
30 Years of Enjoyment by Peter Riches 

I first became interested in tractor pulling in the early 80’s when a chap came into the gravel 

pit where I worked looking for engines with loads of horse power.  The boss used to buy up 

lorries that were no longer road worthy to use in the pit.  The chap wanted engines to build 

a tractor puller.   

I found out from him where these events took place and started going to meetings in the 

Andover area.  Being on the short side I could not always see everything so at an event at 

Stoneleigh in 1983 I joined the BTPA which meant I was “inside the ropes”.   I was enjoying 

my-self more inside the ropes doing odd jobs, flagging unhooking, helping Arthur Philips 

with being an umpire and such, than I was just spectating.    

Soon after that I found out that the SWTP were holding a meeting at a pub in Lambourne.  I 

went along, met the Club Chairman, Mr Gordon Whitefield, joined the club and was voted 

onto the club committee straight away.  I’ve been a member of the committee ever since 

and held a variety of different posts. 

 

In 1984 Gordon Whitfield built the first mini sledge.   I don’t remember a lot about mini 

pulling, except that at the start, Stardust took off at such a pace that Gordon all but fell off 

as the sledge had just a mower seat with no foot rest or hand rails.  They both finished well 

past the end of the track by the edge of the pulling arena, a little shaken, but still 

enthusiastic.   

At this time I was not involved in the measuring, just odd jobs - getting the track set up, 

flags, poles, marker boards, white lines and such like.  When the classes were being pulled, I 

would stand with the measuring team as it was a good place to watch from and some of the 

time I would measure a Class or two.   

As the years went by I got more involved.  By the year 2000 I did all the measuring and also 

produced the tractor puller magazine.  It was a very busy time, getting pictures, advertising 

and articles.  I wrote two or three stories myself.  The Wandsworth Convoy I think was the 

best, more of that later.   

 

2007 was bad year for tractor pulling when a bad accident at the last pull of the year 

wrecked the sledge and the tractor driver died on the way to hospital.  I was measuring and 

the instrument was telescopic so I had a very close up view.  There was an inquest held 

looking for the cause of it and the safety officer was looking for written evidence at the pull.  

The only evidence was my measurements and the commentator’s notes.   

The pull was finished.   I packed up the measuring kit but the reflector was still on the sledge 

so I went to collect it.  They were still trying to free the driver from the wreckage – no way 

was I going to look for the reflector which meant I never went back to the cabin where I 



measured from - a porta cabin on top of another porta cabin.  I was very upset.  Less than 

two hours earlier we had been talking over a cup of coffee in his trailer.  In all the upset and 

confusion my briefcase with all the notes and measurements was still in the porta cabin.   

The next I heard the safety officer had it and was asking me if they could open it and look 

through the contents to which I agreed.  Now whoever looked at the sheets must have 

dismissed them as a lot of distances.  They never put any significance on the letter or initial 

next to some of the distances.  Each tractor that pulled had 3 distances – start distance, 

finish distance and distance pulled.  Sometimes the tractor sets off in the wrong gear, or the 

kill switch is pulled by accident so the tractor is pulled back to the start line and a new start 

distance is required.  A line is drawn through the first measurement and the reason for the 

alteration noted by one or two letters like WG for wrong gear, PS for pull switch, SM for 

sledge malfunction or other letters for other reasons.  

Thankfully, in 30 years of tractor pulling I can only remember 2 bad accidents.  This one, and 

before that, one near Peterborough, where a tractor was being loaded onto a lorry and a 

young lady’s legs were badly damaged.   

 

The reason I started using initials on the score sheets, was at one pull there was a query on 

some measurements by two teams of pullers.  When they looked at the work sheets they 

wanted to know why there were so many crossings out and alterations, which didn’t look 

good on a score sheet from which points are awarded.  Now, you can see when and why a 

pull was restarted. 

 

In the early 80’s I was Club Chairmen for two years and in this time I went to the USA with 

six other club members.  We had a very nice time visiting US pullers and looking at their 

tractors being built and modified.  At one workshop was a chassis being built for one of our 

group, so while they were discussing and sorting things out, I was out in the workshop 

helping put a differential in a tractor called Mission Impossible.   

We spent most of the time there, then at the weekend we went to the indoor pull at 

Minneapolis, where we saw Four Classes with 10 to 12 tractors in each class.  That was the 

end of our stay.  The trip home was eventful.  As the weather was wet I wore my boots.  At 

the airport the steel toe caps set off the metal detection so I kept getting patted down for 

Fire Arms…. 

 

When we pulled at Lifton the camping area was a very quiet place.  One of the pullers wives 

took advantage of this and sunbathed in the noddy.  We had a lot of visitors to his caravan 

that afternoon.  I heard recently, that at another pull when she was enjoying the sun the 

firemen sprayed her with a hosepipe.  I don’t think it put her off. 



 

In 2005 The European Cup Finals were held at the Great Eccleston Track.  As it was BTPA 

event I had the honour of measuring it.  All went well, no disputes, but on the second day 

just before the 3.4 Class, three foreign visitors came in to the measuring cabin and said “we 

are measuring this class!”.  I said “Okay then, you can set up outside”.  Then there was a lot 

of talking amongst themselves in own their language.  Then they said “we haven’t got any 

kit.  We use yours”.  “No way” said I, but if you like you can stand by and watch me to see its 

all fair and square, which they did.  One watched, one took notes, and one fell asleep – too 

much beer I think.   

Another thing that made that pull memorable, was the shower block.  When it was installed 

it should have had a notice with the times it was open for women and when for men but 

this was never put up, so, it ended up mixed.  I must say I have never seen so many clean 

pullers.  One young lad  - every time you saw him, his hair was wet, so you knew where he’d 

been.  Some of the young ladies were not that shy.  I had a shower as well, have you ever 

tried to shower with your glasses on - if they don’t get splashed, they get steamed up.   

 

Another pull with some interesting points was organised by the Midland Club- a charity 

event in Wandsworth Park, London.  It was hard to find and the marked entrance was up 5 

or 6 steps.  On inquiring we found that a metal fence at the other side of the park had been 

taken down to let us in.   

A policeman said he would show us the way round.  There were at least two caravans, the 

sledge and two or three pullers on low loaders.  It was quite a job all getting turned round in 

a narrow side street.  It seemed a long way, then John the Beat Policeman who only ever 

walked, and who was riding with me said Right Turn here – “Are you sure” I said.  On the 

corner was a street sign “No Right Turn  as it was a one-way road.  However, he got on his 

radio to the officer directing the traffic at the opening and they stopped all the traffic and in 

we went.   

All went well on the Saturday, on the Sunday one flagman was missing, last seen Saturday 

Night getting into a Landrover with a chap and his sister who he’s been drinking with in the 

beer tent.  We found out later they had taken him home with them to Surrey.  When he 

woke up Sunday morning he was on his own in the house. They had left a note to say they 

had gone to work at the Zoo and would see him later.  But he left and made his way back to 

Wandsworth. 

 

The first pull of the 2014 season was at Bristol.  All went well, the turnout was excellent and 

the weather held until Sunday evening when it started to rain.  Most of the equipment was 

loaded and most of the caravans had left without help.  I stayed on till Monday morning 

with the Score board trailer.  It rained all night and in the morning when the van came to 



pick up the board, it got stuck.  My car got stuck too.  It took ages to find someone with a 

tractor to tow us all out of the mire and onto the hard standing at the exit.  The next day at 

the car wash the attendant was really happy and said “here’s a car we can really clean”.   

Being responsible for all the measuring – at the start of the year I check the equipment to 

make sure it’s all OK.  I first charge the battery, then set up the geodimeter at my front gate.  

Because I know the distances between the lampposts - I drive my car to the first lamp post, 

use the reflective number plate as a target and measure it, drive to the next post walk back 

to the gate and measure it again, drive up to the next post and measure it again.  The 

people in the street used to watch and wonder what I was up to, but if the measurements 

are the same as last year I know all is well.  Most of them know what I’m up to now – only 

newcomers are bewildered. 

At one of our recent committee meetings I said the measuring equipment was getting slow 

and the battery was near the end of its life, so it was decided to look for something new.  

We found one in America but it measure in yards, feet and inches.  It could be converted to 

metric which they did for us.  100 meters and 100 yards do not sound much different but a 

100 meter track is 10 yards longer than 100 yards track.   

So, the club has now invested in this new form of measuring which is fitted to the sledge.  It 

has a drive wheel with a sprocket which generates magnetic pulses.  These are counted and 

turned into a distance by a monitor in the cab.  The cab monitor is in radio contact with a 

second monitor at the track side so the commentator can read the distance straight off with 

no waiting.  I hope it all goes well but I’m a little sad that I might lose my prime viewing 

position when we no longer need to measure from the mound.   

 

I have now been into Tractor Pulling for over thirty years.  Once I got inside the fence, I 

enjoyed every minute of pulling!  No one at a tractor pull has a better seat than me.  As well 

as an enjoyable hobby, I have been to many pulls, have been invited to many dinner dances, 

parties and functions, have made many many good friends, and had help from lots of 

people. 

 

I am looking forward to 2015 with the new equipment and one of the best seats in the 

house.  Good luck to all Pullers. 


