Mr. Frederick Clay, a former actor, was elected the 
club's first active president - a position he was to hold for eleven years. 
 
A number of those who had been with the club since the start, or soon after, continued their 
association with it - in one form or another - well into the 20th Century. 
 
Charlie Southon kept in occasional touch with De Laune activities in his later years through letters 
written at the desk inscribed with the date "1889" and presented to him when he retired as club 
captain in 1893. He died in 1947 at the age of 82 - still proudly wearing his original club badge, which 
modern day captains later wore as a badge of office. 
 
George Howard joined the De Laune in 1889, after seeing one of its first clubruns pass by Clapham 
Common, where he was playing cricket. He claimed to have set a club record by taking part in well 
over a thousand runs in his first 20 years of membership. He certainly achieved two "firsts" as long-
serving handicapper and committee-man: first holder of the Gold Badge of Honour (in 1909) and first 
honorary life member (1925). It was said of him: "When youthful spirits overflowed he quickly 
discriminated between good fun and rowdyism and a quick remark from him was always sufficient to 
calm the most unruly." George had been a member of the De Laune for over 50 years when he died. 
 
Will and George Le Grys became a highly successful tandem pacing combination before retiring 
from racing. Will retained his close association with the sport as a trainer of leading trackmen - 
including the great Leon Meredith and an Olympic champion, Charlie Bartlett. Just before the 
outbreak of war in 1914 he went to Copenhagen as trainer of the English cycling team sent out by the 



Daily Express to compete in the world championships. He was later well-known as an umpire at 
Herne Hill, scene of his youthful triumphs. In 1935 he was awarded a Gold Badge to mark the help 
and advice he had given to many racing men, on road and track. 
 
George Le Grys was one of the best trackmen in the South of England. In 1898 he broke a Herne Hill 
record by clocking 55 min. 07 secs. for a paced "25" - on steel rims and heavy tyres. He was aptly 
described as the complete extrovert. After filling his trophy cabinet, he spent some years as a 
salesman in North America and then devoted his attention to "lecturing the lads, urging the active 
racing men to greater efforts, driving club officials to attempt the impossible and charming the ladies 
at club dinners with his floral gifts and the rest of us with his speeches." 
 
George's anecdotes enlivened many a gathering. He recalled the day when crowds gathered on 
Handcross Hill to see a challenge match between him and two members of another club who held the 
25-mile road record. The challenge was for the record holders, on a tandem with a fixed gear of 100, 
to drop George on the descent of the hill - with him on a solo "fixed" of 70 and no toe-clips. George 
sharpened the spikes on his pedals and bought a pair of boxing shoes with felt soles to get a good 
grip. And, of course, he stayed on the tandem's back wheel all the way. 
 
George was President of the club for ten years from 1958, during which time he was honoured - like 
his younger brother - with the De Laune Gold Badge. He died in 1969, at the age of 91. 
 
Albert Bannell the club's first unpaced champion, was on the inaugural club-run in 1889. He was 
prominent in the early social activities as keeper of the billiards saloon at the White Bear, and later at 
the Portland Arms, Portland Place, Clapham Road. He emigrated to Canada in 1905 but kept in 
regular contact through the De Laune News until he died in 1952. 
 
H. G. ('Arthur") Benwell club secretary 1897-99, ran a bike shop in Kennington Road. He made a 
tandem for George Le Grys, who spent several years saving-up twenty golden sovereigns to pay for 
it. Arthur faded from the De Laune scene for some time before being reminded of "the good old days" 
in 1950. He rejoined - at the age of 82. 
 
There are others of that pioneer band whose names have been forgotten over the years but who 
helped establish the traditions of which the De Laune is so proud. Charles Errington, for instance and 
W.E. Elwell, Harry Hart's immediate successor as secretary. 
 
But for the De Laune of the early 20th Century, new names were coming to the fore: the Condys, Joe 
Stapley, Walter Niblett, and above all, Arthur Williams. It was to be an exciting era, but not without its 
problems... 
 

Committee: March 11th 1900 
It was agreed that all proposed new applicants for membership shall, prior to their election as 
full members of the club, attend before the committee to answer satisfactorily the questions 
the secretary or anyone of the committee may ask him as to his abilities. 
 

Committee: June 12th 1902 
The 20-miles road race to start at 7.30 from the 14th milestone on the Bath road outside 
Hounslow to the 24th milestone, returning and finishing at the 14th. Competitors to be sent off 
at intervals of five minutes after the despatch of the scratchman; and to be strictly unpaced, 
no spare machine to approach within 100 yards of any competitor. Penalty to be 
disqualification. 



GRAPES AND WRATH 
At about half-past eight on the evening of Saturday, December 3rd, 1903, as more than sixty 
members of the De Laune and their friends were enjoying their annual dinner at The Horns, Charlie 
Wilson threw a bunch of grapes from one end of his table to the other. The grapes missed the 
intended target and hit a visitor in the face. People at the visitor's end of the table protested, but 
Wilson's response (aided and abetted by another member, Bill Williams) was to squirt soda water 
syphons over everyone near by. One elderly, much respected gentleman and one of the waiters were 
drenched. 
 
The chairman, Mr. Clay, called for order but friends of Wilson and Williams joined in. Members and 
guests began rushing about, and a vice-president of the club, Alderman Bowers was "hustled, 
charged and insulted." 
 
The official account of The Great Grape-throwing Scandal of 1903 hints that even worse was 
perpetrated that night. It uses such phrases as "amongst other things" and adds a few "etceteras." 
Modern-day ladies and gentlemen of the De Laune will therefore be relieved to know that Wilson and 
Williams were thrown out of the club. 
 
Such goings-on have been so rare in De Laune history that it might be as well to get the painful part 
over quickly and deal here and now with another series of incidents which scandalised the members 
nearly seven years later - in July, 1910. Let the committee minute speak for itself: 
 

"The hon. sec. reported that certain of the members were becoming rowdy, breakages of 
other people's property were frequently brought to his notice and all attempts to keep order 
and all appeals to these refractory members only brought down ridicule upon himself. The 
club was in great danger of having these acts of hooliganism brought into public notice and 
he asked the committee to adopt drastic measures in dealing with the members concerned. 
 
"On Saturday evening last at the garden party (held at the Duke of Edinburgh, Kingston Road, 
Wimbledon) Mr. Walter Robinson was seen deliberately breaking the Japanese lanterns with 
which the grounds were illuminated. 
 
"It was proposed by Mr. Will Le Grys, seconded by Mr. Will Condy, that he be brought before 
the committee. On being brought in, he admitted the damage and offered to pay but 
expressed no regret whatever. It was the general opinion of the committee that he considered 
he had done something clever." 
 

The committee let Robinson off with a caution - but the hon. sec then revealed there was worse to 
come. On the evening of the same garden party a group of club members had caused a disturbance 
in the coffee room of the Duke of Edinburgh. One had thrown a showcard which struck the gas 
bracket and broke the globes and mantles, causing 2s,3d. worth of damage. The landlady, Mrs. 
Harding, had made a strong complaint about their rowdy behaviour. 
 
One of the group was called before the committee and admitted causing the damage, but only 
accidentally. As he left the committee room, two of his friends - Walter Robinson (again) and Walter 
Chitty - were heard shouting outside and tried to force their way in. Chitty got through the door and 
loudly protested that they were "all in it together." He made it plain what he thought of the committee: 
"A lot of Bible-thumping two-faced hypocrites". (Or, as the hon. sec. reports laconically in the minutes 
"words to that effect.") 
 
Now Chitty was a big man - as someone put it, he had "a commanding presence." At one garden 
party he hit a gatecrasher with what a contemporary described as "the best straight left I've ever seen 
é.. The guy's eye came up like an oyster." He was pretty fast on the road, too, perhaps because he 
ate a steak before each race; and he made an impact on the social scene with uproarious renderings 
of "The Galloping Major." 
 
So it's no wonder that such a hugely-popular man (and his friend Robinson) should merely be 
suspended for a while after the Duke of Edinburgh affair. 
 



But then came the annual dinner of 1910 at the Manchester Hotel, and the club was thrown into 
renewed turmoil. The minutes of the special committee meeting held on December 8th tell the story: 
 

"A very serious disturbance was created throughout the concert and speeches on the 
occasion of our annual dinner by a section of the members, in consequence of which this 
meeting was called. Letters of complaint were read from Messrs. Walter Robinson and Walter 
H. Chitty because Mr. Will Le Grys in his speech publicly reproved their section for their 
ungentlemanly behaviour. After considerable discussion it was agreed that for Messrs. 
Robinson and Chitty to retain membership of the De Laune C.C. was detrimental to the best 
interests of the club. Mr. G. Ivin proposed, Mr. Will Le Grys seconded, that they be expelled. 
Carried unanimously." 
 

More than 40 years later, Walter Chitty revealed that he had provoked the "very serious disturbance" 
by swinging on the dining-room chandelier. He was allowed to rejoin the club in 1927, and over the 
next few years proved such an asset that he was made a vice-president. In the years since his 
expulsion he had become a successful solicitor, so was able to solve some of the club's legal tangles; 
and in 1935 he presented the first of a series of trophies to be won by the "Club Road Champion" - 
the equivalent of the best all-rounder. Walter Robinson was also readmitted, in 1920, after he had 
sent a letter regretting what had happened at the Manchester Hotel. 
 
Rowdyism was hardly a feature of the club's week-by-week activities, but there does seem to have 
been a strained relationship between the extroverts and the more conservative club officers. One 
member threatened to resign because of "extreme unfriendliness by one or two teetotal members of 
the committee." 



UPS AND DOWNS 
There were other difficulties in those early years of the century. In April, 1901, 82 members were on 
the register but only 18 had paid their subs; in the summer of that year, George Eves resigned as club 
secretary because of "a little unpleasantness" - and there was only one rider in the 100-mile time-test; 
the 1902 AGM had to be postponed for lack of a quorum; a few months later there was mention of 
"want of interest" and "adverse weather"; at the AGM of 1903 the secretary spoke of a falling-off all 
round in finance and membership, losses on the concert and Cinderella dance, and of garden parties 
ruined by rain; and Wilson and Williams rounded off the year with grapes and soda water. 
 
But that's enough of the gloom. Even Charlie Wilson had his better side. He won the 1900 unpaced 
"25" (on the Bath road) in 1-18-07, a time which wasn't beaten until 1905, when Will Le Grys became 
the first member to get inside evens with 1-14-15. 
 
By this time the De Laune was beginning to adopt the ideas of F. T. Bidlake of the North Road C.C. - 
the originator of the modern style of time trialling. On October 5th, 1895, he had organised the first 
race in which riders started one by one, unpaced, at regular intervals. In this way, police objections to 
cycle racing on the roads were overcome. 
 
The De Laune applied this system not only to the 20 and 25 mile events which were held each year 
from 1900 to 1914 but also to the 50 mile time tests in which members rode for standard medals, as 
they had done in the earlier paced "hundreds" and Brighton-and-backs. To try to ensure that all 
competitors rode entirely alone, they were sent off at three or five minute intervals in ascending order 
of handicap - scratchman first, longest-marker last. The timekeeper often had a very long wait. 
 
The handicapper, too, had his problems. He had to base his decisions not only on past performances 
but also on the kind of bike and equipment used. In one instance, a rider had his handicap allowance 
slashed because he had changed to wood rims and tubulars. 
 
Variety was added to the De Laune racing programme on Sunday, August 24th 1902: a hill climb held 
on Russell Hill - not precisely identified, but described as a "long drag from the crossroads." Perhaps 
at Purley? It was won by A. Judd in 3 min. 44 sec., which was five seconds faster than the two men 
who tied for second place. 
 
Until the first world war put an end to racing for a while, subsequent hill climbs were held at Polhill 
(1903), Marlpit Lane, Coulsdon (1904-5), and then Tilburstow - "starting from the bridge and finishing 
on the centre of the flat ground at the top of the hill." The pre-war Tilburstow record was set by 
Charles Condy in 1911: 2min.16sec. with a very strong following wind. 
 
The prize values in the 1902 hill climb are typical of the period: there were only seven entries, yet £1 
went to the winner and 15 shillings to each of the runners-up. That was a time when anyone shopping 
at the Army and Navy Stores could buy three shirts and a couple of fancy silk ties for £1, three Dunlop 
tyres for 18 shillings, and a bicycle suit (single-breasted Norfolk jacket and knickers in various shades 
of Scotch tweeds and Cheviots) for £1 5s. The actual choice of prizes in De Laune hill climbs, time 
trials and the annual clubrun attendance competition was made from such things as writing cases, 
silver teapots, hair-brush sets, silver matchboxes and umbrellas. 
 
In the eight years from the beginning of 1901, most of the major prizes were shared by four men: Will 
Le Grys and the Condy brothers - Walter ("Wal"), William ("Will") and Charles. The eldest of the 
Condy trio - Wal - was top man in 1901/2/3, but in the following two years Will Le Grys showed his 
paces on road as well as track and took every first prize bar one. The exception was the 
championship "25" of 1904 - a special occasion because it brought the first winner of the De Laune 
Challenge Bowl, presented (at the committee's suggestion) by Mr. Alured Faunce De Laune, son of 
the Institute's founder. The winner: a popular younger member, Harry Thomas, in 1-18-20. A month 
earlier he had won the fastest novice prize in the club "20". Will Le Grys had beaten him by three 
minutes in that event, but did not ride in the "25", so missed his chance to be the first to have his 
name engraved on what is now the club's oldest trophy. 
 
No sooner had Will Le Grys seen off one Condy than another arrived on the scene: Will Condy won 
the club hill climb of 1906 and all club races at 20 and 25 miles in 1907 and 1908. He and his brother 
Charles also won a number of gold medals in the 50-mile time tests - and were pretty good on a 



tandem, too. On one very wet Sunday morning in 1907 they recorded 2-22-54 for a "50" - a time well 
inside anything accomplished in the club before. And this was despite puncturing four miles from the 
finish. 
 
But Charles's strong point was hill-climbing. He was fastest up Tilburstow for five years in succession 
from 1907, and also did well in the Catford open hill climb, regarded by many as the equivalent of a 
national championship. He was certainly an enthusiastic competitor: in July, 1908, he rode in an open 
"hundred" on a rain-soaked Saturday - and was in a club "25" the next morning. 
 
Will Condy kept a note of how each race went: "Wet roads"é.. "Tyre burst through wet. Mended tube 
and patched cover"é.. "Very windy homeward journey" é.. "Not very well" é.. "Punctured at turn - 
finished on old machine" é.. "Raining hard all the way" é.. "Punctured front tyre from Horley, then 
both tyres flat from Redhill to Coulsdon." The Brighton road was used for the "fifties" for the three 
years from 1905, when the Bath road came back into favour, as it already was for the shorter 
distances. The Brighton road course (worked out with a map measurer on an Ordnance Survey map) 
started at "the signpost to Kenley Common" in Whyteleafe, on the Godstone Road out to Horsham, 
round the bandstand and back to the 14th milestone on the Brighton road. A hard course, but for each 
rider a compensatory pint of brown ale was handed up outside the Joliffe Arms at Merstham. For the 
Bath road events, the White Hart at Cranford was event headquarters; bed and breakfast was booked 
there for competitors and officials who wanted to avoid long journeys in the morning. 
 
Will Condy reckoned that the best race he ever rode for the De Laune C.C. was a "50" held on a 
windy day in August, 1908, on the Bath road - starting at the tenth milestone, turning at the 36th and 
finishing at the twelfth. He punctured at the turn, waited there for five or six minutes until he could 
borrow another member's old roadster, then battled his way to the finish against the gale. He was still 
second fastest, in 2-44-18, and well inside the gold medal standard. His comment: "Mighty hard!" 
 
Punctures were indeed the bane of a racing man's life. In the Southern C.C. Open 100 of 1906, 32 of 
the 71 starters failed to finish: most of them had punctures - one man had nine. Will Condy rode in 
this event - he finished in 6-00-46, and won second handicap; the fastest time was 5-25-08, by T.A. 
Fisher of the Unity C.C. Complainants of early starts should note that the first man went off at four 
o'clock in the morning - "even before the milk carts were astir." 
 
Heavy rain was also more of a hazard then than now, because of the mess it created on the roads. 
Last-minute postponement of races for this reason led to ill-feeling among these riders who turned up 
at the start only to find no officials there, so an emergency plan was adopted: if it was raining on the 
day before a race, officials and riders would meet at club headquarters at eight o'clock that evening to 
decide whether the race should go ahead. 
 
And what with avoiding potholes, stones and mud, keeping a check on one's own time during a race 
was far from easy. It wasn't just a matter of glancing at a wrist-watch: the timepiece had to be pulled 
from the pocket. So we get the entry: "Wood reported losing several minutes through dropping his 
watch twice." 
 

Committee: March 23rd 1905 
The secretary was instructed to order racing suits to the following design: Chocolate body for 
the jersey, with a 3-inch Cambridge blue band round the chest and upper part of the arms, 
also two Cambridge blue bands of about 1/4 -inch round the collar. The knickers to be 
chocolate, with a 3-inch band (blue) round the thighs. 



THE ORGANISATION MEN 
The names of Walter Niblett and Arthur Williams stand out at this stage of De Laune history - not for 
any prize-winning triumphs, but for organisational ability and strength of character which served the 
club well. 
 
Walter Niblett joined in 1902 and was on the committee within a year. He took on the secretary's job 
in 1906, at what was later described as a "most critical time." To quote the citation which 
accompanied the gold badge he was awarded in 1913: "Nearly all the members had tired of cycling 
and club life and little support could be obtained for anythingé.. Had he given up or neglected the 
club at this critical period it would probably not have survived." 
 
Niblett was secretary for only two years, but remained an active official for some time after that. In 
December, 1909, for instance, he helped Wal Condy organise the "Coming of Age" dinner at the 
Manchester Hotel. *The menu card included Niblett's potted history of the club which has been quoted 
in articles about the De Laune ever since: in it he compared the difficult times of the past with the 
good ones of the present when things were "going mighty strong." Active membership was then in the 
eighties - about twice the 1902 figure. 

 
*Footnote: The six-course meal included "De Laune Pudding", the ingredients of which remain a mystery. 

Entertainment between the speeches was provided by (among others) Charlie Hardy on the piano, Alf Baldwin's 
banjo ("White Coon's Polka March"), Will Westlake singing "I Wish I Lived Next Door to You", a recitation, and guest 

artistes (songs and violin solos). And the tickets cost only 3s.6d. 

 
Walter Niblett's successor as secretary was Arthur Williams, who joined the De Laune in February, 
1906, when he lived - appropriately enough - in De Laune Street, Kennington Park (No. 37). He was 
elected to the committee in 1907 and was club secretary from 1908 until he joined the army in 1916. 
A year later he was killed in action in France. 
 
Those are the bare statistics. They are fleshed out by the words of one of Arthur Williams's 
contemporaries: "He lived for the club and devoted all his undoubted gifts to the furtherance of the 
underlying good principles which mean so much to an organisation such as ours. He was outspoken 
and forthright to a degree, but so patently honest, true and steadfast that none could take offence." 
Arthur Williams once claimed that, without previous experience, he had had "to raise the De Laune 
from a decadent state." This was something of an exaggeration, since by 1907 the club - under Walter 
Niblett - was already recovering from the doldrums. But there's no doubt that Williams provided the 
driving force which capitalised on that recovery and created "one of the strongest cycling 
organisations in the South of England." 
 
For nine consecutive years from 1906, the De Laune won the one-guinea prize for the largest muster 
of club members at the annual meet of the Southern Counties Cycling Union at Bushey Park (a 
history of success which was continued after the war). 
 
These rallies were big affairs. In May 1910, 400 riders from 60 clubs took part; of these, 53 were from 
the De Laune. To quote the account in "Cycling": 
 

"Afterwards they rode en masse through the park to Hampton Court Green for tea at Cleggs 
Hotel. During the interval, between tea and a Bohemian concert, a very spirited tug-of-war 
was decided between the clubs, and resulted in a final pull between the Southern Ladyback 
Tandem C.C. and the Gainsborough A.C. team, the latter defeating the former." 

 
The other clubs must have been envious of the De Laune's full programme, as well as of the size of 
its membership. During the winter of 1911 the De Laune committee under Arthur Williams organised 
four whist drives, three concerts, two dances, a billiards contest, a draughts tournament, two weekend 
runs and an eight-mile walk. All this in addition to the annual dinner and the regular Sunday morning 
runs. 
 
The walk was held on a course between Sutton and Ewell (the winner: Fred Giles, 1hr. 15 min.) and 
was followed by tea and an impromptu concert. In fact, concerts, dances and garden parties were an 
enduringly popular feature of cycling club life until everything was changed by war. 
 



Few concerts were complete without Alf Baldwin and his banjo, Charlie Hardy as hon. pianist and 
accompanist (his rendering of the overture to "Tannhauser" was widely acclaimed), and Arthur Saxton 
singing "I'm Off to Philadelphia." Dances were taken seriously, too. Properly-printed programmes 
were available (folded pink card, deckled edges) on which Grace, Rose and Daisy could pencil their 
names alongside the dances for which they wished to have the honour of partnering a gentleman of 
the De Laune. 
 
Perhaps because of complaints from Grace, Rose and Daisy - nursing sore toes after a De Laune hop 
at The Horns - the committee decided "that on any Thursday (clubnight) when there is no special 
event, members of the club who can dance be asked to assist to teach other members with the idea 
of making the dances and garden parties more successful." 
 
Arthur Williams made a point of reminding the racing men that their medals were paid for by garden 
parties and dances. The ones held in 1913 made a profit of £10 19s.2d, which he said "must be 
placed on the shoulders of the splendid unselfish band of dancing men which the club possesses. 
Attending dances by the score, they are continually spending money with two objects: one, of course, 
is to enjoy themselves but the other is always uppermost in their minds - and that is to sell tickets for 
the De Laune. Although a non-dancing man, I am very proud of these men." 
 
There is no better way of conveying the atmosphere of those garden parties, with all their pre-war 
innocence, than by quoting from "The Kennington Gazette". The scene: the Duke of Edinburgh, 
Merton. The date: Saturday, July 25th, 1908: 
 

"There was no woe among the wheelers - a merrier, happier and more sociable gathering 
could not be imagined. Punctual to time, the Calorpheus Orchestra played the first bars of the 
waltz and speedily the lawn was covered with lovers of the terpsichorean art, under the 
capable M.C's, Messrs. W.E. Condy and G. Hume. 
 
"The grounds were looking their best, and the lawn, which was in the pink of condition, was 
large enough comfortably to accommodate fully 200 couples. Some 250 members and friends 
of the club put in an appearance, making a busy evening for the general hon. secretary, Mr. 
A. Williams, supported by Messrs. F. Green, G. Ivin and W.E. Condy, who carried out their 
duties as stewards with that happy comradeship which is so essential to making visitors feel a 
hearty welcome. 
 
"A long programme of dances was indulged in, and throughout there was an absolute 
freedom from unseemly behaviour. Just a big family party all bent on obtaining their full share 
of pure enjoyment out of the evening, and this they certainly obtained, aided by weather of 
the finest. 
 
"Shortly before the interval, the illuminations began to twinkle from many vari-coloured fairy 
lamps, and the seats surrounding the bowling green in the dusk provided a happy hunting 
ground for that arch little fellow, Cupid, who is always delighted with functions of this 
description. 
 
"Returning to the grounds, we spent a further hour watching the gyrations of the dancers, and 
it was noticeable that the charming ladies had no lack of male suitors for their company in the 
various dances. perhaps the De Laune Quadrille - composed of (1) 1st Caledonians, (2) 
Waltz Cotillon, (3) 4th Lancers, (4) 4th Quadrille, (5) 5th Lancers - found more favour. The 
dancers certainly put much energy into them, and so thoroughly enjoyed the dance, that an 
encore was demanded and won. 'God Save the King' brought a midsummer's dream of 
beauty and gaiety to an end." 
 

A midsummer dreamé.. How could an ear-splitting disco compete with that? (Not to mention 
whatever was going on beside the bowling green.) 
 
Other features of a typical summer programme would be cricket matches against the Morley C.C. (like 
the De Laune, an offshoot of a young men's institute); a paper chase; and a freewheeling contest 
down Tilburstow with strict rules to be followed: "The competitor shall take up whatever position on his 
machine that he may wish, but in the event of his altering the said position (or trying to add to the 



speed of the machine by any movement whatsoever) after having been started by the official starter, 
he shall be disqualified." 
 
Then there were the bank holiday weekends at Newnham: grass-track racing and attempts to ride up 
"The Bank" at Sharsted (when the pontoon schools weren't operating); rousing games of football and 
cricket played behind "The George"; battles between the occupants of the various bedrooms; and 
memorable sing-songs in the drawing room of Sharsted Court. Twenty-six members took part in the 
tour to Newnham in August, 1913. 



GOOD WORKS 
In its first 25 years the De Laune had a mainly lower middle class membership - inevitably, because of 
the cost of the sport and the need to have enough spare time to enjoy it. But the De Laune middle 
class had a proper appreciation of the problems of the less fortunate. 
 
The club's accomplished entertainers produced an annual concert for the inmates of a workhouse; 
and in 1913 and 1914 several dozen members donned striped pyjamas and funny hats to parade (on 
bikes) in the South London Carnival, held in aid of the Boys' Shelter Home. The department store of 
Swan and Edgar provided the pyjamas. ("Swan and Edgar Pyjama the World" was the store's slogan; 
"What Ho Bedtime" was the club's.) 
 
And the De Laune rallied round when a member of the Putney C.C. called Bickford was permanently 
blinded as a result of crashing in a grass track race at Hounslow in 1910. As was said at the time: 
"This disaster was all the more terrible when it is known that his only support is a widowed mother 
who previously had depended partly on his earnings to keep the home together. It was hoped that 
could sufficient money be obtained from him it would pay some institution to teach him a trade for the 
blind." 
 
The club committee sent a guinea to the Bickford fund and a collection among the members raised a 
further £2 13s.6d. 
 
At this time a bitter battle was raging over which should be the national body for competitive cycling. 
The De Laune decided to join other clubs in sending a donation to the National Cyclists' Union "in 
view of its fight to maintain control of cycling against the alien body, the A.A.A., whose only desire to 
obtain control is for its own personal gain and not with any idea of protecting or looking after the 
interests of cyclists." 
 
The N.C.U. saw off this threat-to its supremacy. Its fussy application of racing regulations was an 
irritant, but it gave valuable help to cycling clubs trying to cope with the increasing number of legal 
problems which accompanied the growth in motor traffic. In April, 1914, the N.C.U. obtained the 
dismissal of a motor-bus driver who, it was said, "had endeavoured to injure De Laune members on a 
winter run." No other details of the incident are recorded, but it indicates that antagonism between the 
motorised and non-motorised is no new phenomenon. 
 
A year earlier, a member of the club, Albert "Bunny" English, had been killed by a motor-bus in the 
Old Kent Road. Arthur Williams wrote to the Home Secretary and other authorities about the accident, 
and the bus company eventually paid £10 compensation to English's next-of-kin. 
 
The 1913 minutes also record the expenditure of £2 4s.0d. on a Persian rug as a wedding present for 
Miss Margaret Jamieson, and the inclusion of her name in the membership register. Miss Margaret 
Jamieson? Surely not! The De Laune was an all-male club until 1976, wasn't it? Well, yes: except for 
this lady. For an explanation it's necessary to go back to 1909. In February of that year the club 
president, Mr. Clay, got to hear of strongly-expressed dissatisfaction with his hotel, the White Bear, as 
club headquarters. He resigned, and a new headquarters was chosen - the Perseverance Tavern, 
Vassall Road off Brixton Road. Mr. Alured Faunce De Laune - already a vice-president - was invited 
to succeed Mr. Clay as president; and when, in 1913, he became engaged to Miss Jamieson, her 
name was written into the membership register - as "patroness." 
 

AGM: February 16th, 1905 
There was uproar when the late hon. secretary (Joe Stapley) drew attention to the remarks 
which he alleged had been made by a member on his joining another club. He also 
complained of insulting language used to him by the present hon. secretary (Dick Whitby), 
who replied that whatever he said was in the best interests. No vote of thanks was proposed 
to the officers of last year and the meeting was consequently brought to an abrupt end. 



THE GILES BROTHERS 
By the time the 1914/18 war had begun, new names had replaced those of Le Grys and Condy in the 
prize-lists. There was George Jackson - fastest at 50 miles in 1907/8 and starting a long line of family 
connections with the club; Alf Styles, faster still - and fit enough in 1911 to finish a "50" in 2-41-40 
despite knocking a man down in Horsham, injuring himself more than the man; Len, Percy and Cecil 
Tedd - with Percy setting a club record by winning the 1910 "25" in 1-11-30; Charlie Butler, three 
times fastest up Tilburstow, 1912/13/14; and Sammy Garbett - club champion in 1912 with a record 
"25" time of 1-09-31, and "50" record holder in 1913 with 2-32-06. Sammy was also a good boxer, 
and in his racing days was known for his habit of wearing a tall, stiff linen collar on training runs. 
 
But the name most prominent in those immediate pre-war years was Giles: Fred, who joined in 1909, 
and his younger brother John, who joined the club two years later. 
 
Fred won the club championship in 1911 with 1-11-07 but usually preferred to race on a trike. One of 
his best "barrow" performances was 2-49-04 in the West London Cycling Association " 50" of 1914; 
and he used three wheels in a couple of Tilburstow hill-climbs, beating several two-wheeled 
competitors in the process. 
 
John Giles surpassed his brother as a racing man. He was club champion in 1913 and again in 1914, 
when he set a club "25" record (on 84in. fixed) of 1-08-51. In the W.L.C.A. "50" of 1914 he broke 
Sammy Garbett's record with 2-29-06 - the first De Laune inside-evens "50". 
 
John Giles kept a detailed account of his races and runs from 1910 to 1914. His average yearly 
mileage over that period was 8,800, which included a daily total of 18 miles to and from his work in a 
sugar refinery. "Pleasure" miles came from a mixture of clubruns, races and evening rides, with such 
highlights as his annual week's holiday in Hampshire, track racing at Herne Hill - and a trip to Epsom 
to see the 1913 Derby (won by Durbar II at 20-1). 
 
A meticulous record was kept of expenditure. A Clipper wired-on tyre bought in 1910 lasted a total of 
5,831 miles - 4,755 on the back wheel, 1,076 on the front. And in 1911, John Giles noted with obvious 
pleasure that he'd ridden well over 9,000 miles in the year but had spent only £2 15s.0d. on 
accessories - a cost of one penny for every 14 miles. 
 
But 1913 was a more expensive year. Racing ambitions brought the need for a second "best" bike 
and good quality equipment: 
 
COST OF ACCESSORIES FOR 1913 
Date  £ s d 
Feb 6 1pr pedals (Philips de luxe)  1 10 

 *1pr wood rims  7 00 
 1pr Bluemels Popular mudguards  1 11 
 *1pr BSA hubs with cog and locking ring  9 6 
 1 gross spokes and nipples  1 8 

Feb 16 1pr steel rims  3 1 
Feb 24 2 outer covers (Clipper Reflex Speed)  12 4 
Mar 4 2 inner tubes  4 6 
Mar 10 Reynolds chain  4 2 

 *1pr Bluemels Popular mudguards  1 10 
Mar 19 *Reynolds chain  4 2  

 *1 gross spokes and washers for 
 wooden rims  1 10 

May 29 1 bicycle frame (BSA for racing) 3 4 00 
 3 Smiths bands  3 4 

Aug 26 New back fork ends  2 6 
Oct 7 2 new outer covers (Bates and Clipper)  12 4 
Now 28 1 new outer cover (Clipper)  5 11 

 *For new bicycle 7 1 11 
 



The Giles brothers survived the war and helped the club through the difficult years afterwards. So, 
too, did one of their contemporaries, Frank ("Sparky") Sparksman, whose account of his early cycling 
years and initiation into the De Laune fold conjures up the true flavour of those times: 
 

"In 1908 at the age of 16 and a wage of eight shillings a week I bought my first cycle. I 
became a proud owner of a Rover, which cost me exactly 15 shillings. A year later, not being 
able to keep the bearings in this decrepit mount any longer, I bought my first real bike - a 
Raleigh Road Racer with forward extensions and Kundtz wood rims. It looked very light, but 
wasn't as light as it looked. 
"Having got into a sports jacket, some tight-kneed breeches and fancy-topped stockings, I 
kidded myself that I was a real cyclist. I was at least enthusiastic, and for two years rode 
unattached, pushing an 81 gear with back-pedalling brake at least 100 miles or more every 
Sunday, and about 50 on my half day. 
 
"That, at least, was what I aimed at in the summertime. In the winter, 40 miles a day was 
good going on the sandstone roads of that period. The Epsom road was then six inches deep 
in mud, and if your front wheel dropped in a rut, you held on like grim death and plugged out 
of it - or you were down eating it. 
 
"I used the Portsmouth road a good deal then, and always called in at the Anchor at Ripley for 
a drink. There was always a club having dinner there and I envied those happy fellows who 
seemed so full of fun and frolic. How I wished I could get into a good club! 
 
"Living all my life in Brixton, I naturally used the Brighton road, and one Sunday I called in at 
the Halfway House at Lowfield Heath, then kept by Mrs. Tubman. After an enormous dinner 
costing 1s.6d. I sat on the lawn enjoying a cuppa when two cyclists asked me if I belonged to 
a club. 
 
" 'Come along with us' they said. 'We are taking it easy back to Sutton for tea with the De 
Laune' . 
 
"Having seen the helpings of roast pork, veg., Yorkshire pudding, marmalade pudding (two 
helpings) and stewed fruit which these two chaps had put away I was quite sure that, for the 
time being at least, they would be unable to tear up along the road. I was sure I could turn a 
nifty pedal if necessary, so I agreed to accompany them. 
 
"I was quite happy to walk part of Reigate Hill when they suggested it. I began to wonder 
whether they really were the riders they claimed to be, twiddling their sewing machine gears 
like madmen. Why didn't they use an 81 gear like me? See how useful it was on that long run 
down into Sutton. 
 
"Yes, we were still together when we reached The Angel, which at-that time was the country 
headquarters of the De Laune C.C. Upstairs, I found about 20 members already knocking 
back great platefuls of bread and butter, jam watercress and winkles. Plate after plate of cut 
fruit cake followed, and as quickly disappeared, together with lashings of hot tea. (Cost of 
club tea: nine pence.) 
 
"After tea, someone they called Tibbels played the piano and some singing followed. rollicking 
songs by Frank Reed who really could sing; comic songs by Will Westlake with actions and 
comical faces thrown In; popular Scots ditties by Sammy Garbett, to the accompaniment of 
much barracking and grunting from the delighted listeners. 
 
"Some played solo. Others went for a walk. But what did surprise and impress me most was 
the fact that when Mick Boothby (who was Captain then) called for drinks, only one or two 
took beer - most of the boys took pop! Well, that suited me fine. 
 
"Anyone who knew Arthur Williams would not be surprised to hear that I hadn't been in the 
room long before he buttonholed me and explained all the advantages of joining the De 
Laune. Before you could say 'Crystal Palace' he had collected my sub. and I was in. 
 



"At ten o'clock they called time, and we collected our bikes from the stabling outside. After 
Will Westlake had disentangled his machine from n couple of others and had tied the 
mudguard up with string, we lit our Iamps (gas lamps up in front with the Captain, oil lamps in 
the rear) and happily trundled our way back to Clapham and home. 
 
"One last remark: the following week I changed my gear to 68 and bought some black 
cashmere stockings in place of the fancy-topped variety. You see, I was learning!" 
 

Two of the young men "Sparky" met that day - John Tibbels and Frank Reed -- were killed in the war. 
Will Westlake - then a fairly new member was to become one of the mainstays of the club, especially 
on the social side; and Mick Boothby was credited with keeping the De Laune alive during the war, 
first as captain, then as secretary. Both he and Will WestIake were awarded the club's gold badge. 
 
Wal Condy and George Hume had been similarly honoured in 1910 for their work in organising social 
events. Walter died in 1932, but his younger brothers, Charles and Will, kept going until well into their 
eighties - providing further proof of how tough those early De Launeites were. (Charlie Spender was 
another. He was 89 when he died in 1961.) 



HERNE HILL NOSTALGIA 
Charles Condy was still riding his old racing bike when he was in his later seventies - to do the 
shopping. A few years earlier (Good Friday, 1948) he paid a nostalgic visit to Herne Hill and looked 
into the De Laune cabin. There he found a group of veterans who were old-timers when he joined the 
club in 1904: Aubrey King, Charlie Hardy, Joe Stapley and "Tug" Wilson. 
 
Aubrey King had been a voluntary official of the De Laune Institute and joined its cycling club soon 
after its formation. He lost touch, then rejoined about 1930 after a club rough stuff run passed the 
country cottage to which he had retired. 
 
Joe Stapley had been club secretary for three years from 1902. He played a prominent part in 
founding the traditional Good Friday meetings at the Herne Hill track around the year 1900 - as 
Aubrey King explained:  

 
"At the turn of the century it became necessary to drop the Easter Monday meeting. Poor 
support, principally owing to the weather had resulted in heavy losses. I remember the gates 
opening at the last meeting to a waiting queue of about two dozen and although a few 
hundred braved the drizzling rain, it had the atmosphere of playing to an empty house.  
 
"In an effort to stop the slump a committee headed by Tommy Matthews, J.C.P. Tacagni and 
Joe Stapley as hon. sec. proposed to run the meeting on Good Friday. It had a chilly 
reception in the cycling world, where it was argued that if the public wouldn't support a Bank 
Holiday meeting they would not come on Good Friday. However, it was decided to take a 
chance. 
 
"When the day arrived an anxious band of officials met at The Half Moon. We know that 
failure would make us a laughing stock, but as the meeting had been well advertised, a fine 
programme arranged, and - best of all - good weather, it was hoped to pay expenses. 
 
"Imagine our astonishment when we sauntered into Burbage Road to find a queue five to six 
deep stretching beyond the railway arches with more and more people hurrying to join. Our 
saunter broke into a run and it was a stiff job forcing our way into the ground, where in a few 
moments everyone was at his post. For economy's sake we had engaged but three 
commissionaires for the turnstiles. This was quite inadequate for such a large crowd so half a 
dozen stewards opened the big gates and the money was thrown into sacks as the spectators 
poured through. 
 
"By two o'clock every seat was taken, the enclosures packed and a deep circle all round the 
ground. Although we were delighted, we could not understand the reason for such an 
unexpected crowd until the racing started. 
 
"Good Friday was one of the few days when no horse racing was allowed and I think half the 
bookmakers in South London, with their staffs and followers, had come along to combine 
business with pleasure.  
 
"When the first heat started, the enclosure seemed to be suddenly turned into a miniature 
silver ring at Epsom on Derby Day. The shouting of odds drowned everything else. I think the 
novelty amused the crowd, but it was serious for those in charge. 
 
"Alf Willett wanted to stop the meeting, and unless something was done quickly there would 
be little chance for another meeting. 
 
"Headed by Stapley we pleaded and threatened but it was no use; so with our one sergeant, 
two constables and every available steward we bundled the ringleaders outside the enclosure 
and locked the gates. But ns soon as our backs were turned they tore up one of the long 
seats and forced the gate off its hinges to get back again. 
 
"Things certainly looked ugly when we went after them, and it was a hard struggle before they 
were deposited outside the ground. Most of us bore the mark of battle and my chum, a big 
Scandinavian cyclist, had his right eye closed but he enjoyed every minute of the fun. 



 
"Anyway, it stopped the betting and the crowd settled down to an exciting afternoon of sport. 
As I did not see a race that day and have mislaid the programme I can't give the results, but 
in the early years all the crack riders supported the meeting. Leon Meredith, Billy Pett, Charlie 
Bartlett, Vic Johnson, G.A. Olley, the Le Gryses, the Willses, Johnny Matthews, sic, used to 
provide some splendid racing. 
 
"After its great start 'the meeting never looked back, but whether its success was due to the 
fine weather, the hard work of the officials, the splendid programme or our friends the bookies 
nobody could say. I think they all had a hand in it." 
 

The Herne Hill track had been resurfaced in 1893 with the newly-invented wooden battens, about 3in. 
x 1in. and 1/4in. apart. They rattled when the quads and triplets were flying around, with the likes of 
Jimmy Walters and Frank Shorland glued to the wheels. The interior of the track was taken up with 
Dunlop professional pacers, workshops, canteens and rest tents. 
 
Betting was allowed for a while at Herne Hill and the other tracks. The favourite in a one-mile race at 
Crystal Palace - for instance - helped George Le Grys to win because they knew "the boys" had their 
money on George. But the racing itself was still the main attraction. On one occasion a frustrated 
crowd which had gathered outside Herne Hill for a 24-hour race tore down the fence when they heard 
the starting pistol - and got in free. 
 
The G.A. Olley mentioned by Aubrey King was a famous vegetarian champion. George Le Grys 
claimed to have followed him through the gates of the Catford track one afternoon, when the 
champion had "his bike in one hand and a nice young lady on the other." The Cockney ticket collector 
barred Olley's way and said: "Where's your ticket?" The champ. replied, in his lordly manner: "I'm 
Olley!" - to which the ticket man responded: "I don't care if you're Mistletoe - I want your ticket!" 
 
One of the De Laune's fine trackmen of that time was, of course George Wakefield, who became its 
first club champion in 1894. He had the pleasure of seeing his two sons do well as time - triallists in 
the "twenties". 
 
There was a less happy ending to Harry Hart's connection with the club. He gave up his membership 
soon after resigning as the first hon. secretary in 1894; he rejoined in 1911 and was immediately 
made a vice-president in recognition of his work in founding the club. Only a year later, however, his 
name was struck off because it was said, he "had no further interest in the club." 
 
Another of the De Laune's early officials, Jimmy Wales (club captain, 1906/8) remained active as vice-
captain, committee man and handicapper until the thirties. The hill-climb king, Charlie Butler, was a 
familiar figure in the cycling world for even longer: when in his eighties he would get up at six in the 
morning to ride round Richmond Park on his lightweight bike. At the age of 86 he grew a goatee 
beard so that he would make a better sheik at a fancy-dress party; and he was at the club's Newnham 
Service in November, 1975, a few weeks before his death. 
 
In the months before the shattering impact of war, the De Laune was tiding high. It was, said Arthur 
Williams, far and away the most successful club south of the Thames. No other club could boast of 
such enthusiasm, support and membership. At a time when neighbouring clubs were dying for want of 
funds, enthusiasm and workers, the De Laune had all three. It was just as well that the club was 
strong. It needed all its resources to get through the next few years - and in doing so it produced a 
unique historical record of how individual soldiers coped with the minor irritations and major horrors of 
war. 



 
Sammy Garbett 1914 



THE BUDGET 
The outbreak of war in August, 1914, had one immediate effect on the club: twelve of its members 
who were in the Territorial Army went into uniform straight away. But at the half-yearly meeting in the 
following month, Arthur Williams said he hoped those who were left would carry on the winter 
programme much the same as usual. "We're neither helping our country nor our soldiers at the Front 
by postponing everything," he said. So plans were made for three concerts, a steak supper, whist 
drive, a dance, football matches and Christmas tour. 
 
At that stage only one wartime restriction worried Arthur and his men: a police order that public 
houses had to close at ten o'clock instead of midnight. The consequent curtailment of Thursday 
clubnights at The Perseverance was made more bearable when De Laune members were invited to 
make use of the Cyprus Institute in Wyndham Road on Wednesday evenings. 
 
Inevitably, as the war dragged on, the club's normal activities decreased. More than 120 members 
and friends sat down to the annual dinner in December, 1914, which was acclaimed as "a greater 
success than ever"; but it was five years before another dinner was held. During that time, there were 
no races, very little social activity, and few people on clubruns. Active members were so scarce in the 
two years from 1917 to 1919 that the entire De Laune membership formed the club's committee - but 
they never met as a committee between AGMs because there wasn't enough business for them to 
discuss. 
 
The real achievement of the wartime De Laune lay elsewhere - in the way it upheld and strengthened 
the feeling of fellowship which had already put it into a class above that of its contemporaries. 
 
At the end of 1914 - at the suggestion of Arthur Williams - the club opened a "Hamper Fund" for its 
members in the Forces. From then until May, 1919, the pennies and shillings of those still at home 
were used to send out regular supplies of biscuits, chocolate, toffee, lemonade powder, salmon, 
sardines, Oxo cubes, sausages, coffee, Wrights Coal Tar soap and cigarettes. Compasses and 
sou'westers were sometimes included - and Mrs. Faunce De Laune sent her own personal gifts. 
 
But the outstanding example of De Laune "family" enterprise was another Arthur Williams inspiration. 
At the annual meeting in February, 1915, he read out letters received from members in the Army, who 
he said felt a great pride in the club: "Their thoughts seem constantly with us, even though they are 
suffering the hardships of active service. I propose that in future every one of our soldiers should 
every week receive a new publication called 'The De Laune C.C. Budget', in which they would get 
club news and news of each other". 
 
The first De Laune *Budget was printed and posted within three days of the AGM. The last one - 
No.220 - was published on April 29th, 1919. Over those four years, the compilation and writing was 
the work of (in turn) Arthur Williams, Fred Winter, Percy Williams and Walter Niblett; but the man who 
deserves much of the credit is Alf Baldwin. He printed, on average, forty copies of an eight-page 
Budget each week, using a hectograph - a messy process which reproduced handwriting and 
drawings by means of a gelatine plate. An evil-smelling mauve jelly had to be melted down - and it 
says much for Mrs. Baldwin's good nature that she allowed her saucepans to be used for the good of 
the club. 

*Footnote: In those days, the word, "budget" was used to mean "a quantity of written or printed material". 

 
When Budget No. 1 was published, more than 20 members were in the forces, and by the end of the 
war 62 had seen active service. Some chose a Territorial battalion - the Queen's Westminsters - 
because the club President was its Colonel-in-Chief: several others joined one of the many cyclists' 
battalions, such as the 2nd Kent and the 8th Essex. Extracts from their letters form the main part of 
the Budgets. They wrote while under fire in the trenches, while sweltering in the Tropics, and while 
trying to adjust to Army life at home. 
 
In the early issues, the most prominent contributors included three men of the Queen's Westminsters 
who were in the thick of the fighting in France: John Tibbels, his close friend Frank Reed, and Arthur 
Williams' younger brother Percy - who had become an officer's batman. Then there was Sammy 
Garbett, a cook in the London Scottish and never far behind the front line; Sid Williams, a cyclist 
despatch rider in the 1st Surrey Rifles; and Charlie Maxwell, in the 24th County of London Territorials. 
 



Frank Reed - March 1915 
Journeys to and from the trenches are rather exciting - with six planks on your shoulder and a sack of 
potatoes under the arm, to throw yourself flat in the road when German star shells come your way. I 
have a horror of belly-flopping in slimy mud and on one occasion foolishly gave way to my objections 
and did not flop. I have not repeated the experienceé.. As I write, a sniper is busy putting bullets in 
the sandbags above and the sand is descending in sprays. But the weather is improving and the mud 
getting firm. 
 
John Tibbels - March, 1915 
A German shell has wrecked the house of a chemist who possessed a fine piano that I used to get 
some excellent practice on. I call on Frank each day - invariably finding him asleep. He's getting fat 
and out of condition, but merry as ever. 
 
Sammy Garbett - March 1915 
Civilian spies are abundant. All London Scottish moves are accurately known beforehand and we 
suffer accordinglyé.. Excellent hamper was a delight, both to get and consumeé.. As for the stay-at-
home rabid teetotaller who would prevent the soldier, wet and cold, in the trenches, from having his 
tot of rum - I would like to put some of these dogs in the firing line. I read my Budget many times and 
carry them in my pack. It's tricky work carrying dixies of stew over broken-down wires, Jack Johnson 
holes and debris. 
 
Sid Williams - March 1915 
Bully beef and biscuits ever since leaving Harpenden for France and no milk in the tea. Had a fine 
Channel crossing, but 22 hours in a cattle truck was rotten. Billets are bad: no sanitation, and rats do 
platoon drill on our faces at night; but they can't wake me. 
 
Charlie Maxwell - March 1915 
After leaving a camp near Rouen we were packed 40-60 in each cattle truck and sent on a 22-hour 
ride. No rest was possible. Then a 15-mile march in a snow-storm. Now we're living in a barn just 
vacated by Sid's detachment. Rats have got into my haversack and eaten my iron rations. I slept in 
the grass one night, but not again from choice. 
 
Percy Williams - April 1915 
Had tea with Frank and Tibs on Good Friday. Everybody thinks the Germans are whacked. 
 
John Tibbels - April 1915 
Am learning the machine-gun with Frank. The German trenches are occupied by Prussians and 
Saxons alternately. They hate one another. Recently the Saxons asked that their trench, which had 
been mined, should not be blown up until the Prussians occupied it. The Saxons fire few shots 
compared-with the Prussians. 
 
John Tibbels - April 1915 
Temperance fanatics will be delighted to learn that, in future, soldiers in the trenches will not get their 
tot of rum. Pity these fanatics cannot be exterminated with other vermin. I'm on my eleventh day out of 
the trenches on the machine-gun course and am very keen on it. I'm billeted with Frank and two 
others. We invited Percy round to tea on two occasions and gave the fat little beggar a first-rate feed, 
as presents from home were plentiful at the time. No bread for a week, but other rations are liberal, so 
no complaints. 
 
Frank Reed - April 1915 
Have finished the machine-gun course and am back in the Company. Had another concert in a much 
shelled school hall. Have also being digging trenches. When finished, the Germans destroyed them, 
but they were empty. You hear the shout for stretcher-bearers and enquire who's hit; if it's not a close 
chum you feel sorry - but soon forget. 
 
Percy Williams - April 1915 
Am back in the trenches, but have some good sleeps on my new air-pillow. I believe the German 
resistance will soon collapseé.. The Germans have put another shell in the concert hall - won't be 
anything left of it soon. 
 



Sid Williams - April 1915 
It's very kind of Mrs. De Laune to think of us. Turkish are a change from the inferior cigarettes and 
tobacco obtained out here. I've had lunch with the London Scottish - Sammy serving me with steak, 
chips, tea and cake. And I've had a bath, but not worth stripping for: I fell in the tub and a bucket of 
cold water was thrown over meé.. Conversation with soldiers who have been in some of the toughest 
engagements has excited my admiration for the British soldieré.. I find riding at night exciting work. 
 
Charlie Maxwell - April 1915 
A shot struck a hurdle I was carrying to a trenché.. Cigarettes arrived while I was in the trenches, so 
were especially welcome. 
 
Sid Williams - May 1915 
Never felt fitter in all my life. I carry despatches from brigade to regiment - and the roads between are 
often shelled. I have daily bathes in a small stream - rather novel and grand bathing in the hot sun 
and watching aeroplanes being shelled. Getting plenty of grub. 
 
Percy Williams - May 1915 
In Belgium now - a little country village where the people are very kind to us. Don't care how long we 
stay, 'cos it's like being on holiday in the country. Quite peaceful today - the sun is very hot. Few 
shells come over and it hardly seems possible than we are no farther away from the Germans that 
you are from Kennington Park. Now serving a much younger but very good officer. Government 
respirators have proved quite effective against German poisonous gases. 
 
Sid Williams - May 1915 
Plenty of excitement - night rides on greasy cobbles with stray bullets overhead. Nice fat job generally 
- can visit all my pals and, when in town, have posh teas. Often visit Sammy. 
 
Frank Reed - May 1915 
Went to a concert in the grounds of an old chateau - a handsome staircase at the entrance was used 
as a platform. Sang a solo, and took part in a duet which was the hit-bit of the evening. The scene 
was enchanting: only the officers in the front rows were visible. Behind that, all one could see was the 
ever-changing glow of hundreds of cigarettesé.. Shells have sent my billet west, but there were no 
casualties. 
 
Percy Williams - May 1915 
A whole Saxon regiment surrendered - Saxons would a// surrender if they had the chance; they are 
unwilling fighters. The Germans usually place them in the fronté.. I've sent a packet of yellow flowers 
home - picked from the side of our trench where they were growing wild. Expect they'll be dead, but 
they were beautiful when sent. 
 
Charlie Maxwell - May 1915 
Now resting after seven days and nights in the trenches, No blankets, windows or roof, and a stone 
floor. Good, job the weather is warm and we have our overcoats. Bully beef and biscuits every day. 
Three days later. Returned to trenches on Tuesday. Am now on a stretcher in a field, with a shrapnel 
wound in my back. Waiting to be taken to hospital. 
 
Sid Williams - May 1915 
Brigade headquarters are now in the trenches, along which I have to travel. It has been raining for 
three days, so the ground is in a wretched condition - wet clay from head to foot. Had some narrow 
escapes from shells.  
 
Sammy Garbett - May 1915 
One of my long days: Sunday 6a.m. until Tuesday 7a.m. with only three hours' sleep. During this 
period, in addition to cooking, drawing rations, feeding the men, loading and unloading the cookers, 
we marched 28 miles and were for some time under shell fire. Grub is a bit rough in the trenches but 
not so bad when resting as the following menu will show: roast beef, baked potatoes; stewed figs; rice 
pudding. Every three days it is changed to boiled stews with suet dumpling. Breakfast: Quaker Oats, 
fried bacon, tea, etc. Teatime we usually contrive to serve out an extra cake or bread pudding in 
addition to the Army rations of bread, cheese, jam, etcé.. Found a baker's oven and made good use 
of it in every way. 



 
Percy Williams - June 1915 
Marched about 19 miles to a new position near St. Eloi. First day: nine miles. Rigged up tents with 
ground sheets - it was a fine sight to see little tents with flags made out of picturesque 'kerchiefs. 
Second day: started in a cart but it broke down, so I finished on Shanks's Pony - ten miles. Felt 
absolutely o.k. Road was like Epsom Road on Derby Day. Passed through Ypres. On fire in two 
places. Had the appearance of having been struck by an earthquake. Quite awful. Our trenches are 
rotten compared with those we left. No fires, so it's all bully-beef and biscuits.  
 
Sid Williams - June 1915 
Our brigade have advanced and captured a line of German trenches that Regulars have failed to 
capture in three attempts. Congratulations have been showered on us from sundry generals etc. Our 
losses were terrible; about 1,200 men, or half our strength. My impression now of the whole affair is 
something like a horrible nightmare. 
 
The brigade on our left were in horse-shoe formation and losing heavily from enfilade artillery fire. We 
had to straighten the line or retire. The powers decided on the straightening process and our brigade 
was selected to do the job. After three days' preparation, laying fresh lines of communication, etc., the 
brigade staff took up an advanced position just to the rear of the trenches. 
 
After the usual preliminary artillery bombardment, our boys charged. It was magnificent. They swept 
the Germans out of their trenches, and those that did not bolt were either put out or captured. 
 
Then came our losses. The Germans turned all their available artillery on to the captured and our 
communication trenches to prevent reinforcements, and kept it up for hours. In parts our men had to 
lay out in the open under a terrific fire. Yet they held on. Truly a marvellous performance for untried 
Territorials. 
 
We have now consolidated the captured position, dug communication trenches, etc. and have been 
relieved. I was well in it for the greater part of the time. As soon as the Germans tumbled to the fact 
that something was in the wind they shelled our trenches like blazes. Bang went our telephone wires. 
Communication had to be kept up by the orderlies on foot. In my trips I had to clamber over dead and 
wounded by the score and a good many men were absolutely mad. One poor fellow they were 
holding down was trying to get at everyone who passed, swearing they were Germans. 
 
The trenches were awful, smashed-in everywhere. The wonder is that our brigade headquarters was 
not hit. Shells were bursting all round it with deafening crashes, but beyond taking the majority of tiles 
off the roof and wounding an orderly the place was spared. Of course the staff and signals office were 
in dug-outs but I wasn't. I think we deserve a good rest. 
 
Sammy Garbett - June 1915 
I've sent home some battlefield trophies - French 75mm shell-case, three English Starlight shell-cases 
and a few other items. Hamper from the club and cigarettes from Mrs. De Laune arrived at a most 
opportune moment, as also did Sid Williams, for he came along just as I and my friends were starting 
on our "posh" tea. 
 
Charlie Maxwell - June 1915 
(From 1st Eastern General Hospital, Cambridge.) 
Been under x-rays. Piece of shrapnel entered my back and came out of the side. You can drop 
pennies in the hole in my back. Surgeons say it is not serious, though it's very painful at times. While 
lying injured in the trench, men were dropping dead on me. 
 
Sid Williams - June 1915 
Hamper arrived when I returned from the engagement in which Charlie Maxwell was wounded. Had 
been feeding on odds and ends so it was very welcome. Mrs. De Laune's present arrived two days 
after, so I'm doing well. I am at Bethune, only three miles away from Sammy, so have renewed my 
visits. I've been swimming and playing football, but the Brigade is in action again. 
 
Percy Williams - June 1915 



Transport has to come many miles nightly, and at great risk to bring our rations. They are often 
shelled, so have to gallop the whole way. There is continual bombardment day and night. The town is 
always on fire in some places. 
 
John Tibbels - June 1915 
Cattle still roam about, both in the front and rear of our trenches. Went out early one morning and 
milked one. 
 
Frank Reed - June 1915 
Hamper arrivedé.. lemonade powder was a godsend. But I'll never forgive or forget the officers 
responsible for the rotten grub received on the journey from Armentieres to Ypres. The cooks are 
slackers and do as little as possible and this is considerably less than usual through the indifference 
of the officers. 
 
Shells are coming across all day and every day. Shells of every description: fizzbangs that seem to 
tear lumps out of the atmosphereé.. shells that look like overhead tramsé.. others seem to go 
strolling across the heavens as if they had no intention of stopping at all - but when they do stop, we 
know it. Smoke and earth go up like huge trees. It's perfectly hellish. 
 
We received a good deal of attention in our trench from the Germans and the result was about 20 
casualties. These trenches are as small and narrow as possible in order to make them shell-proof. 
Things are so uncomfortable that it is a treat to get out on to a digging fatigue. 
 
Percy Williams - June 1915 
After eight days in those bad trenches, we went into camp for 36 hours, and are now on the banks of 
the Yser Canal. Drinking water is now plentiful. Spent two days making a dug-out for my officer - quite 
a palace. Boarded floor, sandbagged roof, etc. My chums and self are in a comfortable dug-out. 
Plenty of materials from shell riddled houses. Have now china plates, kettles, saucepans, pails, wine 
glasses (for eggs), tables, chairs and all things that help to make life in the trenches pleasant. 
 
Found an inhabited farm and get butter, eggs and milk each day. Also found the ruins of a magnificent 
nursery. Got some fine peas, asparagus and potatoes. In addition we now get an issue of half a loaf 
each day. On June 13 we had some stewed gooseberries. On June 14 for breakfast - eggs and 
bacon, sardines, bread, butter and marmalade. Dinner - cold meat, potatoes and peas. Tea - bread, 
butter, jam, cake, sardines and tea. Also had an allowance of six packets of cigarettes (Hill's 
Campaigners). Got some lovely carnations from the nursery. 
 
John Tibbels - June 1915 
Have only been fed-up once since leaving England and that was two days ago (June 10) in the gas 
area. Had no sleep for ten nights and only an occasional five minutes during each day. We were out 
digging at night on the tenth when it commenced to rain very heavily. It was bad to work in it but the 
return was much worse. With full equipment, rifle and spade we slipped up and down muddy banks, in 
ditches, over and into each other and had a bad time generally. Finally we had to walk 600 yards 
along the sloping muddy banks of a canal. 'Twas a dirty night. It is said we are to have a week's rest. 
It will be the first for seven months. 
 
Sid Williams - June 1915 
My favourite officer, Lieut. Hull, was killed at the start of that last dustup. He had only just returned 
from leave, during which he had got married. His body was brought to our headquarters, where it laid 
till next day because they could not find time to bury himé.. The tennis ball Mrs. De Laune sent me 
provided some fine sport until somebody tried to emulate Jessop, and now we are looking for that ball 
in a potato field. 
 
Percy Williams - June 1915 
On June 17 I was one of a number waiting the word to charge down on the German trenches. During 
the preliminary bombardment a shell burst nearby and knocked me out with a nasty gash on the right 
cheekbone. My pal Phillips and another by my side were killed. As I began to recover I had a delusion 
that I was dead and while regrets were floating through my mind I heard my officer, Lieut. Webb, 
shouting for a field bandage. He bound my wound and ordered me to lie at the bottom of the trench. 
This was agony, as the noise of the guns, and the shocks, were intensified when at the bottom of the 



trench. About an hour after, permission was given for the casualties to make their way to the frontline 
dressing station. Part of the way was along an open road. This seemed to be swept by rifle fire and 
shells. As the wounded made their way along, shells were bursting all round, yet the wounded men 
escaped them all. While receiving attention at the second dressing station, behind Ypres, a shell 
entered the building and appeared to wound all except me and the surgeon. After this, by motor bus 
to the base hospital and so to Hayle Place Hospital, near Maidstone. The wound has temporarily 
taken the sight of my right eye. 
 

 
Sid Williams at Bethune, France 



DEATH AND DESTRUCTION 
John Tibbels provided the Budget with regular and graphic accounts of life in the trenches. Even 
when his unit were pulled out for a brief rest they did not escape the horrors of war: 
 

"Came out and marched back ten miles to a convent. Arrived 4.30a.m. That night we slept on 
the second floor, but at 2a.m. the Germans shelled us with heavy shells. We ran along streets 
with shells dropping all around. Reached a bridge same time as an artillery limber when a 
shell burst on the spot, killing two men, two horses and wounding others. Fortunately we 
escaped unhurt, although three of us were knocked down by the force of the explosion. 
 
"The next two nights we slept in cellars but they shelled us badly at 2 a.m. each morning. One 
large house was completely blown down with one large shell. All this happened ten miles 
from the firing line. It was an unpleasant experience sitting in a cellar, expecting every 
moment to have the house blown down on top of you. I did not sleep first night but helped the 
wounded from 3a.m. to 2p.m.  
 
"After three nights of this we were again moved up -near the firing line to a wood where 
wounded were lying. This was badly shelled. Our sergeant was killed there. We were then 
moved closer to the firing line, to a wood called "Hell's Forest". That was the only name by 
which it could be called. 
 
"When we moved in it was pitch dark. Shots were coming through, and shells were bursting in 
the trees. That night our lieutenant was killed outright by a shell. He had only been with us 
three days. I was extremely sorry as he was my officer in London at first. A fine fellow. 
Everybody was attached to him. 
 
"The attack was on a front of about 1200 yards, and on this all the Allies' and German guns 
were concentrated. A bayonet charge and taking a trench is nothing. The Germans hardly 
resist and our men take a trench with hardly a casualty. It's the terrible effect of the German 
guns when you are in that trench that works the havoc. They make it a living hell. I saw 
several men who went mad under the strain. 
 
"It was like being on the edge of a volcano. The wounded could not all be brought in on the 
first night and many of them were eventually killed by the Germans. Next day they could not 
be got at owing to the terrific bombardment. At night our men went out to fetch the wounded 
but the Germans would not allow this and continually fired and threw bombs at the stretcher 
parties. However, they got a fearful hiding. 
 
"We came out at midnight and reached our huts at 5 a.m., quite exhausted. Good luck has 
been with us and our casualties though fairly heavy are less than expected. Our little party 
expected a rough time so before going up we managed to get a champagne dinner". 

 
By contrast, Sid Williams was reminded of De Laune garden parties when he went back for a rest: 
 

"Had a fine time. Band performances every evening. One night there was a splendid concert 
in the grounds of Brigade Headquarters. A stage, fitted with footlights, was erected on a small 
elevation backed by some trees. Grounds and trees were decorated with Chinese lanterns. 
When lit in the evening the effect was great. 
 
"Plenty of French ladies were present. To see couples strolling through illuminated grounds 
while the band was playing, or the notes of a song were trilling through the trees, made it 
difficult to believe that we were on active service. But in the distance could be seen the 
occasional flash of guns. It set me thinking of the pleasant times I might be having if it wasn't 
for this cursed war". 

 
The "cursed war" brought Frank Reed's young life to an end in June, 1915, The Budget printed the 
letter which his father received from John Tibbels: 
 

"On June 16 an action was started to take some German trenches. Frank's company was 
about a mile from the firing line while I with my machine-gun was but 20 yards behind it. The 



attack began at 3 a.m. Everything went well until the difficulty of getting the wounded out was 
discovered by the Germans, who immediately commenced to shell the wounded and 
stretcher-bearers. 
 
"Frank was in a trench at a bend in the road along which the wounded had to pass. About 
4p.m. on the 17th a shrapnel burst over Frank's platoon, wounding I believe ten men. Frank 
was hit at the back of the head with a piece of the shell case. It is with heartful sorrow that I 
have to tell you that he never regained consciousness and was buried that evening at a spot 
known to me, of which I can give you a sketch should you wish it. 
 
"In him his company has lost one of its best men, but I have lost the best chum I ever had. 
Only the previous night he was up like a Trojan, bandaging and carrying the wounded. There 
were not sufficient stretcher-bearers to cope with the heavy casualties. Many men are 
indebted to Frank for the attention they received. Without him they would have lain for 36 
hours, as some did, before being bandaged and removed to hospital. He died, one of the 
many heroes who are known only to his friends who are left to deeply regret his loss". 

 
John Tibbels also wrote an account of Frank Reed's death to the Budget:  
 

"It all seems a nightmare. The first shells dropped all around us, but by sheer luck our little 
trench (only five yards long) was not hit. The reserves behind, however, had a rough time. 
The first night I went back to supports (one mile) for more gun ammunition. Coming back I 
saw a big, high explosive shell drop in the middle of a company of Scotch. It wrought terrible 
and ghastly havoc. I had kept clear of this party, knowing the danger should the Germans 
shell the road. 
 
"Second day (17th) there were so many casualties that many of our men volunteered for 
stretcher-bearing. The sights were pitiful. Only those who could not possibly walk were 
carried. The Germans shelled the wounded and stretcher-bearers so badly that on the 
afternoon of the second day all this traffic had to be stopped. One shell, intended for the 
wounded, killed poor Franké.. My good luck has followed me so far and I sincerely trust it will 
follow me through." 
 

John Tibbels' luck ran out four months later - on the evening of Friday October 22nd. He was killed by 
fragments of a shell which exploded on the parapet of his trench near Ypres. Arthur Williams wrote a 
glowing tribute: 
 

"The nobleness of his character can easily be judged by his letters to the Budget, written 
under the worst of conditions in trenches which have been acknowledged to be the worst in 
the lineé.. His letters home have all shown glorious enthusiasm for the cause he was 
fighting. People who read them, without having previously known him, have stated that they 
immediately formed a mind picture of him and his surroundings, and their grief at his death is 
very real." 

 
Members of the De Laune at home were able to fete one of their Active Service heroes when Sammy 
Garbett spent most of a seven-day leave with them in July, 1915. More than fifty people gathered in 
The Perseverance Tavern to hear him sing "It's Nice to Get Up In The Morning" accompanied by 
Charlie Hardy on the piano and then deliver a 21/2-hour lecture on his war experiences. At the end of 
the evening - during which the ten-o'clock closing regulation was flouted - some cartridge cases 
Sammy had picked up from the battlefield fetched 23s.6d. for the Comforts Fund, which was enough 
to pay for three big hampers. 
 
Sammy was back in England again in the following October - with a rifle bullet in his shoulder. He and 
his cookers had been moved up close behind the firing line so that hot tea could be made for the men 
in the trenches. To quote from the Budget: 
 

"Sammy was closing down the last dixie lid when a bullet struck the lid with a twang that 
sounded like the plucking of a banjo string. Picking up a large knife, Sammy proceeded to cut 
a huge cheese when he received a blow in the shoulder that was like unto a tremendous kick 
from a horse. 



 
"Round he swung with the knife still in his hand and then down with a crash. It was fortunate 
that nobody was near, for the force with which that knife was swung round was sufficient to 
cut their heads off." 

 
Five hours after being hit, Sammy was on his way to the coast in a train which he said was little better 
than a collection of cattle trucks; but no one on board seemed to care because - as Sammy said - 
they were going home: 
 

"The pluck of these men when wounded is simply wonderful. One man, with a badly fractured 
thigh bone, managed to stagger 12 miles to the railway station. The surgeon who examined 
him there was amazed at the man's endurance, but the man himself seemed to think he had 
done quite an ordinary thing." 

 
In that same month - October, 1915 - Sid Williams got what he called "a jammy one" in the thigh, but 
was soon back in France for the rest of the war. Percy Williams never regained the sight of his 
wounded eye and was invalided out of the army. 
 
Of the other contributors to the Budget, the most prolific writer was "Sparky" Sparksman, who spent 
almost all the war in India. He complained bitterly about the heat, the food, and the attitude of the 
white civilians towards the soldiers, who "seemed to be regarded as lepers." 
 
De Laune Service men at home had varying fortunes. One based in Wiltshire wrote of using his bike 
"to visit birds in neighbouring farmhouses - like a fisherman visiting lobster-pots" which just goes to 
show that "birds" in that sense isn't such a new word as some might think. 
 
Another was only too pleased to spend some time "cyclist training" in Kent - scouting, finding 
positions for artillery and looking for "spies". But the same man also bemoaned his fate of having to 
do cookhouse fatigues - the filthiest job he'd ever struck: 
 

"Three of us on the job. We washed out three greasy coppers, 15 greasy bacon pans, 20 
dixies, 18 tea pails, two small baths, eight bread pans and so many carving knives, forks, 
ladles and small articles that the task filled us with dismay. After that we had to clean up the 
cookhouse and its surroundings - about 50 square yards. And after tea we had to go through 
it again. 

 
The few De Laune members who still had time for normal club activities managed to keep the 
Saturday and Sunday clubruns going and even held the occasional weekend tour - like this one 
described by Arthur Williams in September, 1915: 
 

"Leaving Kennington at 9.15a.m. we rode by back ways to Raynes Park. Approaching this 
place we were highly amused by a lunatic tram driver who kept making frantic exhibitions of a 
pretence to get at and eat us. He had often ate dozens like us before breakfast. Unfortunately 
Cliffy spoilt the joke at Raynes Park by giving him an opportunity to start on his feed. 
 
"The Portsmouth road is looking at its best just now. In most cases where there is a clearing 
between the pines can be seen a gorgeous mass of heathers. Through Guildford a visit to St. 
Catherine's Chapel, Godalming and the great camps at Witley. Then the great four-mile climb 
up Hindhead. The scenery is so grand and you get so enthusiastic as view after view unrolls 
itself that the work of climbing is almost forgotten and you arrive at the top feeling quite fresh. 
 
"Just below the Gibbet on a glorious bed of heather we squatted down to enjoy our lunch. The 
view from here must be one of the finest of inland views. Punch Bowl, Hogs Back, the North 
Downs from Guildford are but a few of the sights. We even had a biplane performing for our 
special benefit. 
 
"Near Liphook we had to pass a regiment of soldiers looking hot and dirty, apparently 
returning from a long route march. Many were the chippings we received, but being hardened 
sinners we appreciated the attention received. 
 



"Reaching Portsmouth at 6.30 p.m. we bought provisions for the next day, booked a seat at 
the Hippodrome, and then to Maddens for another feed. A stroll along the front at Southsea 
and then the music hall. It was a first-class company and we had a good time. Next morning 
along the front to Eastney Ferry. Here we saw some amateur fishermen slining from the 
shore: the result of much excitement and the work of ten men was about 1/2 lb. under sized 
fish. The net used was about 200ft. long. We saw the joke. 
 
"By motor board to Hayling Island, we stayed awhile blackberrying and then for the homeward 
run to Sutton, where we had tea with the club. To a fit man there is something in the air and 
scenery of the Portsmouth road that is quite intoxicating." 

 
Another weekend tour incorporated a visit to the hospital in Chatham where Percy Williams was then 
being treated: 
 

"Endeavour to get him out to tea with us but Sister said it was against regulations. NO!!!! 
Found that a Colonel Haines was in command. Finally ran him to ground at his private house. 
Interviewed his wife. Got her sympathy and then he was easy. Result was Percy was 
released from this place that is more like a prison than a hospital and had one of those eggs 
and bacon teas he had dreamed of for so many months." 

 
A one-day run was also held to visit Sammy Garbett in hospital in Chichester - a round-trip of 126 
miles. After a pleasant couple of hours chatting to Sammy in the hospital grounds and listening to the 
music of a band the visitors set off home on a journey that was slowed by "a puncture, heavy mists, 
wet sandy roads, potholes and villagers." Then hot tea and saveloys at Tooting - and home just after 
two in the morning.  
 
The Budget's editorial team sometimes had their work cut out to meet the weekly deadlines. There 
are several mentions of printing problems which kept them up late into the night. And they had less 
and less spare time to spend on the Budget. Walter Niblett wrote in 1916: 
 

"Boys! You may find your letters somewhat curtailed this issue. Those who have sent two 
may find only one. We are working 14 hours per day, six days a week, and on the seventh 
sometimes put in five more to prevent getting stale. This does not leave a great time for the 
Budget, neither is it conducive to a clear brain, so please do not be too critical." 

 



"WHAT ARE WE FIGHTING FOR?" 
Conscription was the talking point in 1916 - and Arthur Williams used the Budget to rail against it. He 
had appeared before one of the tribunals set up to hear appeals against the call-up by men who 
claimed exemption on grounds of ill-health, conscience, or being a close relative's sole means of 
support. 
 

"It's a lesson to attend a tribunal. You can see 'HUN' in the faces of the creatures of whom it 
is composed. They look on the appellants as so much sausage meat, to be pushed into the 
machine. They seem to say 'What does it matter about your business? Go out! Fight and die 
to save OUR business. You craven cur! How dare you ask for exemption?' " 

 
Arthur's case was that his mother depended on him - an unmarried son staying at home. But the local 
tribunal said she could go to live with one of her married daughters. Arthur was outraged. 
 

"If I go at my country's call, what am I fighting for? If the Germans come over here, will they 
treat my old mother worse than these tribunals would have her treated? Are not workhouse 
inmates under German rule as well treated as those under English rule? If this is so, what 
matters whether the English or Germans look after the workhouse into which my mother is to 
be forced?" 

 
In the end, Arthur had to go. He and one of his De Laune friends, Alf Clifton, joined the 3/4 Buffs 
together in April 1916. They adapted to army life very well. Not so Walter Niblett's brother Ernie 
("Energy") who was also called up in 1916 and told the Budget all about it: 
 

"A band of pipers escorted us from Whitehall to Victoria. Reached Brighton at noon. Left there 
2 p.m. and arrived at Shoreham 2.30. What a hole! 'The Piggeries.' 
 
"With mud to our ankles we were lined before some old boy who sent us to the cookhouse for 
dinner. Fitted with togs the same night. Sleep 34 in a hut. One mattress on the floor and three 
blankets. Isn't it bé.. hard. 
 
"Breakfast: two small slices bread and marg., 1/3rd pint tea.  
 
"Dinner: one piece meat, one spud, 1/2 turnip. 
 
"Tea: two small slices bread and dripping, 1/3rd pint tea. Grub is sloshed on the table and you 
feed like pigs, only not so well. Doctor examined my chest so I showed him my feet. He 
turned to the Captain and said 'This poor fellow is of no use to us at all.' Only my military 
training saved the doctor from being embraced and kissed. 
 
"Asked my trade. 'Carpenter'. He said 'Oh well, you can go home and make coffins for 
Germans.' Couldn't see the joke, but as I wanted to be pally, forced a grin. The sergeant says 
I may be discharged, but it won't be for some weeks. 
 
"Orderly today. Clearing the tables I had a basin of slops. One poor devil asked me for these 
slops and though I told him what it was he drank it. The thought and sight of our mess table 
makes my stomach revolt. Go to the YMCA after each meal and have something to eat. 
 
"Officers and NCOs seem decent fellows, but the mud! the men! and the grub! é.. UGH! 
There are plenty of pig-stys where one could feed better." 

 
"Energy" soon won his discharge. Arthur Williams, meanwhile, was increasingly enthusiastic about 
the Army. He became a batman - like his brother Percy - and as such saw a good deal of front-line 
action. He wrote to the Budget in December, 1917: 
 

"Since I wrote last we have had a hell of a time. We marched back to a ravine - six inches of 
mud everywhere. It was raining and we dug ourselves a little funk hole in the bank and 
huddled up in the mud to try to sleep. Next night we slept in an open field. 
 



"About two days after, we had to go up again. Hung about all night by the side of a road and 
then prepared to attack the Germans who had broken our line at this place. Then the 
Germans attacked us, and for two days and three nights it was hell - mud, no rations or water, 
and bitterly cold, shells bursting all round. 
 
"Our Captain did not know what was doing on our right, so asked me if I would find out. The 
moment my head appeared, several machine guns started on me at 200 yards' range. Bullets 
in dozens hit the ground at my feet and hundreds must have narrowly missed me by inches, 
for on and off I was quite 15 minutes in the open on this job. 
 
"Once, in a funk, I threw myself flat on the road and a bullet entered the road a few inches 
from my nose, sending the earth into my face. Getting back to the trench, a shell burst on the 
parapet and buried two fellows by my side. We were half-an-hour working like madmen to get 
them out. 
 
"I am absolutely infested with lice, dirty, and in as rotten a state as it is possible for a man to 
be. Have not had a bath for months, nor a wash for ten days. Being in a big push is hell 
unless you happen to get wounded at the start." 

 
The death of Arthur Williams in March 1918, was described by an S.C.C.U. official as a severe blow 
not only to the De Laune C.C. but also to the cycling world in general. 
 
The officer commanding Arthur's company wrote to Percy Williams:  
 

"During the Hun attack on March 22nd your brother chanced on the H.Q. of the battalion on 
our left, and had brought me a message. I asked him to guide me to the H.Q. and it was while 
we were walking there that a machine-gun bullet hit him in the stomach, coming out through 
the thigh. 
 
"I got him away to a dressing station immediately. His first thought when he was hit was for 
his mother, and his first words were 'My poor mother; what will she think of this?' 
 
"I know I am speaking for his comrades when I say we shall miss him very much indeed. We 
have lost a good comrade and a very brave man. It is especially sad, as his commission 
papers were going through." 

 
There are five names from the 1914/18 war on the Newnham memorial plaque; Frank Reed, John 
Tibbels, Arthur Williams, Will England and Walter Webster. Will England was shaving at the door of 
his dug-out when he was fatally wounded by a shell a few days before Arthur Williams was killed. 
Lieutenant Walter Webster lost his life within a few days of being awarded the D.S.O. for picking up a 
German mortar shell which had landed among his men and throwing it to safety. He was last seen 
running towards some Germans who had got into his trench - firing his revolver as he went. 
 
One of the original club members, Charlie Hampson, was another war hero. The French awarded him 
the Croix de Guerre "for conspicuous bravery in the field" while working as a front-line interpreter with 
French and Australian troops. 



PRISONERS' TALES 
Two De Launeites who ended up as prisoners of the Germans - Fred Ventris and "Cliffy" Clifton - told 
their tales when the war was over. Fred Ventris took part in an assault on the German trenches near 
Becourt in September, 1916, after a couple of hours' sleep in a trench so crowded that there was no 
room for him to lie down: 
 

"Before dawn we were aroused and after a hasty meal made ready for business. At six 
o'clock we had a short artillery preparation and over we went. 
 
"My chum next to me was immediately struck in the head and fell back into the trench. We 
had covered but a few paces when our formation was upset due to the state of the ground, 
with shell holes and a mine crater we had to cross, and to the large numbers of men knocked 
out. 
 
"I was possessed with the one idea of getting on as quickly as possible and get cover in the 
trench we were to take. Shells were falling on all sides and machine-guns were rattling a 
merry tune, whilst in the rear our artillery shattered the air with rapid fire. 
 
"After covering with much effort about 100 yards of continuous shell holes, I looked around to 
find myself almost alone. I had been so engrossed advancing in a straight line and the ground 
being so difficult that I hadn't noticed the battalion had vanished. 
 
"To get my bearings I then bore to the right, where we had been told there was a road running 
alongside the wood. But it must have been knocked out of existence, as no trace of a road 
could I see.  
 
"I came to a trench, badly battered, running away to the right, so proceeded down it and - 
turning a sharp bend - came across five Germans at the head of a dug-out. Immediately I 
jumped to the 'on guard' and as quickly they put up their hands, except two who pointed to 
their wounds. 
 
"On consideration I decided to keep them where they were until some of the mopping-up 
party came along. In about a minute, one of these made his appearance and I called him 
over. He happened to be a fellow who we had always reckoned was a bit of a madman, and 
as soon as he saw these Jerries he began to scream at them all sorts of oaths and 
threatened to bayonet the lot then and there, while he foamed at the mouth and jumped about 
in rage. 
 
"The poor Jerries were frightened out of their wits, not knowing what to expect. After a minute 
or two of this panto I told him he'd better take this little lot back as f had to go forward. I said 
there wasn't any need to go barmy over a few prisoners. He replied that they were only a lot 
of B.B.s and he'd see they were duly put out of their misery. So I left him and went forward 
out of the trench. 
 
"I searched the landscape in front for any of our fellows and espied a short distance ahead 
half-a-dozen helmets, so made my way thereto. I found one of our sergeants with a few of our 
men digging themselves in. In answer to my query he said he didn't know where the rest of 
the company had got to and supposed they had all been knocked out, but at any rate this was 
the line we had to occupy and that was good enough. So I joined the others in the digging 
business of connecting up the shell holes. 
 
"I had been on this job a short time when the sergeant gave me a message to take to the 
company commander, who, he pointed out, was holding a piece of ground about 400 yards 
on our left front. So, exchanging shovel for rifle, I clambered out of the trench and started off. 
 
"The ground was in a terrible state, impossible to describe. Not an inch of ground remained 
undisturbed. For miles one could see continuous shell holes. It resembled a rough sea of 
earth, all mounds and hollows. High Wood, on my left, was reduced to sundry trees and 
trunks devoid of all leaves and branches. 
 



"It was no easy task getting over this ground, as I found I was being sniped from the wood, 
and consequently had to take advantage of the shell holes in my path. I found the C.O. with 
about 20 men in some big shell holes. Decidedly it was very unhealthy there. Jerry was just 
about getting a nice range and there was really no cover at all. 
 
"I delivered my message to the C.O., who looked at the paper but said nothing. It was a rough 
plan showing the position of the party I had left. I asked the officer if we were to come up and 
join him. He made no answer, but went on firing his revolver. After a bit I asked again and he 
said 'Tell the sergeant we are coming back. It's no good remaining here.' 
 
"So thankfully I left the spot and, dodging the snipers again, got back to the trench. Half an 
hour later they came back - about eight men; the captain himself had been wounded and 
gone to the dressing station. So we proceeded to join up the shell holes and make something 
of a trench. 
 
"Whilst so engaged, there was an outbreak of rifle fire on our left and we saw numbers of 
Jerries making their way back to their lines. Evidently they had been passed in the advance 
and overlooked. We directed our fire on them, but as our trench ran at right angles to the 
wood we were enfiladed and consequently suffered some casualties. 
 
"The trench where I was was extremely narrow and a chap next to me was hit in the chest. In 
falling, he became wedged across the trench and turned a complete somersault pivoted on 
his hips. Restraining a laugh, I carried him down the trench." 

 
Later that day, Fred Ventris was knocked unconscious by a bomb explosion. When he came to, he 
was in German hands. In subsequent months he kept in touch with the Budget with regular accounts 
of hunger and boredom as a prisoner in Germany. 
 
Alf Clifton had to wait until after the war to tell of his privations in a prisoner-of-war camp in Belgium. 
As the Budget reported: 
 

"He speaks well of the Belgian people. Had it not been for the scraps of food those poor 
people secretly gave to the prisoners, not many of them would have survived. As it was, 
hundreds died of starvation and bad treatment. The Belgians were liable for three months' 
hard labour for speaking to prisoners, but they never flinched from helping them on all 
possible occasions." 

 
The Budget also told how "Cliffy" was captured after one of those many acts of bravery which went 
unrecognised in the confusion of the battlefield: 
 

"Our artillery was rendered useless by gas and hardly a round was fired. Our front line was 
soon flattened by the enemy's barrage and the occupants buried. Cliffy was one of a little 
party that held out to the last. it consisted of about five men, including a machine gunner who 
fired his gun till he was shot dead through the head. 
 
"The others had a trench mortar which they fired until they found themselves being fired on 
and attacked from the rear. They reversed their gun and brought the attackers up short with 
their minnies. The Germans then began bombing along the trench each side of them and at 
last a bomb scattered them. 
 
"'Cliffy' and two men rushed right into the Germans. They expected instant death but luckily 
they were taken by Saxons. As soon, however, as they got on the parapet a big German 
rushed at 'Cliffy' with rifle presented, but he stumbled and all 'Cliffy' got was a crack on the 
head with a rifle butt. 
 
"His troubles were not over, however, for soon after a German officer rushed at him and 
presented a revolver at his head. Again poor 'Cliffy' thought his last hour had come; but after 
demanding 'ver de big guns ver' the officer rushed madly off. 'Cliffy' got separated from his 
two companions and never saw them again.' 

http://last.it/


Alf Clifton had a hard time as a prisoner-of-war; he ended up being forced to work in a cannon factory. 
When the armistice came in 1918 he got out of the prison camp and made his way to the British lines 
with the aid of Belgians who fed and housed him en route. 



DERNANCOURT - - AND DEMOB 
As soon as the war ended, a brother of Arthur Williams who was serving in France visited the village 
of Dernancourt, near Albert, where Arthur died, and wrote to the Budget: 
 

"Just a few lines to let you know that I have just returned from Dernancourt. Am sorry to have 
to tell you that I found poor Arthur's graveé.. It is marked with a simple wooden cross and 
has his name, number and regiment stamped on metal plates. 
 
"The village of Dernancourt is in complete ruin; just a few houses standing. The cemetery is 
just outside the village and is terribly torn, with shell holes, but Arthur's is untouched. There 
was not a soul there except myself, so could not get any information. Albert town itself is in 
ruins and quite deserted." 
 

The same issue of the Budget carried an editorial by Walter Niblett under the one word: "PEACE". It 
provides an illustration of how Londoners reacted to the ending of four years of agonised worry over 
loved ones abroad and Zeppelin raids at home: 
 

"I have been asked to write something for our Armistice issue of the Budget and have tried for 
several days past to work myself into a state of mind that would enable me to eulogise on the 
prospects of glorious peace. It is of no use. One cannot realise the change in our 
circumstances. 
 
"London seemed so mad on November 11th and yours truly walked about in the rain watching 
them do it - until I was glad to go home and change into dry clothes. Perhaps the taking of 
such liberties with somnolent rheumatism would be brought up against me as evidence that I 
was carried away by the glorious vista of peace.  
 
"Really out of London's millions of population, the number was very small of those who took 
part in the actual 'celebrations.' Most of the people were there to look on. That they were 
happy, there could be no doubt. Who would not be so after four such years as we have been 
through. 
 
"But there are too many memories ever-present with the majority of people to allow of any 
settled change to take place so soon. That is the reason why - as a peace article - this is a 
failure. Perhaps in a month or so we shall be more used to the changed circumstances and 
begin to make plans for the club's revival.  
 
"At present, we gaze at the moon and - unconsciously - wonder whether 'they' will be here 
tonight, until we pull ourselves up with a jerk and realise it is 'all clear' for good now. I think 
the moon is a false jade and am quite sure she appeared twice a month, last 'take-cover' 
season. 
 
"Still, we forgive her all now; and may she light our way home on many a pleasant ride this 
coming season, and listen to the happy songs of the boys once again in Blighty. Then 
perhaps we shall fully realise that at last we have peace." 

 
Publication of the Budget continued until nearly all De Laurie Service men had been demobilised. The 
club rewarded Alf Baldwin with its gold badge; and Walter Niblett wrote in praise of him: "Let every 
member who has received if only one copy of the Budget, sit down and think over these words I have 
written. Think of the days when the Budget was delayed, and he has longed for its arrival; of the 
pleasure it has given him, to see again the dear old club badge. Think of the worst conditions under 
which lie was living, when its arrival brought a ray of joy to him. Then, write to Alf a personal letter, 
with your heart behind it. He deserves all you can write, and more." 
 



 
 

Newnham Service 1920 --- the first wreath laying 



NEWNHAM WEEKENDS 
The club was at a pretty low ebb immediately after the war. Membership was down to about 50 - a 
good 30 fewer than in 1914 - and only half-a-dozen stalwarts went on the clubruns. The postwar 
revival was led by *Mick Boothby, as general secretary; Fred Giles, as captain and racing secretary; 
and Percy Williams. 
 

*Footnote: Mick Boothby was in the club from 1905 until his death in 1957. He was captain, 1912-17, and general secretary 
1916-20. He was made a life member in 1938, along with one of his contemporaries, Will Westlake. Both they and Fred Giles 

held the club's gold badge. 

 
They planned three races for 1919 - at 20, 25 and 50 miles. But the 50 had to be cancelled for lack of 
entries and very few rode the other two. But there were positive developments: the move to a new 
clubroom at the Grosvenor, Sidney Road, Stockwell, and a reunion dinner and concert at the Surrey 
County Tavern at The Oval, where 85 members and friends applauded the presentation of a gold 
badge of honour to Mrs. De Laune as a "thank you" for the many gifts she had sent to the club's 
Service men during the war. 
 
The question of how best to remember those who were killed in action was resolved when a member 
called Spencer Searl suggested a memorial plaque. Another member, Willie Hudson Hartley, carved 
the five names into a stone tablet, which was placed on the wall of the parish church at Newnham. 
Getting permission to put it there wasn't straightforward: Walter Niblett, who was living in Newnham at 
the time, had to work hard to get the necessary approval from the Church authorities in Canterbury. 
 
The plaque was unveiled by Capt. De Laune on Easter Day, 1920. A weekend run to Newnham was 
organised for the ceremony - as a new recruit, Alf Marshall, recalled in later years: 
 

"There were quite a number of members at the meeting place at Kennington Church, by the 
Children's Hospital, and we journeyed via West Wickham to Polhill, turning off at Riverhead 
through Seal for Maidstone. Just after Seal, near the Crown Inn, we went into a clearing for 
what is now termed elevenses - and as it was Good Friday, we had all brought sandwiches. 
Here, Dick Roberts, who was a good singer of humorous songs, treated us to an impromptu 
performance. 

 
"East of Maidstone we turned off for Hollingbourne - and not one of us climbed the hill! At 
Newnham we met other members who had ridden down on their own; some who had 
travelled to Faversham by train and walked from there to Newnham, arrived later. Of course 
we took our meals at The George, but a number had to sleep out at houses in the village." 
 

Newnham had for long been a regular venue for Bank Holiday tours, but 1929 saw the first of the 
"Newnham Weekends" - the time each November when members gather at the memorial to 
commemorate the De Laune war dead. For that inaugural visit, some went by bike, others by car. As 
before, most put up at The George, where solo schools were soon in full swing. Others preferred 
more active pursuits: 
 

"After tea some of the members adjourned to the Doddington Palais de Danse. Here, a 
rough-house nearly ensued through the sheikh-stuff of certain notorious members proving 
rather objectionable to the lawful spouses of ye village belles. However, by means of a little 
diplomacy and the exercise of a cautious restraint, we managed to journey home without any 
incident, much to our relief. Upon returning, supper was partaken of, and so to bed (but not to 
sleep). 
 
"Sunday morning dawned bright and several members were up betimes, some playing 
football and others running . But the sunshine was not to last. After breakfast, rain fell in large 
and heavy quantities. At 10.45 a move was made to the church, several members arriving at 
the last minute including Sammy Garbett and family. In all there were about thirty members at 
the service. Alf Styles and one or two others accompanied our President to his private pew. 
 
"After the church service we all gathered outside, where Mr. De Laune, after making a short 
speech in a few well chosen words, placed our wreath on the memorial and we then stood 
silent for a few moments in memory of our lads who are gone." 
 



The same writer also gave an account of a visit later that day to Sharsted Court, at the President's 
invitation: 
 

"Just after 3.30 p.m. a crowd of plus-foured figures, with strangely clean shoes and faces, and 
margarine-smarmed hair, could be seen wending their way up the greensward of 'The Bank' 
en route to Sharsted Courté.. 
 
"We were greeted with a kind word and a handshake by our President, who led us into the 
Great Hall, where tea was waiting. Amongst the majority of members stage-fright seemed to 
have taken the place of appetite, but the lads with me took full toll of the groaning board and 
relieved it of its fare. 
 
"After we had eaten our fill, and more, we started on an inspection of the house, guided by 
our host. Passing into the library, with its rare and old books, we noted the crested fireplace. 
We then came to the ballroom, where I must confess to a regret that time and opportunity did 
not allow of us stepping a stately measure or shaking a glad foot. 
 
"We passed along and were shown part of the old building of chalk, built, it is believed, at the 
time of Bluff King Hal, the divorce king. We also saw what I took to be the original old oak 
chest, if not of 'Mistletoe Bough' fame then it was the one the old Squire kept the £10,000 in 
which he did not give away on his daughter's wedding day. 
 
"Passing on through various rooms and halls we were struck by the collection of wonderful 
tapestries and curios. Of special note was the knife and fork given to an ancestor of Capt. De 
Laune by King James I. After a visit to the upper portion of the house to view the splendid 
collection of pictures and to hear tales of the haunted room without which no respectable 
country mansion is complete we had to say a reluctant farewell to our host and make tracks 
for home." 
 

In the succeeding years, a group of old-timers whose pre-war membership gave then strong links with 
those whose names were on the memorial plaque acquired the nickname of "The Four Just Men" 
because of their regular presence at the Newnham Weekends: Will Westlake, Alf Styles, Mick 
Boothby and Percy Williams. 



 
THE CLUB-RUN SPIRIT 
The club-run starting-point Alf Marshall mentioned in his account of the 1920 run to Newnham - at the 
end of Clapham Road, Kennington - had been used for some time, but was abandoned later in 1920 
in favour of the Windmill, Clapham Common. It was much quieter there, and involved much less riding 
over tramlines. 
 
From the Windmill, regular runs were held from mid-March to mid-October - on Wednesday evenings, 
Saturday afternoons, and all day on Sundays.  
 
Between the wars, favourite destinations on Wednesdays were The Chequers at Colnbrook, The 
Plough at Worcester Park and Uncle Tom's Cabin at Burgh Heath. Saturday runs often ended up at 
the Oak Tree Cafe at Cobham; and Sunday tea-places included The Bakery at Abinger Hammer and 
The Cosy Tea Rooms at Windsor. 
 
George Stubbs, who joined in 1920, went on his first club-run on a Saturday afternoon: 
 

"The Captain rode in front and set the pace and it was understood that no one should pass 
him. The usual attire on such runs was a Norfolk jacket, trousers fastened just below the knee 
and woollen stockings; and of course everyone had a cap. 
 
"It was the custom to have a fair-sized leather bag fastened to the back of the saddle to carry 
a waterproof cape, scarf, gloves and tools. Much hearty banter passed among the chaps on 
the ride, which was most amusing. There was a spirit of camaraderie which appealed to me. 
 
"The venue for this run was the Oak Tree Cafe, Cobham. Such places catered for cyclists, 
and a tea meal consisted of bread and butter, jam and cake, washed down with plenty of tea; 
and the price was reasonable. After tea one of the members played on a piano in the corner 
and we all gathered round and joined in singing the choruses - all very cheerful. 

 
The camaraderie of club cycling is still one of its attractions but all-day runs with bread-and-jam and 
cake at the end of them are for the most part just a happy memory. George Stubbs again: 
 

"Cycle touring was very popular in the 'twenties. Those who had only a week's holiday would 
be likely to tour the Wye Valley or North Devon. Those with a fortnight's leave would probably 
go as far as Land's End or Snowdonia. 
 
"I greatly enjoyed touring and returned home feeling fit and happy. CTC and NCU plaques 
were to be seen on the walls of some houses in most towns and villages, indicating that the 
cyclist could obtain meals or bed and breakfast accommodation. It was reckoned that 10s.6d. 
(52p) would cover a day's touring expenses, made up somewhat as follows: bed and 
breakfast 3s.6d. to 4s.6d. per person, especially if two shared a room. Midday meal about 2/- 
and high tea and various drinks en route would make up the total." 

 
One of the reasons why cycle-touring has lost some of its appeal is the great increase in motor traffic. 
But at the time George Stubbs was riding there were other hazards. One club member, sprinting head 
down, ran into the rear end of a horse and ended up sitting in the middle of the road with a mouthful of 
horse-tail. On another occasion, an elderly man stepped into the middle of a club-run in Upper 
Beeding and was knocked unconscious. The riders discovered his name was Tanner and that his 
home was near by. They carried him there, and when the door was opened one of them asked: "Does 
Widow Tanner live here?" 
 
That didn't end the day's adventures. The club-run report continues: "After this contretemps, we went 
on to Worthing and there saw a man drowned." 



 
THE OLD v. THE NEW 
As the 'twenties progressed, so the club discarded, one by one, the customs and practices of its 
Victorian days. Ever since the club was formed, the closing run of the season in October had been 
marked by a concert or supper; but in 1929 it was cancelled through lack of interest. The last of the 
old-style garden parties was held at The Crown, Morden, in 1920 and ladies were invited to the 
monthly clubroom concerts.  
 
This acceptance of the fact that wives, sisters and girl friends could add to the enjoyment of what had 
always been regarded as all-male social occasions was a gradual process. (it took even longer for 
them to be allowed into the club itself.) The half-yearly general meeting of 1923 discussed the 
revolutionary suggestion that ladies (they were always ladies, never women) should be invited to the 
concert which, as usual, would follow the eating part of the annual dinner. It was rejected.  
 
The following year, a proposal that the President's wife, Mrs. De Laune, should be a dinner guest was 
turned down. Then, in 1925, came the historic decision: ladies would be invited to the annual dinner at 
the London Tavern, in Fenchurch Street. 
 
The traditionalists saw this as the thin end of the wedge - and of course they were right. It took only 
two annual dinners to convince the majority that to have both sexes merely sitting together all evening 
was a wasted opportunity. So an experiment was tried at the 1928 dinner at the Talbot Restaurant, 
London Wall. After the meal, the tables were pulled back and a band struck up for dancing. 
 
One tenuous link with the old days was provided by the Humourettes Concert Party in between the 
waltzes and valetas. But although concerts remained a feature of annual dinners for a few more 
years, club members never again provided the main entertainment themselves, with banjo, piano and 
song. 
 
In the 'twenties and 'thirties, regular public dances were organised by several cycling clubs to raise 
money to pay far racing medals. The De Laune held them on three or four Saturday evenings each 
winter - usually at The Horns. Sometimes as many as 300 people were there. 
 
The dances were elegant affairs, with some club members in evening dress; and the bands were 
carefully chosen - short-listed and then auditioned by a sub-committee. Most of the girls who went 
were nurses from hospitals in Epsom - and the young men from the De Laune who took them back 
afterwards often had to walk home because the last train had gone. At least one member must have 
thought the effort worthwhile - he married one of the nurses. (in the De Laune parlance of the time, 
girls were referred to as "waffle." Members who missed club-runs were often accused of waffling). 
 
Not that it was all wine, women and song. The serious business of cycling was always a priority. By 
1929, membership was almost up to 90, the racing men were consistently breaking records and club-
runs were described as "booming." The guiding lights were the new generation of officials - like Jef 
Butcher, Ted Jackson and Frank Holland (general secretaries) and Percy Reeve, Ernie Filmer and 
Archie Collison (captains).  
 
It wasn't all plain sailing. Some of the established members couldn't reconcile themselves to the influx 
of young, fresh-faced lads who felt no affinity with the old traditions and paid little attention to the club 
motto of that time: "Style Before Speed" - which usually meant club-runs at 12 miles an hour. 
 
Things came to a head in 1921, when Joe "Tiddler" Robinson started to go out with the club. He was 
18 years old, but was so small that some members objected to riding with him. When his membership 
application came before the committee there was an unprecedented demand for a vote. "Tiddler" was 
elected, 5-3, but the affair left a legacy of ill-feeling and caused a few old-timers to resign. 
 
"Tiddler" twiddled his little legs fast enough in 1923 to win a club " 50" in 2-32-35; and he was 
showing promise at 100 miles when he left to join a racing club - the Southern Elite - in 1924. He later 
became a prolific record-breaker on Southern roads. 



 
THE RECORD BREAKERS 
It took a couple of post-war years for racing to recover from its faltering start. The men who led the 
way initially were Fred Giles and Alf Clifton (Cliffy set a tandem "50" record with Billy Marshall of 2-10-
27). Then came Alf Marshall, with an inside-evens " 50" of 2-29-45 in 1921 and victory in the first 
post-war hill-climb in the same year. (Tilburstow remained the venue until 1930, when the choice was 
Shaw Hill at Whyteleafe.) 
 
The racing seasons of 1923-4-5 were dominated by the Wakefield brothers, Allan and George - sons 
of the 1894 club champion. Allan was the star man. He twice set new records at 50 miles; and when 
the club held its first 100-mile time-trial in 1925 he was fastest in 5-19-30. In that year he also took 11 
seconds off the 25 mile time of 1-08-51 set by John Giles way back in 1914 - although R. "Bunny" 
Smith went even faster in the same event and pushed the record down to 1-08-00 where it stayed for 
a further four years. Allan Wakefield was the first outright winner of the Holmes Shield - the trophy 
presented for the best aggregate time over 25, 50 and 100 miles. The following year - 1926 - he 
joined the Rodney C.C. 
 
The Wakefields' immediate successors in the prize-lists included Bill Bennett, who took the "50" 
record down to 2-21-42 in 1927; Arthur Dance, who was a stylish "25" champion 1927-8, and lowered 
Bennett's "50" time by 1'/z minutes in 1928; Ted Jackson, vegetarian son of an Edwardian racing 
man, and winner of club events at all distances; and Tam Smith, who took the "25" record down to 1-
07-49. 
 
But the push that was needed to give De Laune racing records a 20th Century look came from a 
youth of 17 who was to ride in the club colours for only two years - Geoff Deane. His father and uncle 
had been members some time before. He surprised his clubmates in 1929 by taking a few seconds 
off Tom Smith's "25" record - then astonished them in the following year with a time of 1-04-00. Few 
other time-triallists in Britain had ridden as fast over the distance. Unfortunately for the De Laune, 
Deane - like others before him - succumbed to temptation in 1930 and joined a racing club, the 
Centaur B.C. 
 
The organisation of the first club "100" in 1925 was made easier by the existence of the De Laune 
C.C. Motoring Section, formed a year earlier. Affluent members with Fords and Morrises were very 
useful for covering the far turn and feeds on the Bath road. 
 
Track racing then formed only a minor part of De Laune activities. In fact, in the early 'twenties the 
club's colours were seen to best effect on the crew of Charlie Spender's pacing quad. Charlie was 
one of the De Laune's pioneer members, so must have been in early middle-age; but he had the 
strength to pilot this monster machine, with its two-inch wired-on tyres and four man crew - No. 4 
sitting right over the back wheel. 
 
Charlie's quad made its last appearance at Herne Hill in 1923, when his crew was Jef Butcher, Joe 
Robinson and Charlie Walker. On that day they found it impossible to achieve any great speed 
because there were too many riders on the track. But while training at the Hill the previous night - and 
going full-pelt with crack rider Billy Pett hanging on behind - their front tyre burst. The inner-tube came 
out and was cut into pieces, but by magnificent steersmanship Charlie Spender manoeuvred the quad 
on to the grass and no one was hurt. 
 
So far as individual track achievements were concerned, Tom Smith was the man who kept the De 
Laune flag flying. After he'd won the 880 at Herne Hill in June, 1930, one of the popular national 
newspapers of the day, the Daily Herald, carried a cartoon of him sprinting to victory above the 
caption: "Nothing faster has been seen since dye was invented."  
 
In that same year, the club was pleased to get as far as the third round of the NCU team pursuit 
championship. The quartet of Tom Smith, Geoff Deane, Ted Jackson and Frank Holland were 
narrowly beaten by the Kentish Wheelers, but in the process clocked 4 min. 24 2/5 sec. - the fastest 
then accomplished by a De Laune pursuit team. 
 



Ted Jackson and Jef Butcher crewed the tandem which paced some of the fastest trackmen of the 
day. They shared the pacing in the last national 24-hour track championship at Herne Hill in 1926. 
The track surface wasn't all it should have been - as Ted's wife Hilda recalled: 
 

"On one occasion after a pile-up they were taken to King's College Hospital in an ambulance - 
and had a competition to see how many bruises and cuts they had between them. Ted's 
mother had a pink fit, seeing him covered in bandages when she arrived home from the 
cinema. The club tandem was 16 years old when it was sold for £5 in 1939." 

 
The Butcher/Jackson combination also made a number of successful road-record attempts. In May, 
1930, for instance, they donned black tights and black silk alpaca jackets (according to regulation) to 
try to better the 100-mile time of 4-37-08 set by Jef Butcher and Frank Holland two years earlier. They 
used the Bath road, because there were no traffic lights to worry about. And there were other 
differences between then and now, as Ted made clear: 
 

"We started at the allotted time at the 19th milestone and proceeded to London, turned and 
started for the next turn at Newbury but after about 14 miles we had a puncture in the front 
wheel. The tandem we were riding had steel wheels, 26in. x 1 3/8 in., with wired-on tyres, but 
we had a spare tube and tyre levers and spanners so we changed the tube, pumped it up and 
continued on our way, reaching Newbury inside our schedule. We turned for the return to the 
19th milestone but on going through Reading it had been raining, making the surface of the 
road very greasy. We found out how greasy when going over the railway bridge at the bottom 
of the hill where we had to cross some tramlines which turned from our left side on the A.4. 
We skidded on the bend of the lines and came off, but being only a bit shaken and not hurt 
we carried on to the finish, having a time of 4-33-21 to beat the existing record." 

 
On that morning the record-breakers were going so well they overtook land surprised) a pair 
competing in the Marlboro A.C. open tandem 50. 
 

General Meeting. May 15th 1930: 
Frank Holland drew attention to the practice of some young members of polishing their 
badges until the nickel wore off and they resembled Gold Badges. He thought this detracted 
from the honour attaching to the Gold Badge, and was not in the best of taste. 
 
DLN: June, 1930 
Young members need have no fear that the night ride to Marlborough and back will do them 
any harm. A steady ride through the night after a good evening's rest does nobody any harm, 
and once you are out you will not miss your bed. A word about lamps: if you have a gas lamp 
you must bring with you spare carbide and water as the average gas lamp will not last 
through the night on one filling. Should you have an oil lamp you will find that one filling 
immediately before starting will carry you through. 
 
DLN: January 1935 
Fred Bakker has begun wearing his new scarf, knitted by his sister over the past four years to 
replace the one raffled for 38s. 6d. at the 1929 club dinner. It measures some 24ft. long by 15 
3/8 inches wide and is double thickness and will wind upwards of 15 times round Fred's neck. 
The tassels measure 6 5/8 inches. 
 
DLN: February, 1936 
Whilst several members were traversing the crowded environs of the Metropolis last week 
they overtook a cruising cab. Beefy, with his ready wit, bawled "Taxi!" The cabby, scenting a 
fare, pulled up with a jerk and Tubby, unable to follow suit, was precipitated into the rear of 
the cab. The damage to his machine was slight, but we understand he has put in a claim for 
damages which seems likely to be successful. 

 



BUTCHER'S BASINS 
The De Laune personality of the 'twenties - in administration and racing - was J.E.F. Butcher, whose 
first name was James, but who was never called anything other than "Jef." 
 
Jef Butcher joined the club in 1921. He was general secretary in 1923 and 1924; had a two-year 
flirtation with the Southern Elite; was back in the secretary's job in 1927; was captain from 1929 to 
1931; and filled in as acting secretary at the start of the second world war. The Newnham Weekend of 
1929 was one of his many inspirational ideas, and not surprisingly he was awarded the club's gold 
badge. 
 
Jef won only a couple of club races, yet could claim to have more racing medals than any of his 
predecessors or contemporaries. He presented and bequeathed most of them to the club. Jef was the 
first man in the De Laune to break evens for 100 miles - 4-59-54 in an inter-club * event with the 
Bellingham Wheelers in 1930; he was probably the first in the club to complete a modern-style 12 
hour time trial - 177 miles in the South-Eastern R.C. Open of 1924; and he several times helped to 
lower the club's tandem records at 50 and 100 miles. 
 
*Footnote: For this and similar events, Jef Butcher and his clubmates stayed overnight at The Ostriche, Colnbrook. They slept 

in old four-poster beds in wood panelled rooms; and the mattresses were very very hard. 

 
It was Jef's proud boast that he had achieved all this - and more - "without clips, straps, blocks or 
other mechanical aids". He was regarded as a bit of a character - "aggravating, generous, helpful, 
obstinate, even infuriating at times; but respected - one may even say lovedé.. There was nobody 
quite like Jef." 
 
That writer recalled evening training runs in the depths of winter to Ivydene, Epsom, and to "Ma" 
Stanley's at Burgh Heath - lung-searing affairs which became known as "Butcher's Back-Wheel 
Basins." No one talks of "basins" nowadays, but they are still endured - and hurt just as much. 
 
It was Jef who first tried to start a club magazine - just two issues in 1927, after the idea had been 
mooted at the AGM. Jef's effort obviously made little impact, but a committee meeting in December, 
1928, revealed renewed interest: 
 

"The secretary stated that as a large number of members (chiefly old boys) heard very little 
about the activities of the club, he proposed to send out a monthly news sheet in future. It 
was agreed unanimously that this was a good idea and the secretary was thanked in 
anticipation." 
 

The "good idea" in the shape of the De Laune News is still going strong. The club secretary who 
conceived it, saw it through its birth pains and was three times its editor was Frank Holland. He joined 
the club in 1925 at the age of 17 and stayed in it until he died nearly 52 years later. He spent ten 
years as general secretary and treasurer and was a gold-badge holder, club president and life 
member. 
 
He wasted no time in getting the DLN started. Jef Butcher helped him with the writing, but because 
the club had no typewriter, he had to cut the stencil at work, during his lunch break. Then, in January 
1929, they laboriously rolled off one hundred copies on a flat-bed duplicator - purple ink on one side 
of a single sheet of paper. The following month's DLN No. 2 was double the size - printed on both 
sides of the single sheet, and the Editor suggested that members should add a shilling to their annual 
subs. to help cover the cost of postage. 
 
In no time at all, the magazine became an established part of the club. The editorial staff, brimful of 
confidence gathered on one Monday evening each month to drink pints of cider and try to think up 
alliterative headlines: "Handsome Hooper's Hurricane Hustle"é.." Tireless Tich Treads 
Terrifically"é.. "Mitcham Miracle's Marvellous Mobility"é.. "Fun and Frolics on Friday". 
 
Luckily for DLN readers, this frantic phase didn't last long. 



 
 

First Captain: Charles Southon 



 

 
William Condy (on bicycle) and Charles Condy 

 



 
Christmas Day Run 1929 

 

 
Fred Hooper and the Olympic Team 1913 

 



 
Caterham Club Run-1914 

(Arthur Williams second left, Mick Boothby arms folded, back row, Giles brothers second and third from right) 
 

 
 

Fancy Dress Ball 1939 



 



 

 
 

Ken Hill Catford ñ24ò 1937. Club record 393 ı miles 

 

  
Ron Hoare and Ken Hill 1936 



 
 

Ron Hoare Anerley "12" 1936 
 
 

 
 

ñChip" riding at Burford 1947  - Alf Wasson and "Tiny" Johnson, Herne Hill 1949 
 

 


