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Introduction

This book is for anyone interested in the local history beyond our city’s
walls. It includes mapped routes for travelling by bicycle, but can also
be enjoyed from the comfort of your sofa, without undertaking any two-
wheeled journeys.

In 2004 I set up www.yorkstories.co.uk, with photos and observations
of York and Yorkshire. As a long-time resident of York I've walked all
over the city, and know it well from the perspective of a pedestrian on
the pavements. Cycling gives you the ability to travel further and faster,
and from somewhere, unexpectedly, came the urge to start cycling
again, after a gap of around twenty years.

Through the late summer of 2008 I cycled through the local country-
side on a borrowed bike, and in the spring of 2009 I bought one, and
continued my journeys on my own ‘trusty steed’. My long-standing
interest in York’s history led me to seek out more information on the
places I cycled through.

I traced routes, retraced them, investigated bits of muddy bridleway
that might serve as short cuts between busy roads. Periods of history
began to form a more cohesive picture, in place of previously random,
disconnected facts. As I cycled between factories and the fields that
supplied them, between a stone tower and a battlefield memorial, this
book started to form some kind of shape.

Each of the eight routes has a broad ‘theme’, with an emphasis on
aspects of our more recent history. Toll cottages and mileposts and
railway lines, our connections to an expanding world of travel
possibilities. Asylums treating ‘the insane’, in the centuries before our
national treasures talked openly about mental health difficulties. Our
open spaces, our land, common land protected, not parcelled up and
sold for development. Weathered stones still standing to remind us of
‘pest-houses’ that are long gone. Churches, some old, some new, some
restored by the Victorians. Landscapes of war, smoothed over or still
jagged, memorialised or not. All beyond the ‘historic core” of central
York.

The well-known historic streets and buildings in the city centre
become a bit crowded, particularly in the summer months, and some of
the “tourist trail” history can feel a little stale. Guy Fawkes was born in
York, and Dick Turpin died in York, as we no doubt all know. Yet there
have been many interesting individuals who have had a proper, long-
lasting connection with the city and its surrounding areas, and their
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stories are less well-known. People who worked all their lives to relieve
the sufferings of the poor and powerless. People who came here because
of war or famine. People who were based at local airfields, during and
after the Second World War. People who harvested crops in the fields in
the 19th century. People who made a living from breeding and racing
horses. People who had to choose sides during the Civil War. People
who saw our suburbs burning. Their stories feature in these pages, and
where possible, where their words were in print to be passed down the
generations, I've quoted them directly, old-fashioned spellings and all.

I wasn’t captivated by history when I was at school, and I know I'm
not alone in this. It all seemed very remote, with too many dates, too
many tedious treaties, and too much about kings and queens. Later,
while attempting to engage with aspects I thought I should know more
about, I found too much that was either horribly gory or too wrapped
up in military terminology. So these pages make only passing reference
to royalty and avoid elaborating on executions. A couple of military
men are met with in these pages, but with their ‘softer’ qualities shown.

The first section introduces aspects of the local landscape featured in
the routes that follow, placing them in context and reflecting on the
wider landscape of the Vale of York — a flat land filled with airfields
during the Second World War.

The general flatness of our landscape makes it a good location for
cycling, for those of us who prefer not to cycle up too many hills. In the
York area we're particularly fortunate, as our ‘cycling city’ status has
meant we're provided with a good network of cycle tracks and cycle
lanes. The suggested routes in this book use the off-road cycle tracks to
get beyond the city centre, and then head for quiet country roads and
bridleways, avoiding busy roads wherever possible. Those closer to the
city centre use the ‘cycle-friendly’ routes.

All the mapped routes have been travelled and tested by a rather unfit
forty-something on an old and basic bike. An account of my return to
cycling — and the daunting business of buying a bike —is included in the
final chapters.

I hope you enjoy this exploration of York and beyond. If you have
comments or questions, email lisanorth@yorkstories.co.uk.




Route 2
Bicycling to Bohemia

In which we visit three airfields, make connections with Canada and
Poland, and take a quiet bridleway through an oddly-named place

St Joseph’s church

At the roundabout at the end of Bur Dyke Avenue is a modern-looking
brick church, St Joseph'’s. Just behind it was Clifton’s airfield. Residents
of the area would have been used to the sound of aircraft taking off and
landing, throughout the war and afterwards, when bombers were flown
here to be dismantled. On 8 June 1945 one of the Halifax bombers on its
way to Clifton airfield encountered a problem in landing, and in trying
to climb away, a wing tip caught the tower of the church. The aircraft
crash-landed on the other side of the roundabout, where the Imperial
Hotel used to stand, and both the pilot and engineer were killed.
Eyewitnesses said that the pilot manoeuvred the Halifax away from the
housing. The impact of the crash sent pieces of wreckage through
windows of nearby houses, but no civilians were killed.

Just one of many, many crashes during the war years. An inevitable
consequence of so many airfields, so close to the city and its surround-
ing villages.

The Canadian crews

Memorials are also to be found in the churches at Little Ouseburn and
Alne. These churches too were damaged when stricken aircraft crash-
landed close to them. At Ouseburn, a stained glass window in the porch
is the village’s memorial to the crew, of the Royal Canadian Air Force.
At Alne, the village church lost its stained glass in the east window,
blown out when a bomber caught nearby trees and came down near the
church. The framed memorial on the church wall records that the plane
was from nearby Tholthorpe, and crashed shortly after take-off. Again,
the crew were Canadian.

As remembering the war tends to make many people feel particularly
patriotic, it’s easy to forget that many of the young men flying off from
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Route 8 — Racing trains, to Moorlands

Racing trains,
to Moorlands
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