
Testlands Support Project Southampton to Paris Charity Bike Ride 6th – 10th 
April 2014 

An account of our adventures featuring: 

Dan Annetts – veteran of the TSP rides who came into the ride with a little bit of 
form having got some practice in to add to his natural sporting talent. 

Luke Newman – the inspiration behind TSP, a solid rider and explosive climber but 
had been suffering some recent illness.  

Jade Hubbard – something of an unknown quantity in terms of experience on the 
saddle but all those in the know spoke of her utter determination (stubbornness!) 

Danielle Hubbard – younger sister of Jade and someone who had trained with 
discipline, exuding an air of certainty in her ability to complete the route despite her 
lack of prior experience. 

Joe Crook – Vice Chair of TSP, a veteran rider who had already established a well-
deserved reputation as a beast on a bike.  

Matt Hunt – a novice in terms of experience, Trigger had promised much in training 
but had he really got himself ready?  

Jordan Cook – hospitalised by a quinsy in the week before the ride, no form behind 
him in terms of experience and on antibiotics, did he have any chance at all? The 
youngest of the riders. 

James Tomlin – a veteran of previous rides but it looked like his best days were 
already behind him. Stated ambition as to ride 20 miles a day and act as support. His 
training had been the ride the previous year! 

Jon Webb – another veteran, a natural athlete who had trained harder than 
previously, amongst the favourites to see the ride home and always the most likely to 
raise a laugh, keeping spirits up. 

Kim Cook – seasoned campaigner, had previously been the sole woman on the 
rides but was to be joined by the Hubbard twosome which promised to bring some 
relief from the ‘banter’. Indefatigable and proud rider of the hybrid. 

Ryan Ship – one who had already ‘been the block’ a few times in supporting TSP. 
Had he peaked a year ago, were his best days already in the past? Training began 
to slide and was self-doubt creeping in? 

Iain Salmon – a veteran but only in terms of age and old enough to be the older 
brother of the rest of the group. Had completed 50 miles last year but had trained 
hard for this year’s challenge.  

Supported by our marshals, drivers and crucial support team: 



Cris Lewis, Di Gower, Danny Moulsdale, Laura Jones, Claire Dunn and Emily 
Moulsdale. 

Additional thanks go to Simon Gale for supporting the planning of the route and 
providing much needed advice and guidance prior to the start of the ride. Thanks 
also go to Nat Newman and Landon Oliver for the training sessions and to family and 
friends for supporting us in getting ready for the trip. 

Day 1 – Southampton Common to Portsmouth 73 miles 

The weather forecast promised a pretty wet and dismal day ahead and there was 
heavy rain when we opened our curtains to greet what promised to be a memorable 
day. We were to meet at 9am and the first surprise was that people were there on 
time limbering up for the departure time of 9.30 when we were to ride round the 
Common a few times before doing something similar around Oakwood Junior and 
Oasis Academy Lordshill. 

There was a sense of tension amongst all the bravura and it seemed that for many 
there was a question of the unknown ahead; would they be able to complete the 
ride? Having ridden around Southampton for a little over 20 miles, 2pm arrived and 
we were ready to depart from Oasis having lined up for photos and last minute hugs 
and words of encouragement. Less than a week later we were scheduled to return 
having completed the small matter of a ride to Paris. 

 



 

The next leg of the ride took us toward the ferry at Portsmouth and the rain really 
began to fall. It became a day of frustration in some ways with seven punctures 
slowing us down, some initial problems getting to grips with the Garmin and the first 
of the anticipated aches and pains. Trigger had muscle spasms which took him out 
late in the day and Jordan had to take a breather too following his recent illness. 
However, we made it to the meet up with the minibuses as darkness fell felling just a 
little more confident that this might work out ok after all. 

The camera crew from Bournemouth University had got some reasonable footage 
and there were plenty of opportunities to catch Danielle falling off her bike which she 
did with real grace. She appeared to be in total control of everything bar gravity and 
hit the ground as if she had choreographed the move! 

Piling on the vans, the team headed for Portsmouth for the 11pm ferry. We were 
soaking wet by now, hungry and tired but people’s spirits were very high, especially 
after booking in and charging over to a terminal building to take the chance to 
change. The crossing to France was scheduled to see us spend the night aboard the 
ferry to disembark at 8 the following day. 

This meant a chance to grab some much needed food, a few drinks and a seat to 
rest in and hopefully find some sleep too. Di and Cris has separated slightly and 
spent some pleasurable time being chatted up by a couple of truckers, which was 
entertaining (to the rest of us anyway). 



It was a smooth enough crossing but it was soooo uncomfortable that little sleep was 
had, especially sleep of any quality, as you will see from the photos below. 

 

 

Only the first night and we already looked like refugees! 

It is fair to say that sleep was something of a stranger that night which only served to 
raise the sense of nervous tension as we wondered whether the group would 
manage the day ahead successfully and how long a day was in prospect. 

Day 2 – Le Havre to Rouen 66 miles (cumulative total 139 miles) 

Taking the buses off the ferry we pulled over in the car park of a large Carrefour 
which had no toilet or changing area leaving us to find a local business where we 
were permitted to use ‘the facilities’. It is far from pleasurable having to drag on 
soaking wet gear and footwear on a cold morning in April when you’ve had so little 
sleep. However, breakfast on the ferry had been ok and there was excitement about 
starting the French leg of the ride.  

Leaving Le Havre was more of a challenge than anticipated and we were having to 
frequently double back on ourselves in order to match up with the garmin route. This 
took in several steep climbs but we eventually got going later than expected, the 
delay due to the necessity of repairing the previous day’s punctures. 



They say the road to Rouen is paved with good intentions and so it proved. There 
were a number of detours along the way, the most spectacular of which involved a 
fantastic descent which was going to take us across a large river. The route wasn’t 
clear and we pressed on further with some anxiety, knowing the elation of the 
speedy freewheeling down was going to be replaced by the sheer pain of climbing 
back up again. So it proved and spirits were starting to sag. One or two knees were 
suffering and we were getting hungry. 

There was a fairly constant problem all week with meeting up with the support vans 
and the camera crew, which meant the food we had was often in the form of sweets 
and any snacks that could be secreted about our person. Eating well during the ride 
was essential but it was not something we got to grips with particularly well at any 
stage.  

The good news on this occasion was that the support vehicles did come alongside 
us and a good thing too. Looking for the route on to the next bridge was proving 
difficult and we were having to climb up steep back roads and having no success 
finding a cut through. Our poor French meant asking for directions was nigh on 
impossible so we resorted to the minibus sat nav and found the directions we’d been 
given were correct. The problem was that as we turned and looked down the river, 
the mother of all storms could be seen approaching us like some malevolent spirit 
intent on destroying our spirits. You could literally see a wall of water pouring down 
black clouds in the distance and in a moment the first lightning flashes and cracks of 
thunder spilt the darkening skies. There was no choice but to ride on and we did so, 
the bridge reluctantly embracing us along the route of a steep climb which then led to 
an arcing road across the chasm barring us from our destination. 

Within seconds the rain lashed down, evilly cold and pitiless, we were soaked to the 
bone and made a dash for the other side as the water laced in to faces. All around 
was a wall of noise as thunder constantly burst above us, the gods roaring their 
displeasure at our presence and the lightning flashed in hatred, brightening the murk 
that both frightened and exhilarated us. The vans were in pursuit of us and the film 
crew had their longed for drama, drama that had arrived in torrents. 



 



The cresting of the bridge only made things worse in some ways. The drop was rapid 
but dangerous with surface water already thick and treacherous, the rain now spiteful 
as it struck us as we rode at over 20 miles an hour down, down, down, into the 
blackness of god knows where. 

Incredibly, as the convoy gathered and regrouped, the instant reaction was one of 
sheer joy, the rush of the experience more like that recounted by a veteran of theme 
park rides. It was absolutely amazing that far from dampening spirits, this was the 
moment the ride burst into life. The film crew got their interviews, they captured the 
adrenaline rush and the unfamiliarity of the new relationships was a thing of the past. 
The team had been forged in this trial and not found wanting. Not all wanted to 
repeat the experience with Dan wondering how anyone could have truly enjoyed 
what had just happened but it felt like we were getting there. 

More drama came shortly afterwards when Luke was taken ill and he had to 
relinquish the lead, causing one of the minibuses to divert straight to the hotel at 
Rouen. This was to cause problems further down the line but for now it was heads 
down to get the leg over and done with as speedily as possible. Joe began to crank 
up the pace and we averaged close to 20mph on the flat as we neared our 
destination for the day. The problem was that we had had to change the end point 
due to the difficulties of the weather and the considerable aches and pains now 
being experienced. The bikes would go in the van and most riders could get in the 
second minibus. Not everyone would fit though and so Joe, Jon and myself decided 
to ride on to find a pub and to wait for Cris and Di to collect us later. 

It was a beautiful evening by now with the sun returning at last but it was cold and 
we were still wet through.  As luck would have it, we found a pub, more of a front 
room than a pub to be honest, in a small village. This was extremely fortunate as 
most of France appeared to be shut. In fact during the next hours we saw just the 
one car and it felt as if the region was deserted. 

A sixty year old woman greeted us. She was happily smoking a cigarette and was 
keen to let us know that the pub closed at 8, so she could start her weekend. It was 
an initially frosty reception but Webby soon warmed her up as he learnt to say ‘merci 
beaucoup’, a phrase he was able to repeat constantly but with differing tones, so it 
became a language in itself. 4 beers later but still foodless, we were forced to leave 
and wait on the road for the minibus. To stay warm we resorted to racing up the road 
in and out the village which annoyed one of the local dogs immensely. The whole trip 
was characterised by huge dogs barking in isolated gardens. They must all be 
completely furious with life because they barked as if their veins were filled with 
vitriol. 

I cannot describe how good it feels to be picked up from a location I still could not 
name when literally shivering with cold. Relief swept over us as we drove to the 
hotel. 10 minutes later we were back where we had started though and so began the 



long drive to Rouen. The gastronomic delights of France were eschewed in favour of 
the McDonalds up the road and so ended the first day in France. We had got through 
it rather than enjoyed it; at least that is how it felt as we got to our rooms. The 
‘Roomies’ were quickly sorted and we fell asleep to the glorious sounds of James T 
snoring.  

Day 3 Rouen to Evreux – 62 miles (cumulative total 201 miles) 

F1 breakfast tastes great as long as you’ve cycled 140 odd miles, haven’t eaten 
properly for a couple of days and are shattered. However, the photos of us all give 
the impression that we were feeling good. 

 

Sadly Luke was ruled out of the start of the day having been ill overnight and that 
was not to be the only problem that morning. Having completed 7 or 8 miles pulling 
out of the town, we stopped for a short break during which Dan’s knee locked up 
forcing him to dismount, unable to ride on. We spent the next hour and half trying to 
get in touch with the minibus and for a good proportion of that we were stranded on 
the side of the road open to a cold breeze that sapped morale. There was discussion 
of cutting down the day’s mileage and increasing frustration. 

Taking a gamble we walked over to the only shelter round, the offices of SAPN, the 
regional motorway giant, and were permitted to warm ourselves in their reception. 
That was quickly followed by the provision of coffee and hot chocolate and an 



interview with the in house magazine, the representatives of which were genuinely 
interested in the fundraising activities of such a young group. We look forward to 
seeing the write up of the interview conducted in a mixture of English and French. 
They were lifesavers and got us through, what was for me, the low point of the 
journey. 

Incredibly the riders got back on it and were soon speeding toward Evreux. Luke re-
joined the ride and we made it all the way round the 62 mile route. It’s strange how 
the sight of F1 hotels can inspire! Basic they may be, but they were good value for 
what we were doing. On the other hand Evreux itself was it seemed as we 
desperately tried to find somewhere to eat and to watch the Champions League 
match featuring PSG. We had no luck and had to make do with some snacks and 
drink from the last shop that was open. Relaxing in the hotel became difficult as the 
receptionist was not happy and when Luke returned with some takeaway food, it was 
handed out in virtual silence!  

 

Sleeping proved no problem allowing us some recovery time before setting off the 
next day and longest ride of the trip. 

 

  



Day 4 Evreux to Versailles 80 miles (cumulative total 281 miles) 

By this stage everyone was riding and those that had taken to the minibus were 
regretting that decision, even though they had been forced to take a sensible course 
of action. We’d got our cycling legs and it was great that Claire joined us too until a 
puncture on the mountain bike curtailed her efforts. 

 



 

 



 



The day was fantastic. A chilly start soon gave way to blue skies and we made good 
time. There were plenty of punctures again and several trips along field and forest 
trails. Despite this we had a kick about at lunchtime, quite something to have the 
energy to be able to play football in the middle of the day with 45 miles left to 
complete.  



 



However, we made it and there was even talk of a further 20 miles just to get to the 
100 for the day. Good sense triumphed though and we found our way to the local 
Pizza Hut. After the difficulties of getting food, the meal was more than welcome and 
one or two had a few drinks as well with James T throwing himself in the advertising 
hoardings to celebrate! 

We were left with just the small matter of 35 miles to Paris to finish the challenge. 
Oddly by this stage, such a trip seemed brief after the previous days and there was 
palpable sense of anticipation and excitement as we got ready to leave on a warm 
and sunny Thursday. 

Day 5 Versailles to Paris 42 miles (cumulative total – 323 miles) 

We had some typical French scenery to ride through early on in the day, including 
one of the biggest hills of the trip, one which Joe C climber twice! 

 

We passed by so many fields of rapeseed oil it seemed the countryside was a blaze 
of fiery yellow. 



 

It’s also worth pointing out the great cycling tops provided for the ride. They made 
finding one another so much easier and looked very impressive.. 

The ride into Paris began in earnest and we caught our first glimpse of the Eiffel 
Tower in the distance and began to find the pavement cafes for which Paris is rightly 
famous. The weather could not have been better as we tore into the city. 



 

 



 

Leading from the front, Joe C piled on the speed as we hit a good descent and 
clocked 41mph! We’d made arrangements for the support teams to go on into the 
centre of Paris with the camera crew, Adam, Jonty and Mike setting up at the Arc de 
Triomphe to film us arriving. 

Waiting for the go ahead we waited roadside and relaxed. 



 

Using years of experience, I managed to track down a bar and we grabbed a quick 
drink before setting off for the last few hundred yards. If you’ve ever been to the Arc 
before you will know how there are something like a dozen roads leading off it with 
no lanes and no lights anywhere. It is a free for all and it felt like we were taking our 
lives in our hands zooming across, particularly Jordan who had a puncture but threw 
himself into the fray! We couldn’t see the film crew and we couldn’t get off the 
roundabout which meant we had to go round and round and round! It was an 
amazing experience, frightening but fun at the same time. 

The next stop was to be the Eiffel Tower and we had another wait for the camera 
crew to set up. We were to ride down the Champs Elysees, finishing point for the 
Tour de France, and it was incredible to think we’d ridden here from Southampton. 

Almost there, we were becoming quite emotional and couldn’t wait for the final push. 



 

 



Being us the arrival couldn’t be straightforward and James T smashed into the back 
of Luke leaving a ten yard skid mark for tourists from all over the world to marvel and 
laugh at. We met some visitors from Southampton, New York and Matt got in with a 
group of girls beneath the famous landmark whilst Luke raised the scarf in 
celebration and in honour of his nan. You can imagine how emotional it was by then 
and there were plenty of tears shed as we toasted one another, the whole team, with 
champagne. 

What an achievement!  

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

We still had to reach the hotel and everyone chose to get back on the bikes and put 
the final extra miles in taking us over the 320 mile mark. It was just amazing to ride 
along the banks of the Seine past the many landmarks which we’ve all seen in films 
but which were here for us in the brilliant sunshine of a Parisian evening. The 
Louvre, Notre Dame and the Tuileries were soon left behind and we got to the hotel 
ready for a night out. 

Food first and then a bar till 2am. We met some interesting characters who were not 
what they appeared to be! The less said, the better. A few errant souls then went on 
to a club until breakfast time when JT slumped on the table next to a cup of tea, 
signalling the end of the night out. 



 



 



 

 



Bed at 6.30am became metro to Paris at 9.30 the next day and a very quick shop 
along the Champs Elysees and the start of the journey back home. All too quickly the 
challenge was over, the miles racked up and success achieved. It was fantastic to 
see the way people changed over the course of the 5 days, their sense of belief 
growing and how so many overcame real physical pain to keep going and going. 

Of course, the real reason was to support TSP and you can still donate via the 
website.  



 

For some the highlight was finding a black Easter Egg! 



 

 

For some it was about reaching a goal and achieving something worthwhile. 

For some it was about being with their friends and enjoying the banter in unique 
surroundings. 



 

For us all it was about raising funds for TSP. 



 


