How to cycle as your main (or only) transport as a jobbing vicar


Healthy, Good Value, Real …
Cycling is my only form or personal transport and has been for all of my working life and higher education. At this stage that is some thirty years. When I began my curacy in a rural benefice with five churches I was open to getting a car but we decided to begin by cycling to see how we fared. We thought through some simple principles - that I would need to be warm, dry, presentable and reliable. 

There are advantages that emerged from the start. Mental and physical health being the main ones but huge financial savings and avoiding all of the bureaucracy, obligations and stress of car use that most of us live with are also great plusses. Key to enjoying cycling for work is route planning and learning the bike paths and quiet routes of our region. This means few busy roads and no traffic jams to contend with.

To date we have not needed a car and feel happier, healthier and richer as a result. Because a bike is relatively easy to service at home my overall transport reliability is at least as good as a car and probably better.

The only demand of ministry I have not been able to meet easily without a car is the journey from Church to Crematorium for funerals, because of the short time in between.  In these cases I have been able to place my covered Brompton folding bike with one of the undertaker’s vehicles without problem.

So what have I learnt after some twelve years as ordinand, curate and priest in charge?


What Bike …
The definition of a good bike is that it is enjoyable to use for the purpose that it is needed for. If your purpose is work through the year you need to think about servicing, luggage, mudguards and lighting. Not all bikes will easily accept a pannier rack and so you need to consider this at the time of purchase. You also need to consider your riding style, distances and mapping your routes (you need a handlebar that can hold maps or your phone map). If you have not ridden as a matter of daily routine before or if you live in a hilly or windy area, then consider an electric (pedal-assist) bike from an established brand and reliable shop. 

From where and how much…
To choose the right bike I recommend finding your nearest independent bike shop where you can test before you buy. Most UK towns and cities will have a very good second hand bike shop that will sell you a fully serviced, ‘rides as new’ bike for a huge saving and these will include good pedal-assist bikes. These shops are very often run as social enterprises. £300 should get you a bike which will not limit your options on this basis. If you really want a new bike then the Halfords Carrera range has been renowned for years as the best value bike for most purposes and Decathlon has similar ranges. A similar basic pedal-assist option will be closer to £1000.

If you are looking at multi-modal transport (train, bus or car and bike) then consider Tern or Brompton folding bikes. The Brompton is the only folding bike that will not be questioned on a bus. The new lowest cost range from Brompton is just over £1000 but this will last a lifetime. I regularly take my Brompton from Church to Crematorium with the undertaker to be able to ride home. I have had it for 16 years and it is going strong.

Servicing …
Although I am able to fully service my bike, this is not what I always want to be doing on my day off. Used almost every day, your bike will need a full service at least once a year. You need to reckon on spending about £250 per year to maintain a reliable bike which is enjoyable to ride. This will include the mechanic’s time, new tyres, brake pads, chains, cables and possibly elements of gearing depending on the system you choose. You will also need occasional replacements for handlebar grips and saddles. Over several years you will need new wheels and the major bearings for steering and pedalling will need replacing so some years will be more expensive than others.

With modern kevlar-lined tyres, punctures happen much less frequently than in the past. However, you will feel much more confident if you can fix a puncture on the move. You need to carry a small saddle bag with two spare inner tubes, a repair kit and some simple tools. Check on the ‘Park Tools’ youtube channel for how to remove your wheel and fix a puncture. Remember to learn how to remove both front and rear wheels because they are not the same. 

You will need to clean your bike once a month, including going over the chain and gears with a degreaser. Check on the ‘Park Tools’ and ‘GCN’ youtube channels for how to best clean your bike without damaging components. It is not difficult but there is a bit more to it than you might imagine.

Luggage …
Good bike panniers and a good handlebar bag which can hold a map or phone in easy sight are essential. A sweaty, sore back is not something you want day after day if you are carrying a backpack on your bike. You will need a rear pannier rack and handlebar bag mount system. Ask your bike shop to fit these when you buy the bike or bring the bike in to get these fitted. 

For bags you need something waterproof, presentable and flexible which has some sort of quick release system. Plan to spend at least £100 and expect ten years use out of good luggage. Carradice bags are still hand made in Nelson, Lancashire, are very attractive and extremely good value. You can buy direct from the Carradice website. Most good local bike shops will carry bags from Oxford bikes, Altura or Ortlieb, all of which are reliable, hard wearing and presentable. 

For work purposes I thoroughly recommend a bike stand so that you can access luggage easily, whether that be materials for Collective Worship, robes or your weekly shop.

Mudguards
Good quality wrap-around mudguards with a long mudguard flap will stop almost all road spray and mud dirtying your clothes, luggage and bike. You will save money on bike maintenance and arrive presentable with good mudguards. They are a must for a work bike. Expect to spend £20 to £40 and ask your bike shop to fit them. They can be very fiddly to get right if you are not a confident mechanic. They will last a lifetime.

Stay bright …
Don’t scrimp on lighting, which has two functions. Firstly you need to be seen and secondly you need to light your path on unlit roads and bike paths. If you go for a pedal-assist bike, lighting is usually included. 

It is well worth considering a dynamo in the front wheel hub connected to front and back lights. This will come with a ‘standlight’ that keeps lit when you are at a standstill. You can get dynamo systems for as little as £100 but you should budget £150.

Otherwise your bike shop will stock a range of good usb rechargeable lights. Be clear about what you need and take their advice.

Avoid theft …
The often quoted rule of thumb is spend 10% of the total value of your bike on your bike lock. I have always found this to be a helpful guideline. Cheap locks are a false economy. The most important principle however is to only lock your bike in busy, well lit places under constant gaze. Lock your bike to proper bike stands and make sure wheels and saddles are reasonably secure either by locking them or replacing quick release bolts with regular bolts. Your bike shop will do this for you.  

Some household insurers will insure your bike against theft, but not all and you need to check. Given the budgets and finances suggested here an alternative option is to have some savings set aside in the event of a bike theft. 


Stay smart and presentable… 
One of the principles about cycling for ministry purposes is the need to look smart and presentable. I have found this quite achievable by drawing on the natural, breathable materials that many clergy clothes are made from and readily available specialist clothing. I almost always ride in regular clothes with some consideration for bike comfort rather than cycling specific clothing. The exception is particularly long rides (30 plus miles) or rides which mix pleasure and work such as going on retreat

Key tips …
Trousers or skirts require the most consideration for regular riding. I have found over a number of years that black golf trousers available at Sports Direct offer the comfort, sizing and presentability I need. They are also very good value and available for men and women. My wife cycles for work in the women’s cut version.

If I am riding a lot in a given week or a longer ride is demanded then I use what is called chamois cream to avoid chaffing on points in contact with the saddle. 

For all of the clothing here make sure to purchase more than you would usually need so that you can keep them clean and still have another set to wear. Hats and gloves in particular can get smelly otherwise. You can expect 10 years of wear from good cycle clothing.

I have two panniers. One is dedicated to items for a given working day (laptop, robes etc.) the other is dedicated to a change of clothes and wet weather gear which I always have with me.

Stay warm …
Merino is breathable and does not smell even after long use so through winter I use merino thermal long sleeve tops and long johns. These are readily available at Aldi and Lidl at very good prices because winter temperatures in Germany, where these stores are from, create high demand for them. If you buy them in Spring prices are even cheaper. Also in merino I wear a neck warmer, sometimes called a buff.

Good bike gloves are essential and can be found at Sports Direct, Decathlon, Leisurelakesbikes.com, tredz.com or your local bike shop. 

You will need a good quality cap under your cycle helmet. I strongly recommend the windproof cap made by Madison. The peak is ideal for sheltering your eyes from rain and also traffic glare at night time.

For both winter warmth and to stay dry a helmet cover over the winter months (mid November to mid March) is a game changer. The vents in your helmet cool you in summer but are unwelcome in winter and the helmet cover changes those same vents into great insulation. I love my Carradice waxed cotton helmet cover. It is smart, breathable and easy to rewax every few years.

With a simple fleece or warm sweater above my clergy shirt I am never cold like this.

Stay dry …
A good rain jacket is essential. Make sure it can fit over your winter clothing and it is breathable. Good options can be found at Sports Direct, Decathlon, Leisurelakesbikes.com, tredz.com or your local bike shop. 

In heavier rain you will also need to think about keeping your legs dry. Most will likely opt for rain trousers with the right fit for cycling. However, I have found it to be well worth the extra expense of a full rain suit which offers considerably more protection. These can cost as much as £200 but can be found in spring for as little as £100. 

Stay safe and visible …
You need a helmet with a MIPS or similar system. This system reduces the rotational forces generated by an impact on one side of your head. Specialized make very good helmets at a very good price. Expect to pay £30. You need to replace your helmet every few years because knocks and bumps away from the bike damage the material over time and compromise it.

Surprisingly hi viz does not necessarily have the safety effect we might assume. The evidence from magistrates courts up and down the country is that drivers who are not watching out for cyclists simply don’t see them, whether or not they have hi viz. However, I am sure that good drivers really appreciate seeing cyclists more easily as we share the road together. Wearing hi viz is a courtesy that is appreciated and particularly if, like me, you are otherwise in black clergy clothing. Expect to pay £10 t0 £20.

Something I have found very helpful are ‘always on’ lights. Using flashing lights in the daytime makes it much harder to miss cyclists. I am conscious of drivers responding to my presence on the road much further away than when I do not have lights on during the day. It is worth mounting a flashing red light to the rear of your helmet where the extra height helps lorry drivers see it.

The most important way to stay safe is to use good quality cycling infrastructure when it is provided and to plan safe routes.


Route planning …
The thing that puts most people off cycling regularly is traffic and difficult to navigate road infrastructure makes that worse. However, that is a perception mostly gained from travelling in a car on routes planned for bikes. The change in mindset needed is to plan your route for cycling and remember always to plan as pleasant a route as you can. Here are a few tips and tools that I find helpful.

1. Get to know your area by foot and bike by exploring bit by bit. This will unlock many otherwise unseen and unexplored bike paths, canal paths and shared use paths, which are my preference.

2. Cycling UK offer a cycle specific route planner, which is really helpful:
https://www.cyclinguk.org/journey-planner

3. If I am planning a route somewhere totally new to me I use google maps and then streetview to examine road junctions and to work out if roads are busy or quiet. Within Google maps you can also select bike routes and choose cycling options when you request directions.

4. I love OS maps, both paper and online. I pay £20 a year for a subscription to OS maps.

5. If a road or junction does not feel safe then I just get off and push along the pavement.


Finance…
Remember to allow for clothing, luggage, lighting, lock and regular servicing in your budget. All told your initial basic setup will be close to £600 with everything included and from then £250 a year for servicing and replacement parts. Of course you may choose to spend more but this will get you a comprehensive, robust and durable setup for all weather and conditions. If you choose an eclectic bike expect to spend more like £1300 total. This compares to the often quoted amount of £3000 to £3500 per year to run a single car in UK.

The bike to work scheme is a government scheme to repay the taxes accumulated in the full purchase of a bike to encourage active transport. However, because the legal place of work for a Church of England parish priest for tax purposes is the vicarage home, parish priests do not qualify for the bike to work scheme but if you work outside of parish ministry, ask your employer about this.

If you claim travel expenses then HMRC state 20p per mile cycled for work for tax purposes for both regular and pedal-assist bikes. Even with inflation I have found over a number of years that this does cover the wear and tear on my bike and the £250 a year servicing costs I have suggested here. I use google maps to calculate distances and I have noted down the distance of journeys I regularly make for work. If you don’t claim the miles on your expenses, they are tax-deductible.
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