Hearts of Heroes!  By Gerard Navan
A few years ago, I was asked in a survey to name my sporting heroes.  I named two locals, David Lewis and a cyclist named Eric Wilson.  There was one other local hero that I didn’t mention at the time, but I will tell you about that later.  As for David Lewis, we know all about him.

Eric Wilson was the first National Champion as far as I know who came from ‘the Valley’.  He was a hill climb specialist and was National Hill climb champion several times over a ten year period.

Hill climbs are done on very steep tarmac roads.  They are time trials in which the riders are set off at one minute intervals.  Eric won on Ambergate in Derbyshire, on Whinnats Pass and on a hill near Stratford-on-Avon.  A reporter for the Daily papers once said of Eric ‘he is the unlikeliest looking hero that I have ever seen and he looks like he should be at home getting on the outside of a bowl of hot soup’!

After interviewing Eric he said ‘the things he said hadn’t much to them, the way he looked there wasn’t much to him, but you can’t see the heart that is underneath.’

In 1964 the National was held on Peaslow Hill, near Chapel-en-le-Frith and my hero wasn’t even mentioned in the ‘Cycling Weekly’ magazine as a possible contender, although they named about ten other ‘top riders’ as favourites.
Eric asked me to give him a time check about half way up or down on the top men.  When I asked which of the top ten did he want a check against he said ‘just Brooks and Lightfoot’ and I wasn’t to worry about anybody else.  

Having taken my position with a friend I picked a mark on the road to time at.  All the red hot men usually go off on the tens e.g. ten, twenty, ninety etc.  Eric was I think no. 110.  The crowd could be heard chanting louder as each of the ‘stars’ were coming up the hill.  Lightfoot came through really fast and the time at my mark was 2m15secs-Wow!  He was about twenty years old and I thought ‘What chance does Eric have at the age of thirty-two!’
Brooks was about no.100 and he was moving faster than Lightfoot, he looked about twenty years old as well, his time at the mark was 2m15secs ‘Good God’!  I said ‘how fast can they go?’

Some ten minutes later I could hear the crowds lower down the hill roaring and shouting louder than ever, (he wasn’t just my hero). I leaned out to look down the hill.  I could see him about a hundred yards away, he looked unhurried and quite relaxed, and ‘why is he not rushing?’ I thought to myself.  He was getting near the mark; I looked at my watch, 2m12sec.

I held three fingers up to him and screamed ‘you’re up, you’re 3secs up’.  He seemed to vanish up the hill still not appearing to try, but you could hear the chants of ‘Up, up, up!’ getting faster as he headed for the top.

My friend and I set off walking towards the top after the last rider had come past.  There are usually 120 riders in the national.  As we were walking up someone was coming down and a friend said ‘Ave ye bin up t’top?’ ‘Aye’ came the reply, ‘Wilson by 3 secs’.
What a feeling, Lightfoot was second and Brooks was third, proving that my hero knew what it was all about!

Now to my previously unmentioned sporting hero, or heroine, to be precise.  When I gave the time check for Eric, the friend that was with me was a beautiful young lady who was almost twenty years of age.  We were engaged and two years later married.
She has never won any sporting titles nationally or locally, but tries her best at running.  She is also quite good on a bike.  She has never given up her sporting efforts despite many adversities and major surgery.  Many times I’ve thought ‘She won’t run again after this’, but she has always bounced back (thankfully).  Any person in the street who doesn’t know her would think she’s a healthy looking fifty year old (although she has a bus pass).  She never says a lot and she may not seem extra special, but you can’t see the heart that’s underneath!
