March 2006. Neil White, Sunderland Crits and the arrival of a new rider 

With the anticipation of a new season comes an evening around the kitchen table planning the early season races and filling in the appropriate race entry forms. Mind you getting into races is not as straightforward as it seems.  This year the Hippo planned to start his road racing season with the Neil White Memorial race at Stokesley and he spent most of the reliability rides bullying the Hammer to enter too. But for some reason the Hammer’s enthusiasm for the start of the 2006 season was a ‘damp squib’.  
So when the Hammer received the Neil White start sheet to find the Hippo’s name absent he exploded. Imagine the Hippo’s surprise when he picked up his phone to the sound of the Hammer fretting about being duped to enter a race that he didn’t want to do. Two days later the Hammer had finally calmed down, and the Hippo had found out that the organiser had never received his entry. To make things worse the Hippo was refused entry over the phone, so he filled out another form and sent it off. A couple of days later the organiser telephoned the Hippo telling him that the closing date for entries had passed and he should turn up on the day to take his chances with the enter on the line (EoL) lottery – and there were only 5 EoL places available. Snow fell the night before the race but the Hippo had promised the Hammer that he would turn up no matter what and duly queued for 2 hours at race HQ to secure one of the 5 EoL places. So imagine the Hippo’s fury as he stood on the start line with his core body temperate below zero and no sign of the Hammer. By all accounts, the Hammer couldn’t be bothered to get out of bed, which is a great start to his 2006 campaign. That’s club loyalty for you!
Meanwhile, Tony  ‘One Cleat’ McCullagh (Ferryhill Wheelers – citation fee due), having nothing better to do on a wintry Sunday morning, decided to turn up to the pre race village (Stokesley Leisure Centre car park) to show off his ‘cycle injury’. One Cleat waddled around the car park acting like a primadonna and bleating on about MRI scans and Harley Street Surgeons, while the other riders stripped down to their skin suits to do battle in the snow. Realising that no-one was interested, One Cleat decided to take on the role of Hippo’s coach - although he was no Sean Yates, or Bobby Clamp for that matter. After careful consideration and pulling on years of experience in the lower ranks of amateur racing, One Cleat’s advice was straight out of the top drawer, “Get to the front of the peloton and stay there until you cross the finish line.” And for some unknown reason the Hippo took him up on it and the rest, as they say, was history. The Hippo’s ride will go down as one of the most memorable performances by a Yorkshire Road Club rider (during that day). He rode, majestically, off the front of the pack to secure second place and 8 BC points - yes it is hard to believe…. and you’ll never hear the last of it! 
This year the Yorkies are pleased to welcome Steve ‘Without a T’ Hogdson into the road racing fold. Without a T has realised that bikes were made for tarmac not mud and is making the sensible transition from MTB. To get himself into shape, Without a T joined Aero Hat Blomley and the Hippo on one of their 6.00am training rides. Without a T quickly stamped his authority on the group with a sudden acceleration up the climb from Arthington to Adel, leaving Aero Hat and the Hippo quaking in his wake. Since then Without a T has ridden a very respectable 29 minute during the YRC Hilly time trial and has placed 7th in a training road race at Hetton Lyons. 
So it was with great anticipation that the Hippo and Hammer welcomed Without a T to his first official road race in the Sunderland Clarion Criterium. However, they forgot to mention that BC racing doesn’t have a neutralised precession to show the riders off to the crowd. So when the flag went down and the eyeballs went out, Without a T, who rode in the long markers, was dropped before he had managed to clip his cleats into the pedals. In true team spirit the Hammer and Hippo, who were in the middle markers, chased down Without a T and rode straight past him (waving as they went). The Hammer had taken up his normal role of dragging the pack around to the half way point before being blown out the back by with a series of vicious attacks. Somehow, and without the pre-race advice from his One Cleat coach, the Hippo managed to get in the race winning break of 7 riders. However, he was the weakest link and came 7th in the final sprint - so much for being a sprinter. The Hammer managed to drag himself around to secure 10th spot and his first BC point of the season, 1 more than last year. Without a T, having recovered from his first exposure to YRC  team tactics dug in and rode home in 12th and  just outside of the points. 
So,  Without a T looks like a great addition to the roadie team. Providing he follows the advice of the Hammer and Hippo on things like diet, attitude and tactics he should manage rear pack obscurity within a month or two. Add in some coaching from One Cleat and he may even return to MTB. One things for sure though, if he sticks at it he’ll be racing just like Buster Keaton!
