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To my mother, Dorothy,
 for all the years of putting up with my cycling addiction,

 



and to my wife, Rivvy,
 for her unwavering love and encouragement
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I asked Eddy Merckx, the greatest cyclist of all time, if the Tour de France is the hardest race to win. “No,” he said, “it’s the easiest race to win. When you are the strongest, the Tour is the easiest race to win because it is the hardest race of all. ”

 



“I told you it wasn’t even going to be close. You gotta know the intensity of this guy. Nobody has got his intensity. Nobody. ”

—Chris Carmichael, Lance Armstrong’s personal coach







INTRODUCTION

Waiting for Destiny

DECEMBER 18, 2003: Austin, Texas.


 



Taped across the doorbell is a note, neatly written, all caps: “PLEASE DO NOT RING. CHILDREN SLEEPING. ” A petite woman with ash-blonde hair answers my knock on the heavy oak door. She’s wearing an apron. Her only son, wearing navy sweats, stands barefoot behind her on the dark parquet floor. “I just got up,” explains five-time Tour de France champion Lance Armstrong. He’d been napping after a morning training ride, still jet-lagged from a weeklong trip to Europe. He was there with his girlfriend, the singer Sheryl Crow, attending her concerts in Paris, Brussels, and London, and fitting in his daily workouts while she rehearsed. On the way home he stopped in Washington, D. C. , to speak about cancer survival at a National Press Club luncheon. And tomorrow he’s off to Seattle for some testing in a  wind tunnel at the University of Washington. But today, right now, he’s made time to talk

As we walk quietly into an open living area, Armstrong says that his two-year-old twin daughters, Grace and Isabelle, are asleep upstairs His four-year-old son Luke sits on his nanny’s lap in a deep armchair, reading a storybook. And Lance’s mother, Linda, is back in the kitchen. “I’m cooking chicken enchiladas,” she calls out. “The Texas thing. ” It’s a thoroughly domestic, simple scene, in no way revealing that the man at the center of it all is one of the world’s greatest athletes.

Armstrong guides us into a narrow, high-ceilinged dining room that’s also used as a den. He settles into a straight-backed leather chair and props his feet up on the table, stretching out his solid five-foot-ten-inch frame until it appears much longer. He’s relaxed and talkative, and when the questions begin, his answers flow freely. But when I ask him how important it is for him to win another Tour de France—a record-breaking sixth—he suddenly becomes silent.

After a long pause, Armstrong’s square jaw loosens, and his thin upper lip hints at a proud grin. He then turns his head to the left and points out, with a sweep of his arm, four massive picture frames hanging along the far wall. A fifth one hangs next to the open doorway leading from the kitchen. Vacuum-sealed in each of the five bulky frames is a cyclist’s racing jersey—the special, shiny golden-yellow kind that’s awarded to winners of the Tour de France. Each of his hanging jerseys remains unwashed, with the race numbers still attached, from the day he wore it into Paris at the end of a victorious Tour.

Armstrong remains silent, my question unanswered. That’s unusual, since he’s rarely at a loss for words. In one of the first magazine interviews he ever gave as a young cyclist, he told me, “I like the question-and-answer format the best. I like to see what people say. ” He was intimating that he doesn’t have the patience to read all those words a writer puts between the quotes, words that might attempt to give some insight into a personality. Armstrong wants to figure that  out himself, not from what the writer writes, but from what the person says. After all, he expects others to judge him by what he says. And he loves to talk.

Eventually, while staring at his five framed jerseys crowding the walls, Armstrong responds, talking so softly it’s as if he’s whispering to himself. “Can’t place them much longer no more room maybe one or two can keep going around. ” He seems wistful, pensive, perhaps realizing that just as space on his den wall is running out, so too is his time as a potential Tour champion. He’ll be 32 when he starts the 2004 race. By that age, the four other legendary racers who won five Tours had either retired from cycling or failed in their attempt to win a sixth. That thought doesn’t deter Armstrong. He’s confident that he can become the Tour’s first six-time champion.

But just how important for him is it, making history by winning a sixth Tour de France, his sixth in a row? Can he possibly have the same hunger he had back in 1999, when he won his first?

“It’s very important,” Armstrong replies, his voice louder, hitting his stride. “Just as important as all the other ones. I have no real personal pressure to try and win because it’s never been done before, or for any reason like that. It’s just important because on a basic level, it’s all that matters....”

All that matters. Perhaps only a man as single-mindedly focused as Armstrong, a man who rose Lazarus-like from a cancer bed, a man whose friends say has more drive than anyone they know, would make such a statement. As if to justify his sweeping words, Armstrong adds that the Tour de France is the biggest bike race in the world, that it means everything to his team sponsor, the U. S. Postal Service, and that it’s the only bike race of which the American public is aware. “So it’s huge,” he says reverentially, adding that he has to be prepared, before concluding more urgently, “It’s important. ”


More important than all of the other things in his life? More important than staying close to his three children, developing a new love  relationship, keeping on top of his cancer foundation work, fulfilling the media and commercial obligations of a national sports icon? “I think I can juggle them all,” he replies, looking as if he suddenly realizes the enormity of what he has to accomplish in the next six months before starting the Tour de France. “It’s hard. But if I lose the Tour because I’m trying to manage my life—spending time in Europe and spending time here and seeing my kids—if I lose because of that, then you know what? It was worth it. ” He pauses to let that sink in, as much for his own benefit as for mine. “But I think I can do it. It’s a big challenge—and I always like challenges. ”
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More than anyone else, Armstrong understands the difficulty of that challenge: winning the Tour de France. He knows that both he and his team will have to be at the very top of their game to defend his title in July.

Winning the Tour is one of the supreme accomplishments in modern sports, and yet Armstrong’s repeated victories and down-home demeanor have tended to trivialize an event that is so physically, emotionally, and mentally demanding that it borders on sadism. If a three-week bike race of this intensity—circumnavigating a whole country—were proposed today, its advocates would probably be ridiculed. But the Tour was invented in flamboyant times, when bold projects were encouraged. After the first Tour was announced in January 1903, it was hailed as “a colossal event” by the French daily Le Figaro.  And why not? It was as outrageous as the French capital’s daring, 1,000-foot-high Eiffel Tower that remained the world’s tallest structure until 1930.

That first Tour de France was “only” 1,508 miles long, divided into six separate marathon “stages,” with rest days in between, and lasting almost three weeks. Only twenty-one of the sixty starters completed  the full distance. They raced on dusty, unpaved roads and cobblestone streets. Their all-steel bikes weighed twice as much as today’s carbon-fiber, aluminum, and titanium creations, and they had only one gear, not twenty. The overall winner, Frenchman Maurice Garin, was a chimney sweep before becoming a professional cyclist. He rode for an accumulative 94 hours over the six stages at just over 16 miles per hour. One hundred years later, Armstrong set the event record average speed of 25. 4 miles per hour, and that included climbing more than twenty mountain passes—they climbed none in 1903.

Over time, the organizers added more and more daily stages to generate greater interest from the public and increase the circulation of L’Auto, the sports newspaper that promoted the race. Many of the new stages ventured over the mountains on crude dirt roads that were otherwise used for herding cattle and goats. By 1926, the race lasted four weeks, and measured a gargantuan 3,570 miles; it took the Belgian winner, Lucien Buysse, more than 238 hours to complete. That truly was sadistic, so the distance and number of days were gradually reduced until 1989, when the length of the race was standardized at three weeks and two days. The twenty-three days of the 2004 Tour cover a total distance of 2,107 miles with the winner’s time likely to be about 84 hours.

At a hundred years and counting, the Tour is not as old as the Kentucky Derby (established in 1875), British Open (1860), or Wimbledon (1877), yet it’s more universally popular than all three of those events. One reason is that virtually all of us on this planet ride a bicycle at some point in our lives, whereas a relatively privileged few saddle up a horse, pick up a golf club, or swing a tennis racket. As for the top annual sports events in North America, neither the World Series (founded in 1903) nor the Super Bowl (1967) has made much impact beyond American shores. Similarly, auto racing’s Formula One Grand Prix circuit (started in 1950) and soccer’s European Champions League (1955) have a tiny following in the United States. Only the  Tour—Europe’s most popular annual sports event—has recently gained crossover power, largely because an American cancer survivor is beating Europe at its own game.

But what most dramatically sets the Tour apart is its setting and duration. In vivid contrast to most American sports events, which are confined to stadiums, ballparks, or familiar courts and fields, with none lasting longer than the best-of-seven World Series you have, mesdames et messieurs, le Tour de France! What can compare to a two-thousand-mile course that encompasses everything from teeming cities to medieval villages, sprawling pasturelands to rolling vineyards, ocean-swept coasts to remote mountain peaks?.

On some of the Tour’s race days, millions of people from dozens of countries show up. They come to watch the 180-plus competitors whoosh by at speeds that can top 70 miles per hour, or gasp and strain as they pedal up dramatically steep ascents heading toward a distant summit that’s more than a mile high. And as the fans watch from their roadside perches and picnic tables, they become part of the event, with their irreverent humor and roaring cheers, ringing cowbells, and fluttering flags and signs.

Hundreds of millions of others watch the race on television in some 170 countries, all of them awed by the stamina and bravery of the cyclists, who in burning heat or chilling wind and rain have to conquer an array of difficulties, crowned by the fierce mountain ascents and crash-ridden descents in the French Alps and Pyrenees.

From its beginning, the Tour has been compared to other epic challenges. French author François Cavanna proclaimed, “The Tour de France, that’s our Iliad, our Odyssey, our Song of Roland. ” After seeing the Tour one day in 1912, the Parisian novelist Colette said about the racers: “Their faces are obscured, their moustaches matted by a paste of sweat and dust; their hollow eyes, between caked lashes, make them look like rescued well-diggers. ” In the 1930s, when he lived in Paris, Ernest Hemingway loved to watch the Tour. He wrote stories  about bike racing but reportedly never tried to publish them because “French is the only language it has ever been written in properly and the terms are all French and that is what makes it hard to write. ” Three decades later, America’s most widely read sports columnist, Red Smith of the New York Herald Tribune, had no trouble reporting the Tour when he took in a few days of the 1960 edition. “There is nothing in America even remotely comparable with it,” wrote Smith, who marveled at the crowds on the stage into Gap when he stood atop a hill “not close to anything or anybody, yet it looked like the bleachers in Yankee Stadium on a good day with the White Sox. ” .

The Tour has always fascinated writers, especially those who were the event’s only true witnesses in the six decades before television began to have a presence. Henri Desgrange, the autocratic Parisian newspaper editor who founded the Tour and shepherded it through its first thirty-three years, cryptically claimed, “Suffering on a bicycle is noble since it equates to the full evolution of the will. ” His successor as race director, the gentlemanly Jacques Goddet, was also a writer and editor. He captured the complexities of the event when he noted: “The Tour de France is a world on the move, with the astonishing entanglement of all its diverse components, its dramas and its laughter, its triumphs and its catastrophes, its heroes and its anonymous servants. ” The Tour’s current director, former sportswriter Jean-Marie Leblanc, has championed the event’s social and economic clout. “The Tour de France contributes in its fashion to the well-being of the land,” he proclaims, “but it’s also a marvelous exportable product. ”
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The Tour de France didn’t really become a “marvelous exportable product” to America until Lance Armstrong won the 1999 edition, just two years after he recovered from a near-fatal cancer. That’s not to say that he was the first American to defeat the Europeans at the pinnacle  of their sport. That honor went to Greg LeMond, a bright-eyed blond Californian who won the Tour in 1986, just five years after Jonathan Boyer became the first American ever to compete at the event.

But general U. S. awareness of the Tour didn’t perk up until 1989, when LeMond won the event a second time, in dramatic fashion, coming from behind to defeat Frenchman Laurent Fignon by the smallest margin in race history: a mere eight seconds. LeMond was named Sports Illustrated’s Sportsman of the Year, partly because he achieved his stirring victory with a body still laced with buckshot from a 1987 hunting accident in which he almost bled to death. Few Americans remember that LeMond won a third Tour in 1990, but most know that Armstrong won his fifth in a row in 2003. In fact, because of his dominance, many assume that Armstrong has won every Tour he started.

Winning the Tour is not that simple though. Road cycling is one of the few sports that is contested by teams and yet results in an individual winner. That winner has to be physically gifted and mentally strong, and he has to train his body to race a bike for up to eight straight hours, day after day after day. He needs a high power-to-weight ratio, a strong heart, and fine pedaling skills to conquer the mountain climbs; and he has to lift weights and ride his bike in high-speed motor-paced sessions, so that he can race at an average speed of 35 miles per hour in the Tour’s time trials—individual races against the clock. But to win the Tour, he also needs eight strong teammates.

These dedicated teammates (called domestiques) must forego their individual ambitions and become strong and strategically unified enough to do all it takes to make their leader win. They must protect him from crashes and from the wind on the flats; and they will race for hours at the front of the pack (the largest mass of riders, also called the peloton) to discourage his rivals from breaking away (“attacking”) and gaining time. Should such breakaways succeed in getting clear of the pack, then the domestiques will be the ones to lead  the chase after them. And, finally, they need to pace their leader partway up the critical mountain climbs where he has to attack and gain the time he needs to defeat the opposition.

A team’s support riders have to work as hard as the leader to be ready for the Tour. Most have their own coaches who set their training schedules and help prepare them for the dozens of springtime races that are needed to bring them to their physical peak in July Each of the twenty or so teams invited to the Tour can contract up to twenty-eight riders a year, but the race is contested by nine-man teams, so only the strongest ones with the best form are selected for the Tour. There, they will be devoted to making their leader the winner, to giving their sponsors the name recognition they’re counting on, and to showing the world that they are the best team at the Tour.

Finally, without the optimum combination of teammates, knowledgeable coaches to train them, experienced team directors to set strategies, highly skilled engineers to build their bikes, and a well-orchestrated backup crew of masseurs, mechanics, doctors, and dieticians, not even an Armstrong could win the Tour. He did win the first five Tours he started after surviving the cancer that threatened his life in late 1996, but before that the Texan rode the Tour de France four times and finished only once, taking 36th place in 1995. Losing the Tour was an important step toward learning how to win it.
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Armstrong’s early Tours taught him the event’s complexities, its harshness, and some of its joys. He was only 21 and in his first year as a professional cyclist when he debuted at the 1993 edition. It was an absurdly young age to tackle what is arguably the toughest sports event in the world. Even the prodigious Belgian cyclist Eddy Merckx, who in the late 1960s and early 1970s won more professional races than anyone in history, didn’t start his first Tour until his fifth year of  racing, when he was 23. And even that was considered too young by Europe’s cycling insiders, who know that a racer rarely reaches maturity until his late twenties.

But the young Armstrong knew nothing about protocol. His drive, even then, was exceptional. The product of a childhood troubled by broken marriages and an adolescence in which his talent as an endurance athlete was looked down upon by his football-playing peers, he relished big challenges. “He wanted to race with the big guys,” remembers Jim Ochowicz, his first professional cycling team manager, “but we didn’t want to put him in a race that was over his head. So the deal we made was that he could take the Tour start, but we wouldn’t let him ride more than ten, twelve days, fourteen maximum. ” Despite that restriction, Armstrong became the youngest rider in more than fifty years to win one of the Tour’s daily stages. “The stage into Verdun was not an easy stage to win,” says Ochowicz, “but he won a field sprint with six guys, and I thought it brought out all the good things in Lance, all in one day. ” That small taste of glory was somewhat mitigated by two days of struggling up the mountain passes in the Alps, where Armstrong conceded almost an hour to the race leaders before making his programmed exit from the Tour at the halfway point.

Finishing so far behind on the climbs hurt Armstrong’s pride, but he would receive a greater lesson in humility at the 1994 Tour. On a blisteringly hot afternoon in the Dordogne hills, between the weathered-brick towns of Périgueux and Bergerac, Armstrong had ambitions of putting in a great performance at that day’s time trial This is a stage in which each man starts at set intervals, usually two minutes apart, and rides completely alone and against the clock on a short but demanding course. It’s cycling’s equivalent of hand-to-hand combat, and a discipline that has to be mastered by any potential Tour winner. Armstrong was already somewhat proficient, but only 10 miles into the 40-mile test, that year’s defending Tour champion, Miguel Induráin of Spain, who started the stage two minutes behind  the young American, came roaring past him. Armstrong tried to keep Induráin in sight to learn more about the champion’s renowned time-trial skills, but he eventually cracked and lost more than four minutes to the Spanish star.

One year later, Induráin would win his fifth consecutive Tour, while the still-youthful Armstrong was forced to confront a tragedy that made him face mortality for the first time in his life. On the fifteenth stage, the Texan’s teammate Fabio Casartelli, only 24, was killed. The young Italian lost control of his bicycle coming down a frighteningly steep mountain road in the Pyrenees and cracked his head open on a concrete post.

Casartelli was neither the first nor the last Tour athlete to have his life or career ended by a high-speed crash, exhaustion, or misguided use of drugs. These are risks that all of the racers are aware of when they line up at the Tour.

The day after Casartelli died, the riders agreed to honor him by riding the marathon stage through the mountains at a pace that would allow everyone to finish together. Looking back at that somber day, when the field rode as one over long mountain passes under a burning sun, Armstrong said, “Even though they were going easy, it was hot, and physically it was damn hard. Mentally, I was so far away.... I don’t want ever to have a day like that again. That was the hardest day of the Tour de France. ”

Before Casartelli’s fatal crash, Armstrong was a brash 23-year-old Texan who didn’t have a great deal of respect for European professional cyclists. His feelings changed radically by the end of that grueling day, after the other riders in the pack allowed him and his teammates to move ahead and cross the finish line with heads bowed. “For everybody to sit up and say this is not a day to race, this is a day to mourn that says a lot,” Armstrong said. “Certainly my attitude toward the peloton completely changed that day. I was impressed by their class. ”

[image: 007]

Eerily, Armstrong would have to face his own mortality the following year. On October 2, 1996, he was diagnosed with stage three testicular cancer that had spread to his abdomen, lungs, and brain, and he was given less than a 50 percent chance of living. Looking back, he now knows that his body was already diseased when he took part in his fourth Tour de France, three months earlier. It was a Tour that didn’t last very long for Armstrong. After a week of racing in persistently cold, wet weather across the Netherlands, Belgium, and northern France, he was having respiratory problems. The weather worsened on the seventh day, when the rain fell with Niagara-like force on the dolomitic peaks of the Jura mountains. Normally, Armstrong excelled in such conditions, but this time he couldn’t keep up with even the slowest riders. Halfway up a long climb, his body shivering beneath a plastic rain jacket, the American coasted to a halt and dropped out of the race. After being driven to his team’s hotel and taking a shower, he told me, “I’m bummed I had no power couldn’t breathe I had an infection set in last night. I didn’t expect to come here and get sick. I never get sick. But I am, so what can I say?” .

Despite that disturbing experience, Armstrong raced at the Olympic Games in Atlanta that August. Other than the Tour setback, he had won eight times in what had been the best year of his career He came to Atlanta expecting to medal, so he couldn’t understand it when he finished only twelfth in the Olympic road race and sixth in the time-trial event. Undaunted, the American returned to Europe, placed second at the Tour of the Netherlands, and was the runner-up at a time trial in Brussels. In retrospect, such high-class performances—only weeks before his widespread cancer was discovered—appear superhuman.

At the end of that September, I interviewed Armstrong at a cycling event in Bend, Oregon, and asked about the French team, Cofidis, he  was going to race with the following year, and the expectations of its French sports director, Cyrille Guimard. “He doesn’t expect me to win this year’s Tour. But he thinks that I could win it someday,” Armstrong said. “I don’t even know if I think that. It’s not even easy to be top ten in the Tour de France. ”

Just three days after that interview, Armstrong was on an operating table having a cancerous testicle removed. Instead of starting intensive training to contest the 1997 Tour, he was fighting for his life with the first of several rounds of aggressive chemotherapy. The chemo was more excruciatingly painful than it needed to be, since he chose drugs that wouldn’t affect his lungs, wouldn’t harm his racing potential. He knew he wanted to race again, and in late 1997—around the time he became engaged to Kristin Richard after a short courtship—he restarted serious training. He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to race like he did before, or whether the cancer would reappear.

The French team, Cofidis, sponsored by a telephone credit company, treated Armstrong badly. Not believing he’d ever return to cycling, it pulled out of its two-year, $2. 5 million contract, and offered a much-reduced, incentive-based deal should he come back. Armstrong and his lawyer/agent, Bill Stapleton, were furious, especially when other big-league, European-based teams either refused to sign the Texan or offered him a derisory salary. He eventually accepted a better incentive-based deal with an American team, sponsored by the U. S. Postal Service, which was then just establishing a foothold at the elite level. The Postal deal allowed Armstrong to start racing in Europe again in February 1998. But on the second day of a weeklong race in March, after riding in cold, slashing rain, Armstrong pulled to the roadside and quit. He realized he wasn’t mentally ready for a return to the harsh conditions of continental racing. Demoralized, he said he’d never race again, packed his bike away, and didn’t touch it for weeks To fill the sudden vacuum, Armstrong found a series of diversions. As he wrote in his book It’s Not About the Bike: “I played golf every day, I  water-skied, I drank beer, and I lay on the sofa and channel-surfed. ” But he had an obligation to compete at a race, a very special race, in Austin on May 22 to kick off a fundraising weekend for his newly formed cancer foundation.

So after being goaded by his friends, Armstrong accepted the challenge of his coach Chris Carmichael to train for a week in the hills of North Carolina with a former Motorola teammate, Bob Roll. Despite having to ride their bikes for several hours a day in torrential rain, it was there that Armstrong rediscovered his love of cycling. At the end of the week he competed at a race in Atlanta and finished 52nd. He took his bike with him to Santa Barbara, California, where he married Kristin Richard on May 4. Two weeks later, he won the short Austin race before his hometown fans, and then rode strongly at America’s largest bike race, the 156-mile USPRO Championship in Philadelphia. He was ready for Europe. Incredibly, he immediately won the four-day Tour of Luxembourg. He wasn’t yet ready to race the following month’s Tour de France; but when he placed fourth in the September 1998 Tour of Spain, a three-week race where he displayed new climbing skills in the high mountains, people began speculating just how far this American athlete’s metamorphosis might take him—particularly at the Tour.

Johan Bruyneel, the new Belgian sports director at the U. S. Postal Service team, later convinced the now 27-year-old Armstrong that he could indeed do well at the Tour—that he could even win it! .

Armstrong did win the Tour in 1999, and went on to take the next four editions as well. But it was after his first Tour victory that he emotionally said those words that help explain him: “I want to be remembered as the first cancer survivor to win the Tour. ” That legacy grows more important to him each year. It’s one of the things that drives him and sets him apart from every other competitor. And there’s something else he has gained as a cancer survivor—an aura of invincibility and fearlessness. So what if no one else has ever won six Tours So what if he’s now 32, an age at which most professional cyclists have already retired. And so what if he’s facing formidable challengers—men like Jan Ullrich, the German who won the Tour in 1997 as a precocious 23-year-old, has since been the runner-up five times, lost by mere seconds to Armstrong in 2003, and wants nothing more than to topple his American rival. Or Tyler Hamilton, the feisty American who once rode on Armstrong’s team and helped him win three Tours, but now races on a rival team and proved his own superhuman ambition by finishing fourth at the 2003 Tour—despite riding for three weeks with a broken collarbone suffered in a crash on the event’s second day. Or Ivan Basso, the rising Italian star, who looked as if he were ready to make a breakthrough.

Armstrong would also be facing powerful contenders from countries like Spain, Italy, and Russia, men who’d been training half their lives for this unique chance at sporting glory, and whose teams would battle Armstrong’s every day, fighting to give their leader a chance at victory. Like Armstrong, they’d be playing with fate, not knowing how their bodies would react to the extreme conditions, the Olympian test of endurance, or if they would succumb to the sickness, injuries, and crashes that take out forty or fifty men each year.
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Sitting in his den that December afternoon, Armstrong gestures to an empty space on the wall, where there’s room for a sixth yellow jersey “It’s all that matters,” he says, as if that settles it. And to make that happen, he’s about to undergo months of conditioning, ride thousands of miles, and train as intensively and far as a human body can go, before lining up to face his opponents in a race that lasts 23 days in July.






DAY 1

Only 2,107 Miles to Go

JULY 3: A flat 3. 8-mile time trial, called the prologue, around the streets of downtown Liège, a Belgian steel town that’s shaking off the grimy remnants of its industrial past. The course favors short-distance specialists who have the power to accelerate out of the sharp turns and maintain a high speed on the straights.


 



It’s just after 7 p. m. on a breezy, springlike evening in the heart of Liège. Down on Avenue Rogier, a handsome boulevard now flanked by thousands of rowdy spectators, Lance Armstrong guides his bike up a long ramp to the five-foot-high platform. From here, he’ll start his opening time trial—and his tenth Tour de France. A remote-control TV camera swings down from a gantry and zooms in on Armstrong’s tan, gaunt face. His closely cropped hair lies flat beneath the bright blue, streamlined helmet that has a white lone star of Texas  fused to its shiny plastic coating. He felt good during his intense, just-completed warm-up on a stationary bike, when he listened to rock music on his iPod, wiped sweat from his face with clean white towels, and only stopped pedaling now and again to stretch each leg backward until the heel touched his back.

A few drops of sweat most likely remain in the recess of his neck, beneath the slightly opened white nylon zipper of his blue U. S. Postal Service team uniform. The aerodynamic skinsuit is designed to hug his ripped body like a second skin. It uniquely combines panels of slick material to enhance the flow of air at the front, fuzzy panels to break up vortexes at the rear, and stitches that follow the direction of the airflow. Perhaps all that will help him race a second or two faster in this 3. 8-mile individual time trial, the prologue of the 91st Tour.

Over the past three hours, launched at one-minute intervals, the Tour’s other 187 racers have sped around this completely flat course with all the power their fine-tuned bodies can muster. Dashing through the streets like space-age centaurs, their 3 5-mile-per-hour progress is followed by a flowing roar of cheers, shouts, catcalls, and clapping from a quarter-million energized fans. Their ears are further assaulted by the amplified commentary of the French race announcers and the throbbing blades of helicopters filming the race.

The man who clocks the fastest time in this opening stage will be awarded the Tour’s symbolic yellow jersey, his to wear until a new race leader emerges. The Tour organizers like dramatic endings, so they seed the riders according to the previous year’s results, making the top men the last to go. Lance Armstrong, as the five-time defending champion, is the final starter.

Some raucous German fans have just given their countryman, 2003 runner-up Jan Ullrich, a rousing send-off. They have a different greeting for Armstrong: a loud chorus of boos. The American takes no notice, and stares straight ahead as he waits for the starter’s countdown

Thirty seconds to go .

Behind the contoured acrylic lenses of his bronze-tinted Oakley shades, Armstrong’s intense blue eyes are focused on the road before him as he ignores the catcalls. He sits on a narrow racing saddle astride a low-slung, carbon-fiber bicycle that weighs just above the minimum weight allowed, 14. 9 pounds, and that took months to fine-tune to his liking. His fingers tighten inside black padded leather gloves, gripping his straight carbon-fiber handlebar. His left leg is poised, the foot tensed inside a handmade artificial leather race shoe

Twenty seconds to go .

Armstrong gets ready to make a first thrust on his shoe’s rigid sole that contacts with an aluminum pedal via a metal cleat. The pressure will begin to turn the 175-millimeter-long crank arm that’s attached to a 55-tooth chainring. That will set in motion a titanium bicycle chain, which pulls one of ten rear cogs and starts to rotate the carbon-fiber rear disc wheel. Man and machine will then be in motion

Fifteen seconds .

The Texan looks calm, but inside he is anxious. He knows that he has to gain a psychological advantage this evening, to show his opponents that he has overcome his loss at the pre-Tour Dauphiné Libéré race, and that he’s ready for any challenge they can throw at him in the next three weeks. One year ago, when the centennial Tour de France started in front of the Eiffel Tower, Armstrong finished only seventh in the prologue—and it took him sixteen of the twenty-three days to gain the upper hand on his opposition. He has to do better tonight.

Ten seconds .

To race a good time trial, a rider has to exclude unnecessary thoughts before he starts. One of Armstrong’s chief rivals, Tyler Hamilton, put it this way: “I don’t meditate, but I do special things just to try to relax, like taking deep breaths. A time trial is a very big effort for which your body should be as relaxed as possible. If you’re all pent up, the body is not going to be very efficient. You’re not going to be at your best. ”

When I asked Armstrong if he ever meditated, he derisively exclaimed: “Nooooh! Christ!” Why would he, since many claim that it’s his pent-up fury that makes the Texan such a formidable competitor Now he’s ready to channel that energy into seven minutes of supreme effort. He can’t wait to be under way. In his fastidious manner, he goes through a mental checklist of things like: Is the chain on the right cog? Is the strap on this new helmet tight enough? Are my aerodynamic shoe covers on straight?.

Five seconds .

The French timekeeper begins his countdown“Cinq. ” Five long, slim fingers appear in front of Armstrong’s face. They belong to Jérôme Lappartient, a French race official who is timing the Tour for the first time“Quatre. ” Four fingers. Armstrong stares ahead. The fingers are in sync with the piercing digital beeps of the 12-inch-diameter Festina timing clock facing Armstrong, its long, sweeping second hand heading for the top of the dial“Trois. ” Three fingers Armstrong tenses the fibers of his powerful thigh muscles“Deux. ” Two fingers. He grips the handlebars even tighter“Un. ” One finger His mind suddenly clears. This is it!.

“Partez!”


It’s 7:08 p. m.  Armstrong launches the combined 170 pounds of his bike and body down the rubber-surfaced four-foot-wide ramp onto the smooth blacktop of Avenue Rogier. He stands on the pedals to accelerate to top speed, moves his hands onto the forward-pointing parts of his bars, and drops into an aerodynamic tuck position.

Only two thousand one hundred seven miles to go!
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Each year, the Tour de France follows a different route, proudly showcasing different parts of the country, but always ending on the Champs-Élysées. Opening stages of the event are often held in neighboring countries—whichever bids the most for that privilege. This year, the honor goes to the Wallonia region of Belgium, which paid the organizers $2 million for the rights. Well worth it, locals say They’re delighted that overhead television shots, beamed to an estimated 120 million people around the globe, ignore the rusted steel mills and smoke-stained row houses that surround the city’s core, to focus instead on the sweeping curves of the Meuse River, the historic downtown’s cobblestone streets, and the Gothic glory of Liège’s ancient churches and statues.

One mile down the prologue course, just where the Boulevard de la Sauvenière emerges into the Place de l’Opéra, one of the city’s main squares, spectators lean forward over the metal crowd barriers in front of the regal Hellenic-style opera house. Across the street, patrons at the sidewalk tables of the Café du Point de Vue crane their necks to glimpse the racers and their support vehicles as they flash past. This is where Adrie Houterman, a Dutch bank manager, is waiting with some friends to see Armstrong go by. “I brought fifty-five clients by bus to see the race today,” he tells me. They are just a sampling of the tens of thousands of visitors who have poured into Liège for the Tour’s grand départ.  These are the biggest crowds Liège has seen since a quarter-million citizens celebrated the end of World War II six decades ago.

Much has changed, but not the sweet-smelling onions and sausages of the hotdog stands, or the frites smothered in mayonnaise and washed down with a glass of Jupiler beer. The city’s pubs and bistros are packed, particularly the Point de Vue, which besides being on the prologue course is only a short walk from the Place Lambert, a recently renovated downtown gathering area that artfully integrates paved pedestrian promenades and wide stone stairways. The night before the race, this square was filled with crowds attending the Tour’s opening festivities: rock bands galore, the presentation of the twenty-one teams, and an outdoor concert given by hometown  crooner Frédéric François, who regularly plays to packed houses at the Olympia in Paris. One young woman wasn’t too impressed. “He’s for the grandmothers,” said Laurie Di Stefano, suggesting that the promoters were expecting an older crowd.

Typical of the audience were American ex-pat Elise Edwards and Welshman Nick Corfield, both in their forties. “I come every year and meet great people,” said Edwards, who met Corfield at the Tour a couple of years ago. Corfield was wearing the distinctive orange cycling jersey and cap of the Basque team, Euskaltel, because the Basques and the Welsh are both indigenous peoples. “I love the Basques, and I love Mayo,” he said, referring to Euskaltel’s team leader and one of the race favorites, Iban Mayo. “I was amazed when he gave me a wave from the stage. ” Edwards, an Armstrong fan, had on a U. S. Postal team baseball cap. She was one of the few people waving an American flag. “I think Americans are quite afraid to show their stars-and-stripes because of a huge anti-American feeling in Europe,” she said. “But I’m not afraid of cycling fans. ”

After the eve-of-the-race ceremonies, some of those fans moved on to the Point de Vue café. This ancient tavern, which has been serving customers since 1652, has stone, brick, and timber walls and a steeply pitched, black-slate roof. Its main deference to modernity, a 20-inch television, is never turned on, but hangs from the ceiling, collecting dust.

No television is needed today though, when the racers whiz past the front door of the café. Most of the patrons are outside, some standing on cane chairs and tables for a better view. One of them is the bank manager from the Netherlands, who stands on a table with a Belgian friend. “Who do you think will win the Tour?” I shout, trying to be heard above the thundering reverberations of rock and rap emerging from the packed bars and street parties. “Armstrong,” they both say. “He is superb. ”

“And who will be his main challenger?” “Ullrich,” they agree “The Spanish riders, Roberto Heras and Mayo. And then there’s Tyler Hamilton. The Americans are good. ”
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7:09 p. m.  Armstrong sweeps between the Point de Vue café and the Royal Walloon Opera House. The fans shout with excitement, happy that Armstrong is racing with his usual fire. Their cheers are muffled by the revving engines of motorcycles and race cars pursuing the Texan. His Belgian team director Johan Bruyneel, driving one of the Postal team’s Subaru station wagons 20 feet behind him, can see the speedometer touching 60 kilometers per hour—nearly 40 miles per hour. Bruyneel is trying to talk Armstrong through the course’s upcoming turns, the way a navigator calls out road directions to the race driver in a car rally on their wireless radio setup. “Lance didn’t hear much as the transmitter was in and out,” backseat passenger Jim Ochowicz later reveals.

Armstrong hasn’t needed much assistance so far because he has had a straight shot along wide, newly paved streets sheltered by six-story office and apartment buildings. And he knows from scouting the course earlier that he has to be careful across the bumpy cobblestones next to the opera house, before he heads along a narrow street that leads to a sharp left turn just past the main building of the University of Liège, where he halves his speed and then accelerates smoothly onto a divided highway alongside the Meuse River. Once there, Armstrong shifts into his highest gear to take advantage of the blustery southwest wind blowing him along.
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In Europe, the Texan is not the most popular of race champions. That was clear when he was booed at the start. He’s considered too distant  and cocky, and is more respected than liked. Jean-Marie Leblanc, the Tour de France race director for the past fifteen years, offered some insight into this when he compared Armstrong with the other four men who won five Tours: the Frenchmen Jacques Anquetil (whose wins came between 1957 and 1964) and Bernard Hinault (1978 to 1985), the Belgian Eddy Merckx (1969 to 1974), and the Spaniard Miguel Induráin (1991 to 1995). According to Leblanc, “Lance is more of a winner than Anquetil, who didn’t always have the ambition to win. He was a great champion, but ‘cool. ’ Induráin the same. Hinault was more combative. Merckx wanted to win every race he entered, but Lance wants to win the Tour, only the Tour. The rest mean nothing to him. ”

As for their popularity, Leblanc said, “Armstrong is a little less liked than the other four. The public knew them better than they do Armstrong. He has remained a little mysterious. When he came back from cancer, people couldn’t believe that a guy who had almost died had become an immense champion. The public hardly saw him until—hop!—he wins the Tour. So there’s some admiration, but he is not as warmly liked as the others. That’s not my judgment. It’s a fact Voilà!. ”

That fact was evident when Armstrong and his U. S. Postal teammates were introduced at the 2001 Tour start in Dunkirk, France, and were greeted with a mixture of boos and catcalls amid the applause But Armstrong is more well-liked and appreciated by the Belgians. At the Place Lambert opening presentations, they gave him a warm reception, as they did to all of the main contenders: the German Ullrich, the Americans Hamilton and Levi Leipheimer, the Spanish riders Mayo, Heras, Haimar Zubeldia, and Carlos Sastre, the Italians Ivan Basso and Gilberto Simoni, and the Russian Denis Menchov.
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7:11 p. m.  With 1. 8 miles covered, Armstrong is flying, his stretched-out position helping him cut smoothly through the gusting air. His streamlined helmet was the last of a string of equipment modifications begun in the fall, designed to improve his time-trial performance by perhaps one percentage point. In tonight’s time trial, that seemingly small improvement could cut four or five seconds from Armstrong’s time, and prologues are rarely won by more than that.

Armstrong had talked about the changes back in December, the day before he flew from Austin to Seattle for wind-tunnel testing at the University of Washington. “Bart Knaggs, an old friend of mine, just made it his personal mission to create this whole aero plan. We brought everybody together, all the people that are working on that bike, and on me ... just a complete package. ” Dubbed F-One, the project produced a narrower bike, a cleaner, lower frontal body position, and a more aerodynamic racing suit and helmet. The details even included angling the brake levers more horizontally and positioning the aerobars with a less upward rake, to improve airflow around the bike.

Armstrong, though, will never have as perfect an aero position as the expert British time trialist Chris Boardman, who in the mid-1990s rode the fastest prologue in Tour history, averaging 34. 270 mph over a 4. 5-mile course in Lille, France, which was similar to Liège’s but had far more turns. “Everyone’s body type is different,” Armstrong said, “and that really determines your position. Boardman could ride crazy low, uncomfortable positions. His body will do that. Mine never will. ”

Armstrong’s body can’t do that because of the way his back automatically humps whenever he leans forward to race. Over the years, this hump’s retarding effect has been virtually eliminated by the way his mechanics have built his bike around him. Today, given his morphology, Armstrong has as streamlined a position as he’ll ever get Any slight reduction in the air resistance his body creates when racing  at 40 miles per hour can make a big difference. That’s because, even in still conditions, the air resistance produced by a cyclist riding this fast makes it feel as if he’s heading into a howling gale. So yes, the winter wind-tunnel sessions, springtime road tests, and constant tinkering are worth the effort. But will all the changes produce the cumulative effect that Armstrong’s looking for?.

The defending champion gets a first indication two miles into his time trial, when he slows his pace to make a U-turn around a small traffic circle at the far end of the Liège prologue course. The official time split shows that he is only two seconds behind Fabian Cancellara, the fastest man to this halfway point. The 23-year-old Swiss has awed the crowds with his final time of 6 minutes, 50 seconds—giving him an average speed of 33. 282 miles per hour, and getting folks talking about “the new prologue specialist. ”

Bruyneel relays the information to his rider, who now knows he has about three more minutes of effort to make up those two seconds on Cancellara.
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7:12 p. m.  Of Armstrong’s main rivals, the ones with the best final times so far tonight are Zubeldia (27 seconds slower than current leader Cancellara) and Sastre (15 seconds slower). The other credible challengers are still out on the course, immediately ahead of the champion. Right now, Ullrich and Hamilton are both 10 seconds slower than Cancellara, Mayo and Basso are 13 seconds back, while Leipheimer is the best at only eight seconds.

“Which of these challengers do you think about the most,” I had asked Armstrong. “Only Ullrich,” he said. “Ullrich’s far and away the biggest rival. He’s the only one we really pay attention to what he’s doing what he’s racing, his race results, what he’s saying. ”

Like Armstrong, Ullrich emerged as a prodigy. While the American won the world championship (a single-day 160-mile road race) at age 21 in his first year as a professional cyclist, the German entered his first Tour de France at age 22 and finished second, in 1996. Significantly, Ullrich won that Tour’s final time trial by defeating five-time champion Induráin and almost dispossessing his own team leader, Bjarne Riis, of the race leader’s yellow jersey.

When he won the Tour the following year, Ullrich was hailed by the authoritative French sports newspaper L’Équipe as a rider who would probably win the Tour six or seven times. Now, after four second places in his past four appearances, he’s desperate to win it at least one more time—especially if he can defeat Armstrong. “To have a victory in the Tour de France without Lance Armstrong would have way less value,” he claimed.

By the age at which Armstrong and Ullrich were battling for glory in the Tour de France, New Englander Tyler Hamilton was only just discovering the sport of cycling at the collegiate level. His late start means that although he is six months older than Armstrong, he is less burned out, and probably has several more years of cycling ahead of him than the Texan. Furthermore, Hamilton didn’t become a team leader—the man whom all his teammates help and protect—until 2002, eight years after Armstrong.

As a result, Hamilton didn’t gain wide recognition until the 2003 Tour, when besides racing with a broken collarbone and still finishing fourth, he also won a famous stage victory in the Pyrenees. That day, on a course that featured a half-dozen mountain passes, the slightly built Hamilton broke clear on the steepest climb of the Tour and raced the final 55 rolling miles on his own in less than two hours. An extraordinary performance at the end of a long day in the mountains, even without a broken shoulder. Armstrong called it “the most outstanding athletic feat of the Tour. ”

Hamilton is now a true contender, not just for a stage win, but for the whole enchilada. Does he think he can win the 2004 Tour? “I’m  gonna try,” Hamilton told me. “I have to think like I can, and train and focus and believe that. If you arrive at the start line of the Tour de France and think, oh, I’m only racing for a top ten or a top five, you’re already a few steps behind. ”

It was at the 2003 Tour that another man became a familiar name in Europe: Basque rider Iban Mayo. He did it in spectacular fashion in the French Alps. On the climb to L’Alpe d’Huez, where Armstrong had been expected to repeat his emphatic stage win of 2001, it was Mayo who attacked and scored a solo victory more than two minutes ahead of the defending champion. The crowds loved the panache with which Mayo won, the vigor of his climbing style, and his sultry, movie-star looks.
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7:13 p. m.  After completing the U-turn at the traffic circle, Armstrong accelerates away and is soon back into his aerodynamic tuck, racing along La Batte, the riverside esplanade that’s the site of a huge morning flea market every Sunday. The locals that mob the market are probably all watching Armstrong right now, staring at a man in a blue skinsuit cycling at a speed that would get them a ticket on a normal Saturday night.

Armstrong now faces the course’s trickiest mile, where skilled bike handling will be as important as pure speed. After veering away from the river past the Chez Sam café, a sharp right turn takes him onto the bumpy Rue Léopold that heads into the Place Lambert. Here, he climbs a slight rise on smooth cobblestones, curves left past the grand sixteenth-century Palais des Princes-Évêques, and then swings sharper left down a short hill. The two fast right turns that follow bring him back past the Point de Vue café, with just one mile of flat-out racing to the finish. The crowds urge him on, shouting “Go, Lance, go!” in English, French, and Dutch.

[image: 015]

Race director Leblanc is confident that this is going to be a great Tour de France. “If Lance wins his sixth Tour, he’s the greatest, the first oneFormidable! There will be lots of publicity, lots of enthusiasm. If Lance is beaten by someone, Ullrich or someone else, the one who beats Lance will become a hero, because he will have pulled down the favorite. So, in one case or the other, it will be a Tour that’s well received. ”

But Leblanc doesn’t expect this alternative outcome. “I remember a visit with Lance a month before the Tour in 2002, a fifteen-minute visit in his room, at a time when he had already won the Tour three times,” says the balding, avuncular Frenchman. “I understood in his eyes that he wanted to win four, he wanted to win five, he wanted to win six. I understood that. I was certain. ”
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7:15 p. m.  Armstrong is straining his whole body as he tears along the Boulevard d’Avroy and makes the final thrust of the evening. Two digital times flash from the gantry above the finish line. On the left is the fastest time so far, still Cancellara’s scintillating 6:50. On the right is Armstrong’s time that is still clicking up by hundredths of a second at a time. With 200 meters left, it looks as though he will match the best time. Armstrong is a blur of blue, urged on by the screaming crowd, as he races past the bleachers and sprints across the finish line.

The official voice of the Tour, French race announcer Daniel Mangeas, immediately gives the result: “The time of Lance Armstrong is 6:52, second best!” he shouts in the country dialect of his native Normandy. Second best. That’s a phrase the German contingent, the ones that booed Armstrong at the start, probably latches onto. It’s  about all they can take hope in because their man, Ullrich, was a full quarter-minute slower than the Yank they hold in such contempt.
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Armstrong may have lost the prologue, but he couldn’t have a better position: He has beaten time-trial pro Ullrich by a surprising 15 seconds, Hamilton by 16, Mayo by 19, and Basso by 27 seconds. It’s a psychological victory for the Texan, as the gaps are bigger than expected, a reflection on the excellence of Armstrong’s performance rather than any weakness shown by his main challengers. “I’m surprised that Jan was that far back,” Armstrong says after finishing “Maybe he wasn’t on a good day. ”

Not so, Ullrich says. “I decided not to take any unnecessary risks, I didn’t want my Tour to end in Liège. ” Hamilton did take a risk. He says he made a gamble in using longer cranks than usual, hoping that the extra leverage would “help me go faster on the long straightaways But in retrospect they may have cost me too much time in the turns. ” Mayo points out that he was only two seconds behind Hamilton, while Basso never expected to rival Armstrong in the prologue. And all of these challengers have said several times in the lead-up to the Tour that they were planning to start at around 90 percent of their best form, in order to be at 100 percent in the vital final week—“the week from hell,” as Armstrong has dubbed it. Yes, the organizers like dramatic endings, and this year they’ve mapped out a final week that guarantees it, with challenging mountain courses and time trials that could change the outcome of the race until the penultimate day.
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