Saving the Old Toll Bridge

Cyclists living in conurbations are always looking for ‘escape routes’, quick and quiet-as-possible ways out into the surrounding countryside.  Not easy in the Brighton and Hove area hemmed in between the South Downs and the sea with rivers Ouse and Adur on either side.  To our west what is almost certainly the most popular escape route takes us across the latter river on an old wooden bridge closed to motor traffic, through some of the little roads around Shoreham airport, across the busy bypass at the traffic lights and out into the (relatively) quiet lanes of West Sussex.

What’s now known as the Shoreham Old Toll Bridge – little more than a series of wooden planks across the water but a Grade II listed building - was built in 1781 to replace a flat raft ferry and was actually in use as a main road out of the conurbation until relatively recently.  Our section includes one former member of our predecessor,  the former Brighton section,  which seems to have faded out sometime in the 1950s.  Brian Hutton was a keen road-racer (see Brian's article 'The Early Days of Road Racing' in Boots and Spurs Autumn 2004) and Sussex Road Race champion in 1954.  He recalls how it used to be before the road was diverted across a new bridge in 1968.

In the mid-1950s there used to be two toll collectors who stood in the road at the Red Lion end. One would collect money from the cars coming onto the bridge and travelling west and the other would collect the toll from cars coming off the bridge. They carried leather satchels. Cyclists had to pay an old penny.
 
I would often be among a dozen or so riders who headed west over the bridge during an evening training ride. Approaching the bridge we would get into single file and cross at speed. The front rider would call out that the rider behind would pay and so on right down the line with the last rider taking evasive action as both collectors tried to thump him! It wasn't a question of not wanting to pay but of not wanting to hang around fumbling to find the money and if the riders in front hadn't stopped then you had either to follow suit or pay up for all of them and then have to chase to catch up.
 
The real fun came on the return journey a couple of hours later when the collectors would be on the lookout for us. Some riders would filter through the queuing cars, but if you didn't time it just right you would get a cuff round the ear when you passed by. Still it was good practice for taking evasive action during a race when riders fell in front of you during the final sprint!
 

With the closure to motor traffic the bridge became a bridleway under the ownership of the local authority and for the last 39 years has been used by horse-riders, walkers (including people taking the dog for a walk) and cyclists.  Until 1997 anglers also used the bridge until safety considerations forced West Sussex County Council to put up barriers preventing access to the parapets.  The bridge has needed expensive restoration work for a long time and for the last three years our section has taken part in the annual charity ride to raise some of the money needed to pay for this.  Self-interest as much as any more altruistic motives led us to try and help ‘Save the Old Toll Bridge.’

At this point I should explain some of the peculiarities of our Clarion section.  With the – greatly valued – exception of Bob Harber, who single-handedly (or footedly) accounts for our appearance in the national points tables we are essentially a ‘potterers’’ club.  We do gentle rides – seldom more than 25 miles and often a lot less – every other Sunday and before now have been overtaken by people out jogging.  But this does not mean that we don’t take our activities seriously.  We take it in turns to write a report on each ride which appears first in our regular circular to members and friends and then on our website where its usually accompanied by photos.  

In 2005, our first participation, only 3 of us managed to sign up for the ride – which starts near the bridge and loops round some of the West Sussex lanes - and it fell to me to write the report. ‘ The route was pleasant and the weather ideal – dry and fairly warm but with a welcome light breeze.’  I recorded. 

We stopped for a (free) cup of tea at Shipley Community Centre, and a little further down the road to have a quick look at Hilaire Belloc's windmill. Soon we were on the outskirts of Wiston and about to follow the route arrows along Spithandle Lane to Horsebridge Common when I spotted a bunch of cars parked on both sides of the road about a hundred yards further on. 'Must be the Wiston Tea Rooms', I thought. And so it turned out to be. Neither Joyce nor Richard had been there before – and the number of tables and beasts of both the feathered and four-legged varieties had increased since I was last there a good few years back. So we had a pleasant stop.

Only thing was that that the ride organisers' sweep van checking on slowcoaches such as us had naturally not come down off the route to check on the tearooms. All the direction arrows had vanished for the rest of our return trip – not that that was a problem. We were not apparently the very last to finish. We were told that a couple of 'young folk' had insisted on completing the longest (38 mile to our 32) ride by climbing the Bostal ('good luck to them'. we thought

The Bostal involves a long steep climb up the scarp face of the South Downs – it’s sometimes used for hill-climb competitions among more energetic and competitive (not to say fit) cyclists in the locality.

2006 was our best year.  We had 3 people doing the shortest (10 mile) ride, another 3 including Bob the longest (39 mile) version and another 8 of us on the (notionally) 29 mile one.  Fred, our excellent webmaster acted as raporteur for the short ride.  They had plenty of time for diversionary activities
I stopped off to buy some rhubarb by the roadside, getting a nip on the ankles from a collie when I tried to pay.

At the top of the hill overlooking the cement works, I spotted the familiar ONCE jersey of Ed and caught them up (they'd been visiting the church), pausing to take a photo of the wild Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis) growing by the side of the road. Then it was downhill all the way back to the podium and the medal ceremony, with a free cup of tea, a piece of buttered tea bread and a chat with ride organiser Les and his wife Liz, who'd been a Clarionette in her youth

Meanwhile, the ‘fast lads’ were zipping round the longest route at speed, as Neil reported.

I met up with Bob at the start and we set off a little ahead of the others. We stopped off at the first refreshment point in Steyning where Bob's friend Simon joined us for the rest of the ride. Chatting for a while, I was relieved to hear that Bob had completed a 100+ mile Audax ride the previous day. As we rode on it was pretty clear he still had plenty left in his legs but I needn't have worried, Bob and Simon took me along in their slipstream at a pace I could just about cope with. I have to confess to not paying much attention to the surrounding countryside fixing my gaze instead on Bob's rear wheel. As a result the 39 miles passed in a bit of a blur.
 
We stopped for a sandwich at Shipley village hall and on returning to our bikes a man in a sparkling green Bentley pulled up and asked for directions to the local polo club. For a split second I wondered whether our Clarion fellowship should extend to such cases but I was rescued from my dilemma as Simon stepped forward to provide assistance. I'm sure I'd have got my map out had the need arisen!
 
I resumed my place at the back of our three-man group and watched the miles build up on my computer. Shortly before we rejoined the main route a couple of nasty hills presented themselves and I was amazed by the speed with which I lost touch with the others. As the gap between us extended by the second it appeared to me that the truth of my lack of fitness was being drawn out for me graph-like on the road – five more metres of hill = twenty metres gap and growing. They allowed me to catch up on the other side of the hill and we soon rejoined the 29-mile route (and at some point, I've no idea where, caught up with our Clarion comrades). 

Which were, of course, the 29-mile group of 8 which I reported on 


The 29 milers stopped, as last year, at the Wiston Tea Rooms. There, some of us – the tables weren't big enough to accommodate us all - had a pleasant chat with a lady from Worthing called Jean who was very interested in our activities and reminisced with us about her cycling activities of yesteryear.

But once again we were the collective lanterne rouge of the whole caboodle and were visited – in a perfectly friendly manner – at the Tea Rooms by one of the organising team anxious to start taking the direction signs down etc. We explained that we could manage quite well without them since, apart from anything else; all that remained was simply repeating the first part of the ride in the opposite direction. 

On the way back down the Coombes Road, Mick spotted what must have been the same wild orchid as Fred had discovered some time earlier.

None of our  ‘fast lads’ could make it in 2007, but we had 6 on the 29-mile and 3 on the 10-mile variants. There’d been heavy downpours on the previous days but we were again very lucky with the weather. Those of us who didn't need to be back early took things ultra easily, made our usual lunch stop at Wiston.  Meanwhile, on the short ride

Fred stopped off to buy a bag of greengages at a roadside farm and then we pondered for a while what the beasts in the field by St Botolph's might be. They looked a cross between sheep and cows, distinctly spotty (they were the ancient breed of Jacob's sheep, we found out back at the farm - according to Genesis 30:31-70, Jacob took every speckled and spotted sheep as his own from Laban's flock). 

Later Joyce and some of the others of the 29-mile group spotted one  sheep that had somehow got out onto the road and did their best to get it back safely into the field.  Fred’s interest in the local flora continued.

Another less steep hill then it was orchid spotting by the roadside - only one lone example this year (maybe a consequence of global warming?) - a pyramidal orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis), a native of these parts. According to Wikipedia: 'its scent is described as"foxy" and the dried and ground tuber gives a fine white powder, called salep, a nutritious sweet starchlike substance used in drinks, cereals, making bread, and Turkish Delight.' We, however, left it alone and travelled on down the hill to the Finish, where we received our medals, cups of tea and slices of delicious home-made tea bread. 

Then to complete the ride we headed back to the Tollbridge, hoping it wouldn't collapse while we were crossing it! Anne spotted Egrets wading and flying either side of the Tollbridge. 

So, as with most of our rides,  a good time was had by all in all three years.  And with our sponsor money we helped to raise the funds necessary to get the restoration project underway.  We were all delighted to hear that the work was scheduled to begin the final weeks of 2007.   But it would be a shame if there were no more ‘Save the Toll Bridge’ rides in future.

Ian Bullock
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