“All roads lead to Rome”
“All roads lead to Rome” was an ambitious charity event inspired by rugby legend, Doddie Weir, who set up the My Name’5 Doddie Foundation to raise funds for research into motor neuron disease, the illness which ultimately claimed Doddie’s life. The target was to raise £1 million for the Foundation. The campaign centred around a cycle marathon ride from Murrayfield Stadium in Edinburgh to the Piazza Navone in Rome in time to watch the Scotland-Italy Six Nations rugby match on 9 March, 2024.  
Twenty-two teams participated, one of these being the “Orkneyinga Saga” team led by veteran endurance cyclist, Ba’ winner and Orkney RFC President and rugby player, Garry Coltherd. So it was that the Orkney u3a meeting on 15 January was entertained by Garry’s account of the experience – the trials and tribulations, and the eventual exhilaration of success. Garry was supported in his presentation by his teammate, Eoin Cursiter. The team had consisted of six cyclists, in two groups of three, with five support members. They cycled from Aberdeen to Murrayfield, adding their own preliminary warm up and test of strategy. 

This was by no means a sight-seeing trip. Four days of non-stop relay cycling in 60 mile segments meant focus on the road, often in the dark. There was an opportunity to catch some sleep in the support campervan but sleep-deprivation was one of the trials. Others included communications problems, resulting, for example, in the team being temporarily split up before crossing the Channel. Rerouting was required in France when it was discovered that the planned roads were unsuitable. The arduous, slow going uphill at one point on the Mediterranean coast road saw the cyclists overtaken twice by the same donkey, while the tactic of following two Italian scooter riders led to an inadvertent motorway entry. Prematurely defrosted food required a replanned menu, while Garry picked up a bug from eating a bit of chicken which had been sitting around for too long. 

The arrival in Rome was met by enthusiastic Scotland supporters, and the party atmosphere was in marked contrast to the previous four gruelling days. The edge was taken off only slightly by the Italy win (31-29) in the Six Nations match. 

On the way home over the Alps the roads were quite snowy; the team realised then how lucky they had been that the roads had been dry on the outward cycle trip.    

The campaign reached its overall target, while the Orkney team’s contribution amounted to £36,000.  Sponsorship had come from the generosity of local businesses in Orkney as well as individual donations. 
        
When asked if he would do it again, Garry told us he was already planning his next venture. What an inspiration he is!

[u3a provides opportunities for people who are no longer working full-time to come together to learn, volunteer, continue their interests and take up new pursuits.  There is more information about us on our website www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/u3a. You can email us at info@orkneyu3a.org]

