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The bike ride of my life – and 
my camera captured the joy
Julian Claxton won’t ever forget his 6,000-mile charity bike ride across Europe and Africa – especially when he’s got a 
photographic chronicle of the magical moments en route. STEVEN RUSSELL enjoys looking at the smiles and landscapes

P
ROFESSIONAL photographer Julian 
Claxton hasn’t long been back in 
Suffolk, so it’s not surprising part of his 
mind remains in Africa . . . and that 
part of Africa is in East Anglia.

“The journey seems at times totally 
surreal,” he reflects. “I sometimes have to 
remind myself exactly what I have done. I 
guess I’m lucky in the sense that when I look 
at the images of the people I met, and the 
scenery I witnessed, it helps to reinvigorate 
my emotions and the feelings I have.”

He confesses: “I still look at the bike. I 
haven’t been able to clean the African dirt off 
it yet! I will get round to it, but I guess that is 
the final raw reminder of my journey and in 
some strange way means a lot to me.”

It was in the dying days of April that the 32-
year-old left Bury St Edmunds with fellow 
cyclists Peter White, from the Suffolk town, 
and Peter Goodwin, of Colchester.

They cycled 6,000 miles – crossing 14 
countries and arriving in Kigali, the capital of 
Rwanda, on July 9, to a heroes’ welcome. 
Among those meeting them were the Rwandan 
cycling team and other Olympic athletes. The 
riders also enjoyed a reception in the national 
stadium and afternoon tea with the British 
High Commissioner.

The trio did it to raise money to buy sports 
equipment for Rwandan schoolchildren – 
they’ve so far raised 92% of their £10,000 
target – and the departure point of Bury St 
Edmunds was chosen because it hosted the 
Rwandan Olympic and Paralympic teams at a 
pre-Games training camp.

The arduous trip was made under the 
umbrella of the Sport For Rwanda appeal set 
up to forge a lasting legacy and relationship 
between the west Suffolk town and the 
African nation that endured a vicious civil 
war and appalling cases of genocide.

Sport For Rwanda aims to raise £80,000 to 
provide 140 schools with sports equipment, a 
place to store it and educational materials to 
help teachers run sports lessons. Sport and PE 
are not taught in Rwandan schools.

To contribute to the appeal, go to http://
www.justgiving.com/cycletorwanda

Julian, who lives in north Suffolk, 
near Lowestoft, got involved after 
meeting BBC documentary maker 
and author Mark Beaumont, who 
broke the world record for 
cycling around the world. He 
managed it in just 194 days.

“When the opportunity of 
this trip was announced I 
knew it was for me, as it 
combines my three 
passions – cycling, 
travelling and 
photography,” said 
Julian, who is a member 
of Great Yarmouth 
Cycling Club.

The trio crossed 
Egypt in six days 
in “hell-like 
conditions” and 
spent 10 days 
riding across 

the deserts of Sudan and into Ethiopia. He 
said: “As a photographer it was quite a 

balancing act to take photographs while 
cycling at the same time. 

Unfortunately, there were times I 
could not take any 

photographs as I 
was up a 
mountain or steep 
track.

“Seeing all the 
photographs 

framed does bring the 
ride all back to 

me and help 
me relive 

many 
mom-

ents that were emotional. There were parts of 
the ride that were jubilant but also there were 
parts where it was painful and exhausting.”

Julian has just exhibited 52 of his 
photographs at the Forum in Norwich. 

Among them was a picture of a street child 
in Sudan, and another showing a farmer 
ploughing his land at sunrise in the Rift 
Valley in Ethiopia.

Others showed a religious monument 
outside Athens and a moody Kenyan 
landscape.

“I would love the opportunity to exhibit this 
body of work in Suffolk. As yet, a suitable 
venue has not been found,” he says.

“I am currently writing a book of my 
journey, which will feature my personal story 
of the adventure, along with strong images to 

illustrate the journey I faced. Funding for the 
book project is currently under way.”

 Visit facebook.com/
julianclaxtonphotography for more 
information.”

And what about future plans? Has the 
momentous trip left him with itchy feet?

“I would love to do another adventure, 
perhaps taking a little more time, so I could 
soak up the culture and atmosphere a little 
more. 

“I am likely to return to Africa quite soon to 
work on other photographic projects with 
locally-based NGOs” – non-governmental 
organisations – “but, regarding cycling, I 
would love to cycle around Western China. 

“But this may be in a year or two’s time!”
n Additional reporting by Anthony Carroll

A NEW DAY DAWNS: Above, the sun rises over the Rift Valley in Ethiopia as a farmer tends to his land. Below, Julian Claxton in the saddle
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SmilE ChilD: Above, Rwandan schoolchildren. hundreds came running out to see the riders. Above right, a 18-year-old Ethiopian on the Sudanese border. ‘She served the most wonderful fresh coffee’

mEmoRiES: Above, Julian Claxton and new 
friends. Right, an Egyptian taxi driver, sitting on 
the pavement at 6am
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