
Audio file 
wjcu-the_outspoken_cyclist_2026-01-10.mp3 

Transcript 
Speaker 1 

It's time for the Outspoken Cyclist, your weekly conversation about bicycles, cyclists, 

trails, travel, advocacy, the bike industry, and much, much more. You can subscribe to 

our weekly podcast at outspokencyclist.com or through your favorite podcasting app to 

listen anytime. Now here's your host, Diane Jenks. 

Speaker 2 

Hello and welcome to The Outspoken Cyclist. I'm your host, Diane Jenks. Thanks for 

tuning in today. As many of I have a real soft spot for traditional steel frame bikes. And 

so I always feel somewhat justified in my curmudgeonliness when I have the opportunity 

to speak with a master frame builder who is still practicing the art of building steel 

frames. Bicycling started out as a working class sport and those who supported it were 

working class folks. Today, we hold our custom frame builders in high esteem at the 

same time that the craft of building steel bikes tries very hard not to fade into history. 

Frame builder Paul Gibson not only doesn't want to see that happen, he's actually doing 

some things to ensure that it won't. Paul is now the proprietor of Ellis Briggs Cycles, the 

90-year-old British bicycle company founded by brothers-in-law Leonard Ellis and 

Thomas Briggs in 1936. Their vision was to create high-quality, lightweight racing 

frames. Through the years, there have been many changes in the custom bicycle 

business, and Paul is hoping to preserve the traditions by teaching the skills to build 

lugged steel frames, as well as keep the long heritage of the craft alive and well. While 

our conversation isn't terribly long, it is full of juicy nuggets of interest from the history of 

the company to Paul's desire to develop a curriculum for students. especially students 

who aren't inclined to sit in a classroom day after day, but rather wish they could learn 

some hands-on skills. 

Speaker 3 

Hello, Paul. Welcome to The Outspoken Cyclist. Thanks for joining me today. How are 

you? 

Speaker 4 

I'm very good, thanks. It's a pleasure to be here. 

Speaker 3 
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Well, it's my pleasure having you on the show. I don't know how I didn't know about you. 

My husband did and does. And now I do too. So let's begin with some history about Ellis 

Briggs. It's really got an interesting kind of colorful history. It's the oldest builder of 

custom steel bikes in the UK. How old are we talking about? 

Speaker 4 

Oh, it's actually our 90th anniversary this year. Well, in a day's time, I suppose, because 

we started in 1936 and it's 2026 in a few hours. So it'll be 90 years. 

Speaker 3 

Wow. So who were Ellis and Briggs? 

Speaker 4 

Well, they were brother-in-laws actually. Thomas Briggs, he basically put the money in 

to start the shop and the frame building business up. And Leonard Ellis, he actually 

came from the cycle trade and he was more the sort of management side of things. And 

obviously they employed frame builders. I don't know where they got them from, but 

they may have poached them from other businesses around the area, I think. And that's 

where it all started. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, poaching people from other companies. That's an interesting business in itself. 

Yeah, we've had that happen. Today we talk about pivoting when they were building 

frames, they were strictly steel custom racing frames, I take it? 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, and I suppose sort of club and touring type bikes as well. But yeah, I mean, if you 

go back to the 50s, for example, most people, if they had a sort of lightweight 531 bike, 

it wasn't just used for racing. So it would always have a bit more clearance for wider 

tyres when they needed it or sprints when they were racing and things. So yeah, they 

were a bit like the sort of the modern gravel bike is really just the old club and bike. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, don't get me started. We have that conversation all the time. We're changing the 

name to sell more bikes. That's pretty much what that's all about. You are in the heart of 

where that tubing started, 531. And so I imagine everything they built was like right there 

with Reynolds tubing. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, pretty much. Yeah. Right from right from day one, we're using Reynolds 531, I 

think. it came out in 1936 as well. So you saw the year we started. 

Speaker 3 
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Was the shop called Ellis Briggs? Was there a shop? Yeah. 

Speaker 4 

We were a shop with three stories above and that were all the workshops. And then at 

the back, we had another building where we used to do all the painting and everything. 

Speaker 3 

You did do your own painting. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah. 

Speaker 3 

Are you still doing that? 

Speaker 4 

No, we stopped in 1993. The industry was dying and we couldn't really keep it up. So 

we stopped. It was kind of heartbreaking really, but. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, I guess we'll get to that. So for a while, to keep up with markets, Ellis Briggs did 

BMX and mountain biking. How did that go and how long did that last? 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, I mean, once we got into the sort of 1980s, my old bosses, John and Paul Briggs, 

who were Thomas's grandchildren, their dad had run it also in between, he was called 

Jack Briggs. But yeah, when they took over in the 80s, it was very difficult to make 

money out of the racing side of things, so they went more into the sort of general public 

market, and BMX came along at that point, although they always say that BMX wasn't 

that great for them because everybody could sell a BMX. You know, it was just so 

simple that even like garden centres and things would have BMXs for sales. But then 

the mountain bike boom came along, and that was good for quite a few years until it 

Just somebody turned the tap off one year and, it stopped. 

Speaker 3 

I stayed away from it as long as I could, but eventually you had to get into it. I still 

preferred, the, at that time, narrow tired, adventure kind of bike like Fuji Touring 3s, that 

kind of thing. So what happened after the BMX and mountain bike stage? Did they go 

back to building Rd. bikes? 

Speaker 4 
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We never really, we never stopped. It just became, it just was not the biggest part of the 

business, if you see what I mean. We still employed a frame builder all that time and he 

was busy building bikes, but it were never making enough money to sustain the 

business on its own, if you see what I mean. It was more for the sort of prestige, I think, 

and the loyalty that they had with the frame builder that they'd grown up with, so they 

kept him on. 

Speaker 3 

Let me take a moment to reintroduce you and then we're going to talk about what's 

happening right now, which is scary for people like you and me who love steel lugged 

frame bikes. We're speaking with Paul Gibson. What would you say? What's your title at 

Ellis Briggs? 

Speaker 4 

I'm the frame builder. I'm the owner. There's just only me now, you see, because John 

and Paul Briggs, who owned the business for Most of their working lives, they retired, 

and I didn't want to carry on with the full bike shop because that's got very difficult, as 

you probably know. And so I just carried on with the workshop side of things on my own. 

Speaker 3 

So you are strictly a frame builder. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, yeah. 

Speaker 3 

Interesting, interesting, interesting. Okay. I guess I want to get into something you said 

in our first correspondence, which is about the intersection of frame building, heritage, 

and skills preservation. What do you mean by that? 

Speaker 4 

Well, I think that maybe in the last 40, 50 years, we've really lost touch with how... how 

we keep skills going. we tend to think of skills more in terms of something that can be 

certified and credentialised and we've really lost touch with sort of tacit knowledge and 

embodied judgment and skill and things that's built up over years really. I mean 

originally it would have been people doing apprenticeships and working under 

somebody else who was you know more experienced and that that judgment was 

passed along to them as they were going through their apprenticeship. And that kind of 

system was all completely lost. So in frame building, we've now got a disconnect 

between, you know, we've got older master builders and we've got no way of bringing 

anybody through. So it doesn't matter if we have got plenty of work, which, you know, 

although it's very niche, there is work on restorations and new frames and things. But 
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we're not really teaching anybody to bring through. So that's really what I'm working on 

a project to try and reestablish. 

Speaker 3 

So do you plan on teaching? 

Speaker 4 

Well, I do teach. I mean, I do courses and things, but they're mainly aimed at people 

who want to have the experience of building A-frame. I do have a part-time apprentice 

who comes in once a week and I start past my knowledge on that way. But I'm aiming to 

start or expand my workshop so that I take in young people and teach them sort of entry 

level metal work skills. And the idea is that, once they've once they've learned, how to 

basically conduct themselves in a workshop, that then they can filter out into other 

businesses in my local area that are also screaming out for people because they've all 

got, engineers and things that are fifty-five plus and there's nobody nobody younger 

coming through. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, I know exactly what you mean. Exactly what you mean. We're experiencing the 

aging out of the population that wants a steel frame because first of all, everything's 

carbon, carbon, carbon, which, you know, I'm not there for myself. But are you finding 

there are people who, a younger generation who are looking at steel frames as being 

something they want? 

Speaker 4 

Well, I think they definitely do in terms of buying second-hand frames and basically 

building them into bikes and using them. I think it's the, well, you'd be familiar with how 

the pricing in the bike industry has gone up so much. It's kind of priced out the younger 

generation, and especially that never really sat well with me because we were always a 

very sort of working-class company. And all his customers were sort of from that working 

class background. And so I've never really been that comfortable with trying to become 

a sort of boutique maker. Maybe that's wrong, but it's just something I've never really felt 

comfortable with, you know? 

Speaker 3 

That's an interesting point, that if you really go back in history and look at bicycling, it's a 

working class sport. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah. 

Speaker 3 
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So I do get what you're saying, absolutely. And here are people out riding $15,000 

carbon fiber bikes. So when you build your bikes now, are you having issues with 

components? I mean, what are you putting on these bikes? 

Speaker 4 

Well, yeah, I mean, yeah, we are starting to have issues because, you know, the whole 

industry's gone disc brake and starting to go electronic. I mean, although they can be 

fitted onto a steel frame, they just They just don't really sit that well with my sort of craft 

ethics, really. I just find that they're a bit sort of over-engineered and kind of 

unnecessary, but we don't really have much choice. 

Speaker 3 

I do understand what you're saying, of course. I couldn't agree more. Do you think there 

will ever be a way to reach back or even go forward with something more simple? 

Because the bicycle's really simple. It doesn't need to have all this electronic stuff, in my 

opinion, even though it looks like it's continuing to head that way. 

Speaker 4 

Well, I do find it interesting that there's a couple of companies starting to do a sort of 

custom machined rear mechs again that, you know, they're trying to go back to that sort 

of mechanical. So, you know, I do think that there is a there is a market for that, you 

know. I think we should be thinking about keeping things going and not just buying new 

all the time. I'd really love to see Campagnolo come down that route, but they seem to 

be doing the opposite really. 

Speaker 3 

I always wonder if they had just stuck to what they did best, record, super record, nuva 

record, that maybe they could have rescued at least a path in the industry, but I don't 

know. Do you build your own wheels? 

Speaker 4 

I still build my own wheels, yeah. I still prefer a traditional wheel with a sort of normal 

rim, gear bend spokes, and a sort of normal hub with, ideally cup and cone bearings, 

but, there's not many of them around now. 

Speaker 3 

I can see you. a hub opened up on the bench in my mind, knowing what that looks like. 

So you're sitting in your shop, I can see frames behind you. Are these all your frames? 

Speaker 4 

No, some of them are customers' frames that I'm working on at the moment. So I do a 

lot of, I mean, I don't know how this is in the US really, but in the UK, it's always 

traditionally, we've always done a lot of repair and renovation of old frames. We've 
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always, replaced tubes, and when frames have been crashed, damaged, and that kind 

of thing, so that's always been a big part of what I do, and it's one of those skills that is 

really gonna disappear, because you know people can see self. teach themselves to 

build a frame, but nobody's really taking up the repair side of things. And again, once we 

lose those people, you know, those skills just disappear. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, I think that given what's happening with AI and a lot of the other work that's 

changing, that perhaps there's a path there for younger people to learn the skills of 

brazing. Do you do any TIG welding? 

Speaker 4 

No, it's not something I've ever really been interested in. a lot of people do, and I have 

nothing against TIG welded bikes, that's just a, it's just another tradition. It's not, it's just 

really not part of what's British Brain Building's about, and I always think that if we do 

start to go down that route of doing TIG welding, then... To get good TIG welders, we're 

going to be competing with industry to get good TIG welders, and the bike industry can't 

really afford to pay the, you know, same as aerospace and motorsport and things. So, 

you know, that's in a way, that's why brazing is quite useful. It's not as it's not quite as 

high a ceiling in terms of the skill level, and it means that we've got something that is 

unique really to building bikes, you know, nobody really uses it. anymore, you know, in 

the same way that welding, electric welding gets done, so. 

Speaker 3 

Where do you think you're going to be going next with your ideas? Are you going to 

actually open up some sort of a, and I don't like to use the word school per se, I'd like to 

say opportunity for people to come in and actually learn the trade. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, I'm in discussions with my local authority really to try and plug a gap really for 

young people that get left behind by school because they never get offered to do 

anything in a workshop anymore. It's all just very classroom based at school now. And 

so a lot of kids just disengage and they don't find there's anything for them. So that's 

really my idea. It's only going to be very small. You know, a couple of people every few 

months or something. But I'm just trying to prove that it'll work. And the idea is that, 

hopefully over time I can find a few people that are willing to get into frame building and, 

take up an apprenticeship and filter out into the few companies that we've got left that 

still do it. 

Speaker 3 

Beside you in England, who else is doing frame building? Still. 

Speaker 4 
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The biggest is probably Mercian. 

Speaker 3 

Really. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah. And then we've got others. There's Woodrup in Leeds, which is the next city along 

from me. We've also got a company called Brian Rock that are in the Midlands. And we 

have, well, actually they own George Longstaff as well. So that's both of those together. 

And actually Woodrup own Bob Jackson. So I suppose those two are together. And then 

up north, not that sure of what we've got left in Scotland, but a bit further north from me, 

we've got Arthur Cagle, Cycles, they still build frames in the traditional way. So there's a 

few, and there's a few other soft frame builders dotted about that work sometimes just 

for the trade, they don't do customer work, they just work for other shops and stuff. 

Speaker 3 

Isn't there a bespoke show in England, or is there one? 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, there is a bespoke show, yeah, But it's not really focused on what we do, if you 

see what I mean, it's more focused on a sort of contemporary frame building, which to 

me is more like sort of micro manufacturing. It's it doesn't really doesn't really take on 

board the fact that we have skills that have to be passed down through through the 

generations, you see. So, It does kind of come into this more sort of DIY culture that we 

have around craft. 

Speaker 3 

So interesting, listening to you, know, I could just replace you with my husband. He's 

just, he's that same kind of builder who sees that exact perspective. In fact, the person 

who taught him was Doug Fattick, who learned from you. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, I know Doug Fattick well, yeah. 

Speaker 3 

If you were to talk with young people today, And rather than ask them, tell them what 

they might get out of, because there isn't a lot of money in frame building, but there's a 

lot of satisfaction in it. How do you think they could, I'm not sure how to ask the 

question. What do you think you could offer to young people who get lost in school? And 

I think there are a lot of people like that who are just looking at the classroom going, 

okay, this is just boring. I'm not interested. I want to use my hands. I want to do 

something that's smart. You know, there's a lot to building A-frame. It's not just brazing, 

you know, tubes into lugs. There's also geometry and tube selection and mitering and 
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so many other things before you actually pick up that torch. Do you think you could 

attract young people with that kind of approach, maybe. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, I just think that young people are just not introduced to the workshop at all. So 

they don't really have any exposure to that kind of work. So that's why it is much wider 

than frame building. I mean, I talk to local businesses around me that have small 

engineering shops and things and They have exactly the same problem that we have. 

They would like to take young people on, but when they do try, young people have not 

been socialised into the workshop. They have no real idea of what goes into it. So 

there's a disconnect, you know, I mean, they're used to being in a classroom. they've 

never really tried anything else or been exposed to anything else. So it's just too much 

of A jump to go from being in a classroom at 15, 16 to being in a big man, a big sort of 

machining shop or wherever, wherever, you know, your certain expectations of young 

people that just don't exist. 

Speaker 3 

That's interesting. So I know that There was a workshop in my high school and people 

took shop. 

Speaker 4 

That was what it was called. 

Speaker 3 

So they learned skills using tools, using machines. That doesn't exist anymore? No, it 

doesn't. Wow. I guess I've been out of school way too long. And I only have young kids 

in school. 

Speaker 4 

They started dismantling all that in at least the 1980s, perhaps even earlier. Yeah. 

Speaker 3 

That's crazy. So If a youngster here listening to this, and of course, people listen to the 

show all over the world, but mainly here in the States, was interested, do you think you'd 

be willing to take somebody on like that? 

Speaker 4 

Well, I already am trying to take people on like that, but the big barrier, of course, is for 

young people. Nowadays, it's... It's living costs, isn't it? I mean, I was, I've been thinking 

this through how, if we, if I, if I get some young people that do want to do want to learn 

frame building and they show the aptitude, and then I'm thinking, Well, you know, how 

can I tie those into maybe go start an apprenticeship at Mercian or something? And then 

you have to start thinking about, Well, how are they going to afford to go move cities or 
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things like that. So there are a lot of issues around that. It's not as, it's not that simple. 

But my idea is really that, through the project that I'm running that I do on Patreon and 

maybe through grant money and stuff, the idea is to help these young people be able to 

do that really. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, maybe through school. to schools that exist to get back into schools, or even at 

the junior, what we would call junior college or community college level here, that it's not 

university and it's not high school, but it's that two-year program in between that maybe, 

I mean, I think that that's a good idea. Are you finding that parents are not teaching their 

children to ride? That's an issue here. 

Speaker 4 

When we, when I think back to working in the working in the shop when we did sell a lot 

of kids' bikes, we did used to get asked sometimes, Can you teach our child to ride? I 

think that is a pretty normal thing, but I do see a lot of a lot of young people out on 

bikes, often they're like e-bikes or whatever, but so they obviously do learn to ride, but, 

for some parents, maybe that is a is a thing, yeah. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, we're having an issue with parents being afraid, safety. Yeah, That is what they're 

worried about. Well, so how can listeners find out more about Ellis Briggs? And is there 

a place where we can find history about the company? 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, I mean, on our website, we've got a full sort of history of the business. And also 

on my Patreon, I do actually go into the history of the business. But not only that, I'm 

recording oral histories with other famous frame builders from around the UK. So that's 

really part of my work is that, yes, I would like to keep the frame building trade going, 

but failing that, you know, I want to document just in case that doesn't happen. So That's 

what a lot of my work goes towards, is interviewing frame builders, talking about how 

they learned and what their apprenticeships were like in some cases and documenting 

that. 

Speaker 3 

That's interesting because you know that I talk to a lot of frame builders on my show, but 

I don't talk to them from that perspective. I think that's very interesting. Tell me how to 

reach your Patreon. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, the Patreon is, yeah, it's just Patreon.com slash Ellis Briggs. 

Speaker 3 
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Okay, that's easy. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, and for the website, it's ellisbriggscycles.co.uk, I should say. 

Speaker 3 

Yeah, we'll put that up on our website too. It's very interesting what you're thinking and 

what you're doing, and I really appreciate that you want to reach back and bring that 

forward. I think that's really important, that maybe we can put a flame under frame 

building again, it would be really cool. And then maybe manufacturers would look at it 

and go, well, there's a market for these mechanical drive trains, which would also be 

awesome. I would like to see that. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, I mean, I just think that, you know, there's nothing fundamentally outdated about a 

lug steel frame. I mean, you know, if we just, we look at what people do on a bike, which 

most of the time is not racing anymore, a lug steel frame fits all that. It lasts for decades 

and that's great for sustainability. There's really not much downside and it's also very 

low energy when you're actually making it. I mean, I literally only use hand tools to make 

a bike frame. So, you know, there's not much energy goes into the production apart 

from the original that goes into making the steel. And then that's outweighed anyway by 

the length of time that it lasts. Yeah, I think we do need to think about the limits of the 

world rather than just thinking we can just consume forever. 

Speaker 3 

So true. What a great note to end on. We've been speaking with Paul Gibson. He is the 

owner of Ellis Briggs Cycles in the UK. And I think what he's thinking of doing, bringing 

young people into the craft is such a good idea. Thank you for talking with me today. I 

hope you have a happy new year. We are speaking on New Year's Eve. And yours is 

coming up before ours. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, just a few hours now, yeah. 

Speaker 3 

So I hope you have a great 2026 and maybe we'll get to talk again. 

Speaker 4 

Yeah, that'll be great. Yeah, I've really enjoyed it. 

Speaker 3 

Thank you. 
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Speaker 2 

My thanks to Paul Gibson for joining me on the show today. I've had so many 

conversations about the art and science of building steel frames over the years, and I 

always appreciate someone who is still immersed in the craft. You can follow and help 

support Paul's Patreon at patreon.com forward slash ellisbriggs. Log on to his website, 

ellisbriggscycles.co.uk, for a deep dive into the company and what Paul is up to now. 

My thanks to you for listening. I hope you enjoyed the show. You can find photos, links, 

and a written transcript of this and every episode at outspokencyclist.com. Follow us on 

Facebook, Instagram, X, LinkedIn, and YouTube. And subscribe to my Substack for 

additional commentary. As we begin to look forward to the 2026 cycling season, I hope 

to bring you new stories of people, events, book reviews, and more. Subscribe to the 

podcast so you never miss an episode. Stay safe, stay well, and remember, there is 

always time for a ride, even if it's on your indoor trainer. Bye-bye. 

Speaker 1 

Thanks for joining us today on The Outspoken Cyclist with Diane Jenks. We welcome 

your thoughts and contributions on our Facebook page, or visit outspokencyclist.com to 

leave a comment on any episode. We will be back next week with new guests, topics, 

conversations, and news in the world of cycling. Subscribe to the show in your favorite 

podcast app and you'll never miss an episode. The Outspoken Cyclist is a copyrighted 

production of DBL Promotions with the assistance of WJCU-FM Cleveland, a service of 

John Carroll University. Thanks again for listening, ride safely, and we'll see you next 

week. 
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