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Saturday, 18 August

At the morning’s briefing, Rob told us that it was a short ride, a mere 58 miles, but that it would be
possible to shave off 6 miles or so by not going to Dunnet Head. John O’Groats is not actually the
most northerly part of mainland Scotland. That is the aforementioned Dunnet Head, a peninsula 11
miles away. But John O’Groats is the most northerly settlement on the Scottish mainland, and where
the End to End finishes – or begins, for those who undertake it the other way. He told us about the
stops, suggesting Thurso for lunch. We were nearly there, and he congratulated us all on our making
it thus far. But he added, “Don’t start celebrating yet. You’ve still got fifty miles to ride!” (Or 58 in
reality).

Leaving Bettyhill
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I was ahead of the game this time, and ready to leave with Pete and Jack before the main body of the
group. Half way down the first hill ( a flock off chickens had gotten loose and was invading the post
office to the owner’s amused embarrassment – but I wasn’t going to start groping for my camera
halfway down a hill: I already have a reputation!), suddenly I shouted “Wait! I’ve only got one glove
on…”

It was set to be a cold and blustery day. As we left, there were 20-mile-per-hour winds. Later in the
day, they would be as fast as 30 miles per hour.

Look how dramatically the reeds are blown!
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I had put on one of my long full-fingered gloves, to guard against the winds, but left the other one off
to facilitate packing. Then, I absently packed it, and rolled off merrily down the hill. So Pete and Jack
carried on while I went back for my other glove.

Bettyhill was created at the time of the Highland Clearances, where many thousands of people were
cleared off their land and forced to take new homes. It is named after Elizabeth, Duchess of
Sutherland, who with her husband was responsible for clearing some 15,000 people off her estate
between 1811 and 1821. There is a story written for teenage readers called So Far From Skye by Judith
O’Neill, based on the real voyage of the Georgiana. O’Neill’s own ancestors were among the crofters
who had to emigrate from Skye to Australia.

The views leaving Bettyhill were beautiful.
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We saw some dramatic mountain views…

…and were more or less riding down the coast so that the sea was often visible on the horizon.
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And every now and then, with ever-increasing frequency, we were heartened to see signs to our goal.

We passed through Reay Village. I took this picture of the Reay Golf Club, to commemorate the great
Scottish game. If you haven’t read Wodehouse’s golfing stories (The Clicking of Cuthbert, for example),
do! It doesn’t matter if you aren’t a golfer. The humor is universal. Here is an excerpt:

“I never put a club into the hand of a beginner without something of the feeling of the sculptor who
surveys a mass of shapeless clay. I experience the emotions of a creator. Here, I say to myself, is a
semi-sentient being into whose soulless carcass I am breathing life. A moment before, he was, though
technically living, a mere clod. A moment hence he will be a golfer.” – The Clicking of Cuthbert
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Just behind the cars was a man in bright pink golfing attire. I decided it would look odd to go back
and photograph him…

To the Islands

We passed signs to Scrabster (Scots: Scraibster, Scottish Gaelic: Sgrabastair/Sgrabstal), which is a
small settlement on Thurso Bay in Caithness on the north coast of Scotland. Scrabster Harbour is an
important port for the Scottish fishing industry, and you can get a ferry from there to Stromness, in
Orkney. If you have ever heard the haunting piece by Peter Maxwell Davies, “Farewell to Stromness,”
and have wondered where the composer was writing about – now you know. The piece was written
as a protest against a proposed uranium mine on the remote Orkney Islands where the late composer,
known as Max to his friends and colleagues, lived.

Thurso: Its History and Beverages

30 miles in, we came to Thurso, which is the northernmost town in Scotland.
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Castle ruins are visible on the shore.
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The ruins of Old St. Peter’s Church (St. Peter’s Kirk), one of the oldest in Scotland, dating to at least
1125 A.D., can be seen a few blocks into town. 1125 – Imagine!

Towards the Far North!
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We continued down the coast.

Already Dunnet Head was clearly visible, a huge rock jutting out into the ocean to the North.

Then we came to Dunnet, and it was time for the parting of the ways. Some had no interest in doing
the whole route, and wanted to cut off Dunnet head. Others, myself included, were determined to see
the northernmost point of the mainland. 30-mile-per-hour winds or no 30-mile-per-hour winds!
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On the way, I saw a house with grass on the roof! A first.

Rest in the Windhaven, Bagpipes, and Seals

I stopped for a short break, darting into the appropriately named Windhaven Café. As I was leaving,
I saw a sign in the grass pointing to the back of the building, “To Seal Viewpoint.” I returned inside,
“Is that a joke? Or are there really seals?!” The owner informed me that it was in all earnest, and so I
carried my bike down the steps to the beach. It would have been smarter to ask him to keep an eye on
it and go down unencumbered. But I was too excited and didn’t realize how far down it would be.
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The first thing I saw was a bagpiper. Not a commercial busker, but a wee lad in his middle teenage
years (at a guess). Then looking out into the water I saw them:

seal heads bobbing in the water! I was by now hopelessly behind the others, but I didn’t care. I had
seen seals!

(As I left, a brass band started up on the same little promontory.)



21/08/2018 Day 15: Bettyhill to John O’Groats – End to End

https://frfranksrideblog.wordpress.com/2018/08/19/day-15-bettyhill-to-john-ogroats/#more-66 12/32

Well, that’s not quite true. As I was pedaling for dear life against the wind on the way up to Dunnet
Head, all the more intrepid members of our group were speeding past me, in the opposite direction. I
began to feel irresponsible. Yes, I was on holiday and could go at my own pace. But still, there was
such a thing as the common good of the group. I had visions of them all waiting at John O’Groats,
looking at their watches and waiting for me to arrive so we could take the picture and they could
shower, change, and relax.

Dunnet Head: Britain’s Northenmost Bastion

It was a winding hill to get up there, sometimes fighting the wind with all one’s force, the next
moment turning a corner and being blown uphill at 12 miles per hour without even pedaling…
Cyclists on the way down kept shouting, “Nearly there!” in a tone that (at least to my melancholic
ears) suggested that I was miles away, but they wanted to say something comforting.

Finally, I arrived!
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Behind me was a handsome lighthouse.

I then went to the viewpoint.

The winds were fierce! I could not hold the camera still against the wind, it was so blustery. Look how
the wind twists the grass in its raging! The seabirds were being buffeted about in the air.

The views on the way down were pretty:
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definitely highland, but also coastal.

The Ferry to Orkney, the Sprint into John O’Groats

On the way back, I was heartened to see Daniel’s yellow jacket, and Tim just in front of him. I wasn’t
going to be the last in after all!

At Gills Bay, you can get the ferry over to the Orkney Isles. Orkney was settled by the Norse. In fact,
the name Sutherland derives from the Norsemen on Orkney – Sutherland (at the North of the
mainland) they considered their Southern province.
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Orkney could be seen in the distance.

Then, having been put behind again by my photo taking, I had to sprint to catch up the other two.

Fortunately we were aided by a tail wind, going east. I managed to make it up to 27 or 30 miles an
hour, pedaling hard, in the final stretch towards John O’Groats. I saw a few poor cyclists going the
other way, against the wind. We had chosen to start at Land’s End precisely because England has
prevailing southwesterly winds, so riding north and east the wind would be on our side (at least in
theory) more often than not. Aided by the wind, I caught up with Tim and Daniel. Daniel had
adopted another cyclist, who was on his own ride. They were nattering away like old friends. Only
later did I find out they didn’t know each other!

The Final Stretch

A little stretch down the road, and Rob popped a medal over my neck, congratulated me, and put a
glass of champagne in my hand. The group piped out of the café and clustered around the signpost,
for photos.
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(https://frfranksrideblog.wordpress.com/2018/08/19/day-15-bettyhill-to-john-ogroats/img_4872/)
“Congratulations!” “Well done!” Handshakes and smiles were exchanged within the group, backs
were patted, and cheers rang through the air.

It was a great relief to be there, at least in part because the ride was over. It had been a slog! Also, it
was an amazing achievement. But I think realizing that fully will have to wait. At first, it was just the
relief of not having to ride for another day.

Rob was wearing a shirt that said, “You are here.”

There is nothing much at John O’Groats, by the way. Lonely Planet described it as “a seedy tourist
trap,” continuing to add that “if John was a person, he’d be a second-hand car salesman or a
gerrymandering politician.” Ellie Bennett adds her own reflections: “I think it’s worse than that. If
John was a person, he’d be a down-and-out, a vagrant with trousers held up with string, who dimly
recalls more prosperous times and harbours vague hopes of better things to come.”

But this was no time for collapsing in the pub. We had to go back to the hotel, get our bags, and
dismantle the bikes. The hotel was a quarter of a mile away (where the signpost had been), so we had
to cycle! Uphill! “I hoped I didn’t have to get on this thing again,” Pete exclaimed as we hopped up
into the saddle again.
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Fortunately for me, we didn’t have to dismantle our rental bikes. I looked on as my companions took
apart their own, though, and fitted them into boxes. After that was finished, we repaired to our rooms
to freshen up for dinner.
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Dinner was at six. It was kicked off by a clinked glass and a speech given by Prof. Sir Jim Smith,
thanking Tim and Rob for their good-humored and patient support. We had pre-ordered the day
before, and since most everybody had forgotten what he had ordered, there was a certain kerfuffle
sorting it all out. After dinner, Rob gave his concluding speech: “I want to say… in all honesty, that
you are not the worst group I have ever had. Close. But not the worst.” He said he wasn’t going to
single anyone out, then remarked that he had never had anyone fall off quite so often as…
(everybody laughed. I blushed). He also told us that over the trip we had climbed more than two
Everests!
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He then presented us with our certificates: those precious tokens, which had kept us all from getting a
ride in the bus even in our darkest moments.

Afterwards, when I had finished my breviary in my room, and Pete had patiently explained to the
others what the breviary is, we gathered for a last drink in a bar well-supplied with scotches. Our
group was quite an open group throughout, although always polite. But tonight people were aware
of the fact that we were parting and seemed, if anything, to be giving more of themselves in
conversation. Nigel told us about how he donates his time to a charity called Catzero that works with
disadvantaged children on sailing boats. We already knew that Nigel was an avid sailor, and had
sailed around the world in a race (his ship placing second out of ten boats. It took ten months. They
nearly lost the mast in China!), but didn’t know this.

Nigel explained: “Sometimes you are 2000 miles from any land, and you have 2 miles of ocean below
you. If anything goes wrong, it’s up to you guys to save me.” Pete tested the water: “So, would you
take Father on a ship?” “Strangely, I would…” Nigel replied, “…but he’d be on a leash!”

It began to sink in: we had arrived! It was bittersweet. We would be leaving our companions of 15
days. One of the whippets summed it up well, “I’m both relieved and disappointed that I won’t be
riding my bike tomorrow!” It was a bit like that, mixed.

One Final Note

That is why I am so glad that I have been able to write this blog: to preserve so many happy
memories, as well as recollections of sufferings which have now past. I am very grateful to have
carried you all with me in spirit, on this ride. I have been most touched, and Pete and I have felt
extremely supported by your prayers, and your kind comments on the blog.

Most of all, I am extremely grateful for all of your support for this campaign and for Mary
Immaculate. Your generosity has hugely exceeded what I would have allowed myself to hope for!
$25,000 seemed to me a stretch, even though it was only a quarter of what we really need. But to
exceed that target in such a short space of time, and to be able to reach beyond it, is humbling and
staggering to me. The church building project will be ongoing: we still have a long way to go. But we
are already in an immeasurably stronger position than a month ago, and I owe that to the generosity
of so many donors, of you all, as well as to the encouragement and blessing of superiors, and help
from friends who have donated their time and energy. I am grateful to have so many friends, both
those I have met, and those whom I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting! I have been offering
my Masses for you all, and assure you of my continued gratitude and prayers.

This journey has more deeply imprinted some profound truths on my mind: we are but wayfarers
through this world, no trial is insurmountable if we keep our eyes on the goal, we can carry ourselves
through even the gravest crisis by habit and living in the present moment ‘one-thing-at-a-time,’
trying not to worry whether we have the strength for tomorrow’s trials: “sufficient unto the day, is
the evil thereof!” But maybe I will gather and develop my reflections later…

God bless you all, and thank you profoundly from me and all at Mary Immaculate, Wichita!

Stats

Miles: 58

Total Miles: 1034.1
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Climb: 2882 ft.

Mutual congratulations: exactly 18,496

Published by frpfranks

View all posts by frpfranks

20 thoughts on “Day 15: Bettyhill to John O’Groats”

4wichitachurch says:
August 20, 2018 at 12:33 am
It is mixed emotions for your readers, too, Father! Relieved and happy you survived without
serious harm and made your goal, but sad that the adventure we traveled vicariously through you
has ended. The profound truths you mentioned came through loud and clear to your readers as
well. Thank you for praying for us throughout your journey, and for blogging despite the
exhaustion! May God bless you with continued safe travels.

Reply
Leo Traverzo says:
August 20, 2018 at 1:15 am
Un souvenir de toute une vie!!! And you got the bagpipes, too!

Reply
mrsdoc83 says:
August 20, 2018 at 1:37 am
That was so well put, “4wichitachurch”. A great big Congratulations to you, Father!! And
Farewell to this blog, though I’m sure I will come back (if it’s still accessible) and take in more
deeply some of the amazing things you wrote about and examine again the beautiful (or comedic)
photos! Thank you again for all you’ve shared with us, especially remembrances in your Masses! 
Best wishes to your faithful in Wichita and the finer house of God there. 
Meanwhile, I’ll be thanking God also when I see the return of (a lighter) Fr. Franks in the pews in
St Mary’s!

Reply
jamindawave says:
August 20, 2018 at 4:16 am
Why did the musicians face the ocean to play music? …. to get a SEAL of approval! 
Thank you for taking the time to share your photos and your thoughts with us. You have also
proved to us that a Roman collar and cassock are by no means an impediment to good biking…
and that you definitely have drawn souls to the thought of Christ with it. Your conclusive words
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here brought real depth to the whole blog. You raised our minds and thoughts today. We hope
that the funds raised here will help build a beautiful church. … no doubt that you are now VERY
well-prepared for the Starkenburg Pilgrimage!

Reply
Patricia Steven says:
August 20, 2018 at 4:48 am
Well done father! Congratulations! I’ve really enjoyed your writing . God bless you and the
building work!

Reply
blakeb72 says:
August 20, 2018 at 5:30 am
Congratulations on completing your bike ride and achieving your fundraising goals, Father! Quite
the accomplishments. Thanks for all that you have done! We hope you are able to recuperate a bit
this week. Have a nice flight back “home” and may God bless you!

In Christ, 
Blake

Reply
stevekagay says:
August 20, 2018 at 5:33 am
Something quite difficult accomplished for the love of God and souls. Most inspiring ! Deo Gratias
and congratulations, Father.

Reply
debragr says:
August 20, 2018 at 5:57 am
Whoa! Congratulations Father Franks. Thank you for sharing your interesting educational
inspiring 15 day journey! +PAX+

Reply
debragr says:
August 20, 2018 at 6:01 am
Whoa! Congratulations Father Franks. Thank you for sharing your interesting educational
inspiring 15 day journey! +PAX+ (Mrs. D. Greidanus)

Reply
duffin246 says:
August 20, 2018 at 6:25 am
Congratulations Father! Well done and it’s been a delight to read all about your adventures! Now
for some well earned rest! Best wishes Father and hope to see you in the US sometime soon!
Justin, Emily and Peter.

Reply
fairyspun says:
August 20, 2018 at 7:48 am
Thank you, once again, Father, for sharing your amazing, fun, crazy – and painful! – adventure
with us. Thank you for taking the time to blog about it and post the pics. Those mean so much! We
are so grateful for what you have done, and are doing, for our wee parish. We really were with
you in spirit, and prayed daily for yours, Pete’s, and everyone else’s safety and well-being.
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You’ve seen such beautiful, breathtaking sights. Jon and I kept wishing we were there, seeing
those lovely, ancient, and sometimes still-Catholic churches, the ruined priories/monasteries (a
great shame, those), the crumbled castles…and sheep! (okay, the sheep get my vote, anyway –
ha!).

I also appreciate the short history on Bonnie Prince Charlie. I’d looked that stuff up before, but got
awfully confused over who all those James guys were. Now, it makes a great deal more sense! I’ve
loved the song “Over the Sea to Skye” for years (makes me want to weep every time I hear it), but
wasn’t quite sure what it was all about. We’re still trying to figure out if there were any Scots clans
who have remained steadfast in the Faith the whole time the Protest-ant revolt was going on.
Haven’t figured that out, yet, though. 

Father, have a safe trip “home” – we miss you muchly, and really want you to come back in one
piece, so…we’ll “pray you home”, too.  I wish we could thank your parents and sibs for sharing
you with us. If you get a chance, please thank them for us! We keep them in our prayers, too.

May God bless you – and Mary keep you (ancient Irish blessing and response), 
Connie

Reply
Florence Jackson says:
August 20, 2018 at 8:38 am
Congratulations Father ( and Pete, let’s not leave him out!). What an achievement!! Thank you for
your prayers, and your time spent updating the blog every day when you probably felt more like
collapsing on your bed! We shall miss your captivating stories. God bless and all the best with the
Wichita venture. See you in Burghclere some day maybe.

Reply
profjimsmith says:
August 20, 2018 at 8:58 am
I have enjoyed your posts very much, and it was a pleasure to get to know you! Do keep in touch.
All the very best!

Reply
60trustful says:
August 20, 2018 at 4:34 pm
God Bless You Both! We have enjoyed it immensely!

Reply
wichitachapel says:
August 20, 2018 at 6:13 pm
Congratulations Father and to all of your companions for completing a difficult challenge! You are
an inspiration to others for your desire to go above and beyond! Thank you for your example!

Reply
jmjselina says:
August 20, 2018 at 6:40 pm
It is sad to be saying my last ‘thank you’ for the very interesting and inspiring blogs which
contained so much good humour you left me in good spirits every day!

May God bless both you and Pete! And may His will be done at every moment in the Church, in
the world and especially within our own souls!

With much gratitude,
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~Selina

Reply
mharirosina says:
August 20, 2018 at 7:44 pm
Brilliant, well done! I’ve really enjoyed reading these, and the photos were well worth the delay
on your journey. God bless you my friend.

Reply
cjanacaro says:
August 20, 2018 at 10:13 pm
Dear Father, 
Congratulations! We are very happy for you. Thank you for all the updates throughout your trip;
they were absolutely charming and enabled us to follow you closely in spirit. It will be wonderful
to see you back in St. Mary’s again. Have a safe return trip. You remain in my prayers. 
God bless!

Reply
mckerveydee says:
August 20, 2018 at 11:06 pm
Congratulations Father,(and Pete) -loved this blog and hearing of your adventures. You are a very
entertaining writer, must have been all the Wodehouse reading!

Reply
ninabirleygmailcom says:
August 21, 2018 at 6:46 pm
And for your next adventure…? 
Congratulations to both of you. A most inspiring undertaking. Thank you for carrying our
intentions and prayers with you on the journey. I’m sure it will bear tremendous fruit. God bless
you in the Immaculata.
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