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We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.


– T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding (the last of his Four Quartets)


‘Send a boy where he wants to go and you’ll see his best pace.’


– Nigerian proverb
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PROLOGUE


2012 Tour de France


12 July 2012


Stage 11: Albertville–La Toussuire–Les Sybelles, 148km


Team Sky’s plan was to control the race all day. Ride the opposition into the ground over the first three huge mountain passes, set a blistering pace up and over the summits and then start the peel-offs. Put the opposition on the back foot and keep them there. Hit the gas on the final climb to the ski station at La Toussuire. Then watch them scatter across the mountain in bits. Replicate the strategy that had worked so well at La Planche des Belles Filles on Stage 7. They’d stomped all over the opposition in the Vosges mountains, and Bradley Wiggins had taken the maillot jaune. The British rider was now the leader of the Tour de France. There was even the bonus that his loyal domestique, Chris Froome, had sprinted past Cadel Evans in the last 100m for a thrilling stage win. They had been in complete control. Control the controllables – one of the team’s favourite mantras. Turn the screw, keep turning the screw, and then one by one they will pop.


On this glorious, sun-drenched Thursday, it was time to do it again. Stage 11. The first proper mountaintop finish of the race, in the heart of the French Alps. Definitely a day for specialist climbers. From Albertville the peloton headed due south through the spectacular Savoie, on a 148km trek that featured two hors catégorie (meaning ‘beyond categorisation’ or so ridiculously tough it defies a rating) climbs, Cols de la Madeleine and Croix de Fer, and one Category 2, the Col du Mollard, before they arrived at the foot of the final peak, a long drag up the Category 1 ascent to La Toussuire, on a stretch of mountain road that would be transformed for the afternoon into a giant open-air sporting amphitheatre.


This is what the Sky squad had been training for. Long, arduous weeks spent at training camps. In January, in Mallorca, tackling over and over again the 26 hairpins of the fearsome Sa Calobra climb. Then, in May, at a secluded retreat in Tenerife, in the nether regions of the back of beyond. Six-hour training rides at high altitude in suffocating desert heat in the shadow of a vast extinct volcano. They were in superlative physical and mental condition. At the top of their game. Ready to rumble.


It was a day of attack and defence. Defending champion Evans, the gritty Australian, threw down the gauntlet on the slopes of the Col du Glandon, on the steepest section, 8km from the top, just before the road turns onto the Croix de Fer. Between the twin peaks, the snarling, two-headed beasts of the great Alpine passes, Evans leapt away in a pre-planned, long-range kamikaze escape bid. It was 66km from the finish, but, lying third, 1:53 adrift of the yellow jersey, he was desperate to claw back time on Wiggins. Surely he’d gone too soon? He had. Sky picked up the gauntlet and threw it back in his face. But slowly, stealthily, to heighten his suffering. No need to panic. Ride at a high, steady tempo and eventually they’d reel him in. Sky’s Michael Rogers turns up the power a notch or two and tows Wiggins, Froome, Richie Porte and anyone else who can stay on their coat-tails up the mountain. A few kilometres from the summit of the Croix de Fer, Evans is caught. He’s toiling. Finished as a threat. Job done. Soon they are cresting the top of the next mountain, the Mollard. Up and over. They hurtle down the dizzying descent, snaking at high speed down a series of tightly packed hairpins, to the village of Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne.


The view south to the Aiguilles d’Arves is breathtaking. The northern needle of its three giant peaks, the Aiguille Septentrionale, with its bizarre cat’s head, is clearly visible in the distance. As the sun burns away traces of morning fog in the Maurienne valley and scorches the top layers off the glaciers that permanently crown the French Alps, the crowd wait in their tens of thousands on the slopes of the climb to La Toussuire. The waiting is over. Here they come.


Team Sky hit the foot of the mountain – an unremittingly steep 18km climb to the out-of-season ski station. Tasmanian climber Porte begins his stint at the front, leading Wiggins and Froome up the horribly steep opening stretch. The cruel 9% gradient splinters the peloton. Sky’s relentless pace repels any attacks. Further up the road from the head of the main field are the four breakaways. Frenchman Pierre Rolland – nursing a bloodied elbow after he took a tumble on the Mollard toboggan run – Croatian Robert Kišerlovski, Belarusian Vasili Kiryienka and the Dane, Chris Anker Sørensen. None is a threat to Wiggins. Rolland is the closest, in twentieth place, over nine minutes back.


Twelve kilometres to the finish. Suddenly Vincenzo Nibali swings off the back of the thirteen-strong yellow jersey group and catapults himself, as if launched from a pair of invisible pinball flippers, up the road past Wiggins. The Italian sits fourth overall, 2:23 behind the Londoner. He is a threat. Fluidly shifting through the gears, Nibali is five, ten, fifteen, twenty metres past before they even notice he’s gone. As he dances up the climb on their blind side and appears again magically in their line of vision, Froome and Porte simultaneously turn to give Wiggins a comic-book double-take, as if to say, ‘OK, boss, what do we do now?’


Nibali’s devastating burst of acceleration has eliminated all but Wiggins, Froome, Evans, the young American Tejay van Garderen and Luxembourger Frank Schleck. The suddenly diminished group contains the first, second and third placed riders in the Tour de France: Wiggins, Evans and Froome.


No reaction to Nibali’s attack. Froome and Wiggins just keep pedalling, expressions sphinx-like. Slowly, steadily, they know they will reel Nibali in. But Porte’s goose is cooked. He peels off the front and quickly starts going backwards, like he’s pushed the reverse button on an escalator. He’d buried himself to pace Wiggins over the mountains today, mark any dangerous breaks and keep him out of trouble at the front of the peloton.


Now it’s Chris Froome’s turn to take up the baton. It’s down to him to bridge the gap to Nibali, drag Wiggins back into the race. The Italian was also racing to steal Froome’s third place overall. Only sixteen seconds separated them at the stage start in Albertville.


Froome steps up the pace. Wiggins, Evans and Schleck follow. Van Garderen has become unhitched from the back, like unwanted ballast dropped from a hot-air balloon. Froome’s head bobs and lists slightly to the right. Back hunched, long arms looped over the handlebars, shoulders swaying from side to side, elbows flailing, he’s ungainly, but highly effective. He’s steaming up the hill. Soon Nibali is nixed.


Wiggins puffs his cheeks, grimaces with the effort of holding Froome’s wheel. Nibali pauses, hovers, and then tucks back in beside the Sky pair like a knife being pulled against a magnetic strip. Froome stands up from his saddle and forces the pedals round. With his bug-eyed Oakley sunglasses and long, gangly limbs he looks like a spider. Wiggins is clamped to his back wheel; their bikes almost merge tandem-like.


Ten kilometres to the finish. Wiggins is momentarily distracted, looking the other way, and Nibali goes again. ‘The Shark’ takes flight up the road and out of sight, gone in a fluorescent flash of Liquigas green. Evans’s teammate, Van Garderen, wearing the white jersey of best young rider, rejoins the back of the elite group.


Now Froome looks like he’s toiling, drained by his exertions in pegging back Nibali’s first attack. Wiggins takes up the chase. It’s the first time all day that the man in yellow has been without another Sky rider alongside. Nibali has fifteen seconds on Wiggins. He only needs one more second to leapfrog Froome into third. But Froome isn’t here to worry about his own position. His only concern is to protect the yellow jersey of Wiggins. Keep the pace high. Ward off attacks. Keep him safe.


Froome rallies, glides to the front of the six-man train. Full gas. He dips his head and digs deep into the hurt locker. He appeared down and out. But he was just taking a breather. Now he’s back, ready to do or die for his leader.


Evans suddenly crumples over his bike. Froome is going too fast. The defending champion’s crown is slipping from his sweat-drenched brow. Van Garderen drifts back to help him. Evans looks haunted. He’s dripping with sweat. Each rotation of the pedals is agony, his legs screaming stop. Behind the yellow reflective mirror shades his eyes stare into a deep, dark abyss.


Now it’s only Wiggins, Froome and Schleck. Six excruciating uphill kilometres left to the finish. If they can just catch Nibali then their day’s work is done. Wiggins will secure his position at the top. Evans is head-butting a brick wall into oblivion. Froome could steal second place. A Sky 1-2 at the end of the day? Dreamland.


Further up the road, Pierre Rolland has shaken off his breakaway partners. Gasping for air, he ploughs a lonely furrow to the finish line. Stage victory is within his grasp. A yellow Mavic service motorbike sidles up next to him. The girl riding pillion, her name is Claire Pedrono from Brittany, holds up a chalkboard showing the Frenchman the time gaps with 5km to go. Thirty-six seconds on Sørensen and Kiryienka, 1:51 to the Nibali group with Jurgen Van Den Broeck and Thibaut Pinot and two minutes to the yellow jersey with Wiggins, Froome, Schleck.


The distinctive red car of Tour race director Christian Prudhomme tracks Wiggins and Froome. He stands tall out of the sunroof as if on safari, keeping pace with a herd of gazelles.


Nibali, the prey, is now within range. Froome’s electrifying pace up the mountain has dragged the Italian back. It’s time to cast the line, hook on to his back wheel and reel him in. Catch of the day.


Froome leads Wiggins up the climb. Then, zap, Schleck is gone, off the back, as if plucked from the mountain by Godzilla.


Now it’s 5km to go for the yellow jersey group. And Froome has dragged Wiggins back to Nibali, Van Den Broeck and Pinot. Gotcha. Once more there are five riders snaking up the climb. Nibali is back in the fold. Sky’s work is almost done. Wiggins can sit tight on Froome’s wheel, enjoy a ski-lift ride to the summit.


The five settle into a steady rhythm as they approach the hamlet of Le Corbier at 1,508m above sea level. A lull in the action. Four clicks to go. A wall of shale to the left of the chain of riders casts a giant shadow on the road. Wiggins, Froome, Nibali, Pinot, Van Den Broeck.


Whoa! Suddenly number 105, Chris Froome, makes a sharp movement left and darts round Nibali, leaving Wiggins behind. The TV commentators explode into life. ‘He’s attacking him! He’s attacking him!’ commentator Phil Liggett shrieks. ‘He’s breaking them up, but look at this, Thibaut Pinot is straight on his wheel.’


What’s going on? Has Froome gone rogue? Evans has long since cracked. He’s out of the game. Nibali is in lock-up. So why is Froome attacking his own teammate?


Froome stretches his neck forward, craning into the climb like an emu on the run, as the road rises again, sweeping up and round a left-hand bend into the blinding sunshine. He accelerates through a colourful gauntlet of fans, cheering, clapping, screaming. A man in a leopardskin caveman outfit and curly blond wig parps wildly on a green vuvuzela. Another, shirtless, barefoot, arms flapping like a demented pigeon, fist pumping, shouting, sprints alongside Froome. The Sky rider motors on, unperturbed. The road straightens, ramps up. Now.


What’s going on? What the hell is Froome playing at?


Co-commentator Paul Sherwen’s voice rises to the strangulated pitch of an incredulous choirboy. ‘I think he may well have been given the nod by Wiggins  …  but Bradley Wiggins has been left behind by Nibali!’


The TV images switch to an aerial shot of Wiggins, his yellow jersey flashing through gaps in the trees. He flickers in and out of view amid the foliage. Close your eyes and a yellow splodge appears, burned into the retina, like blinking at the sun. A lone fan chases Wiggins up the vicious incline filming his backside with a mobile phone. Capturing his strange humiliation. Alone, abandoned by his domestique. The leader of the Tour de France, dropped by his own teammate.


Liggett kicks in. ‘Well this is  …  now  …  does Froome know what he’s doing with that acceleration because he’s got Bradley Wiggins on the defensive!’


Froome is speaking into the radio pinned to the left breast of his black jersey. Has he just received a massive telling off from the men in the Sky car? What was that acceleration all about? An attack, surely? A brazen, deliberate, anti-protocol attack. The time-honoured code is: defend the yellow jersey at all costs. Control the controllables. But what happens when your own teammate slips the leash?


Froome comes back into shot. With his right hand he reaches across his chest and fiddles with his radio, steering with his left hand. He pedals comfortably ahead of Pinot, but he’s dropped his pace. He speaks into the mic. Two seconds  …  no more. One beat, two, then he swivels and looks over his shoulder back down the road. Where’s Wiggins? Shiiiiit!


Sherwen explains: ‘He’s just got the word from team management – You’ve put your team leader in to a spot of bother here! Just sit up and wait for him.’


Froome looks down, breathes out, sits up slightly and drifts to the middle of the road. He twists his head round again to look for Wiggins. Pinot remains behind, mouth agape, at his limit. It is no sweat for Froome, relaxed, to stay ahead of the Frenchman.


A helicopter shot catches Wiggins, still alone on the road.


Froome, seemingly with all the time in the world, as if he might back-pedal, stop, go for a quick nap and then grab an ice cream, waits for Wiggins. Finally Pinot struggles past him. At last Wiggins comes back up to Froome. Van Den Broeck and Nibali are there too. The elite strongmen of the Tour de France. Pinot heads off alone.


The Wiggins yellow jersey group now has a minute on the incumbent champion Evans. The Australian will plummet down the standings. It will be a Wiggins–Froome, Sky 1-2. And Nibali will go above Evans into third.


Further up the climb Pierre Rolland, battered and bloodied, is clearly still in pain, the suffering etched on his face, but he doesn’t wilt. He knows he’s homing in on the stage win. He passes under the flamme rouge: 1km from the finish line, from victory.


Not too far behind him, just over a minute, Froome ups the pace again, out of the saddle. Wiggins follows, Nibali and Van Den Broeck on his wheel close behind. They sweep up Pinot, Sørensen, Kiryienka.


One and a half kilometres to go. Froome, a one-man broom wagon, is sweeping up everyone ahead of him on the road bar Rolland. He speaks into the radio mic again. Cups his ear to hear the reply above the delirious racket of the crowd. Is he asking to go on the attack? He listens then replies, glances back at Wiggins.


The roadside gallery thickens. A United Nations of flags. The asphalt is covered in graffiti. The names of riders. Local hero Pinot’s name is prominent. Excitable fans step out onto the road to take snaps of their heroes passing. Race motorbikes glide past on either side. It’s a miracle no one gets hit. A man in a shark outfit stumbles backwards and almost disappears over the edge of the mountain. A fan of Nibali, perhaps?


Rolland turns into the final bend to the finish line. An ecstatic gallery of fans line the road, rattling the barriers, cheering and clapping. After nearly five hours in the saddle the 25-year-old from the Loiret takes a richly deserved stage win.


And then the yellow jersey group arrives. Round the corner and into the final 50m. Head down, Froome sprints full pelt for the line ahead of Pinot. But Pinot sneaks past for a French 1-2. Froome takes third, Van Den Broeck fourth. Across the line Froome immediately looks back, with a whip of the head, to make sure that Wiggins is with them. It’s like a nervous twitch. The man in the yellow jersey crosses the line fifth, alongside Nibali.


Sherwen: ‘Pinot looks to be a great star for the future but so too is Chris Froome – are we looking at a future Tour de France winner with this young man as well?’


Two British teammates now occupy first and second place at the Tour de France. Bradley Wiggins has taken a giant step towards becoming the first British rider to win the famous race. On the podium he is instantly recognisable. Clad in bright yellow, the famous maillot jaune, he’s the leader of the Tour de France. Wiggo. The Mod. Whip-thin, with a beaky nose, and large sideburns framing his face like a pair of burnt ochre doormats. Everyone knows who he is.


But who is Chris Froome?









CHAPTER 1


Kijana in Kenya


‘Most of the time we looked on Chris Froome as a joker,’ David Kinjah says. Static crackles down the telephone line from Kenya. The sound of rain beating a steady rhythm on a metal roof merges with a muffled hubbub of children’s voices. ‘At the beginning we didn’t even think he’d be a serious cyclist, this footloose young boy who just wanted to come and enjoy some village life.’


A sudden thunderstorm has forced Kinjah to cut short a training ride with his Safari Simbaz cycling club and seek shelter within the cluster of corrugated-iron-clad buildings that is the club’s headquarters in Mai-a-Ihii, a tiny village within the Kikuyu township, 20km north-west of Nairobi.


Inside the warren of rooms is an Aladdin’s cave of cycling paraphernalia, bikes and spare parts. Myriad trophies and medals take pride of place in the workshops and living quarters, testimony to Kinjah’s status as Kenya’s most decorated cyclist. He captained his country at two Commonwealth Games and a host of international competitions. He even rode a season in Italy with the Index Alexia team, the former home of 2002 Giro d’Italia champion Paolo Savoldelli, earning the nickname ‘Leone Nero’, Black Lion.


The affable, dreadlocked 41-year-old is a legendary figure in the Kenyan cycling world. Now in semi-retirement, he is a one-man NGO, founder of the charitable cycling club, the Safari Simbaz Trust, dedicated to finding and developing cycling talent among underprivileged children in the communities in and around Nairobi. He is a coach and mentor to a motley crew of disadvantaged young riders, school dropouts and unemployed teenagers. All come from impoverished backgrounds, broken homes; some are orphans.


‘These guys come from very poor families,’ Kinjah says. ‘Like any young child they love bicycles, so when you buy them their own you send them to heaven. When I go riding with them around the villages you really get to know how poor they are and how difficult life is for them. You just want to help them and let them have fun.’


In return for bed and board at Kinjah’s base and opportunities to go for training rides with the great man they help to repair and clean the bikes. It nurtures an interest in cycling, Kinjah says, gives them useful skills and hopefully keeps them away from crime. In the red-dirt space outside the club grounds, Kinjah patiently teaches an eager, ragtag bunch of new recruits of all ages and sizes how to stay upright on two wheels and leads them on laps of the quadrant. Those with the raw ability to progress in the sport are singled out and coached more seriously by Kinjah. His ultimate dream is to start a cycling academy to nurture young Kenyan talent.


‘I want to develop young boys and girls through cycling to enable them to have a sustainable future for themselves, either by being professional cyclists, mechanics or professional sport events managers,’ says Kinjah. ‘One of our dreams is to have the first professional cycling team in Kenya.’


For over a decade he has used his wages earned as a bike mechanic, winnings from races and any sponsorship deals he can attract for the Simbaz cause. When it’s not raining – which is most days in February, in the dry, hot high season – Kinjah takes his young charges on training rides on their mountain bikes along the dusty roads of the Great Rift Valley.


*


Fifteen years ago a chance meeting at a cycling fundraiser saw him take on the role of mentor to another budding young cyclist, but one from a distinctly different background to those usually involved with the club.


‘He was the fastest junior we ever had,’ Kinjah tells me emphatically. ‘But because he was mzungu nobody talked about him very much. It is a black country.’ Mzungu means ‘aimless wanderer’ in Swahili, in essence a catch-all term for someone of foreign, usually western, therefore white descent. This particular mzungu was a thirteen-year-old boy called Christopher Froome.


‘Cycling is traditionally for whites, not something for Kenyans. It would be easier to talk about running rather than cycling,’ Kinjah says. The first image that springs to mind when thinking of Kenyan athletes is ebony-skinned, gazelle-like runners loping to another effortless gold medal at the Olympics or victory at a major marathon. Kenyans are indisputably the greatest long-distance runners on the planet. Of the top twenty fastest marathons ever run anywhere in the world, seventeen have been run by Kenyans. But cycling has no such pedigree in the country.


‘I first met Chris in late 1998,’ Kinjah recalls. Back then, the 26-year-old David Kinjah was Kenya’s top professional cyclist. He was fresh off a plane from Kuala Lumpur and the 1998 Commonwealth Games where he’d finished a creditable 21st in the individual time trial (ITT), when a woman from Nairobi showed up in the Kikuyu township at one of the charity fun rides he regularly organised. Jane Froome introduced Kinjah to Chris, her reserved, button-nosed teenage son. She had heard that Kinjah coached local youths. Chris had boundless energy and was fond of tearing about on his black BMX bike, a present from one of his older brothers. ‘She said to me, “My son loves bicycles, the school is closed for the holidays, and I don’t know what to do with him! Do you think you could take him out riding?”’


Chris regularly cycled to school from their home in the leafy environs of Karen, an affluent suburb of Nairobi inhabited mainly by the descendants of white settlers and expats and named after the celebrated author Karen Blixen. It was a 20km round trip to the Banda School, situated on the north-western hemline of Nairobi National Park, a vast nature reserve teeming with a rich variety of wildlife. Known as ‘Kifaru Park’, it is a famous rhinoceros sanctuary (kifaru is Swahili for rhinoceros) and home to an abundance of wild animals such as lions and elephants, antelope and zebra, buffaloes and wildebeest who roam free, unperturbed by their close proximity to the city’s bustling centre.


It was the Banda’s very own wildlife playground, and science-class field trips had an added frisson. ‘There are no fences in the national parks,’ Froome recalled years later. ‘Yes, you’re riding with animals. It’s common to cycle past elephants and lions. It’s just normal there.’


His mother worked as a freelance physiotherapist and drove around the Nairobi area treating clients in their homes. It was inconvenient to drag her fidgety son along with her to house calls, so she asked Kinjah if he could keep Chris occupied on the weekends and long summer days, and teach him bike maintenance so he could fix the flat tyres he picked up riding on the potholed roads to and from school.


Kinjah says she was separated from her husband Clive, who had since moved to South Africa, and finding it difficult to juggle work commitments with looking after her hyperactive teenager.


Froome’s maternal grandparents were latter-day colonialists, leaving England for the coffee plantations of Nairobi in the early decades of the twentieth century. The completion of the Uganda Railway Line in 1901 – running from Mombasa on the east coast of Kenya to the port city of Kisumu, on the shores of Lake Victoria – had enabled the British colonial administration to relocate from Kenya’s coastal areas to the previously inaccessible interior – home to warrior tribes such as the Maasai – and the more temperate climate around Nairobi. By 1912 settlers had established themselves in the highlands and set up mixed agricultural farms, turning a profit in the colony for the first time. These first outposts, Naivasha and the Ngong Hills, including the suburb of nearby Karen, remain predominantly white-settled areas today.


The beginning of the end of Britain’s colonial reign came in 1952 when a secret Kikuyu-dominated guerilla group, known as Mau Mau, began a violent four-year campaign against white settlers to drive them from their farms and reclaim the land the British had appropriated from Kikuyu communities during the building of the Uganda Railway. Rebel leader Dedan Kimathi was captured in October 1956 and hanged in Kamiti prison in February 1957, signalling defeat for the Mau Mau. In 1960 the state of emergency declared by the British in 1952 finally ended. The conflict had left tens of thousands of casualties, and the British government announced its plan to prepare Kenya for majority African rule. Kenya at last became independent on 12 December 1963. It had been a long time coming.


Froome’s mother, Jane, was born in Kenya in 1956, the year the Mau Mau uprising was quelled, while his father, Clive, was born and grew up in England before moving to the eastern Africa country and subsequently working in the travel industry, running safaris. Froome’s paternal grandparents still live in the small town of Tetbury, near Cirencester in Gloucestershire.


Christopher Clive Froome was born in Nairobi on 20 May 1985. His two older brothers – London-based Jonathan and Jeremy, who lives in Kenya – are both accountants. ‘The right way to describe me,’ Froome told Cycle Sport in 2008, ‘is as a Kenyan-born Brit.’


More recently he has said, ‘I’m not sure if you can call me African any more. Even though I’ve never lived in Britain, I feel British. I’m not Kenyan – I can’t be, I’m white. My parents are British and I have British ancestry.’


In the morning Jane would drop her eager son off at Kinjah’s place in Mai-a-Ihii and pick him up as dusk fell over the Ngong Hills on the distant horizon. Young Froome soon graduated from his BMX to a mountain bike, and quickly integrated with the small group of riders who would divide the day between tinkering with their bikes and heading off into the wilds of the Great Rift Valley. In the beginning his mother was a little nervous about leaving him alone, the only white face in the village, and this back in the days when there were no mobile phones to keep in touch.


But she relaxed, Kinjah says, when she returned at the end of the day to find Chris smiling and saying, ‘I’m very happy. I like it here.’


‘Cycling was my freedom from a young age,’ said Froome. ‘It was my way to see friends or go exploring.’ Or even to use as a portable market stall. Froome confessed that as an eight-year-old budding entrepreneur he used to sell avocados off the back of his bike for pocket money.


His skin colour inevitably set him apart. ‘We’re all Africans here,’ Kinjah explains, ‘but having a mzungu in the village was slightly crazy.’ But once Jane got to know and trust Kinjah she soon felt reassured that the village was a safe place for Chris. ‘She understood that any place could be dangerous or safe, and it wasn’t really a criminal village. She felt confident to leave him there not just overnight, but for days.’


Froome picked up a smattering of Swahili and made friends with other children in the village, something that helped put his mum even more at ease. Kinjah would collect sweet potatoes and vegetables from the shamba (small farm plots) dotted around the village, and Chris quickly embraced the local cuisine.


He even earned himself a few Swahili nicknames. One name in particular stuck – murungaru – a word from the mother tongue of Kinjah’s tribe, the Kikuyu, used to tease the increasingly gangly teenager about his height. ‘He was aware we had nicknames for him but never quite knew their exact translation,’ says Kinjah with a chuckle. As he grew taller Froome would hunch down over his too-small bike and ride off, elbows flailing about (an ungainly riding style he has retained to this day), and Kinjah and his friends would laugh: ‘Look, murungaru is starting to fly!’ ‘What is it?!’ the teenager would turn and say, then laugh along in blissful ignorance.


However, Jane was inevitably concerned about her callow son pedalling blithely through hostile areas, certain townships and villages that were unaccustomed to white faces. Tensions were high in Nairobi in late 1998 when the Froomes first went to Kikuyu to meet David Kinjah. On 7 August Islamist extremists bombed the US embassies in the Kenyan capital and Dar es Salaam in Tanzania, killing 223 people and injuring thousands. The attacks, by al-Qaeda operatives, brought Osama bin Laden to international attention for the first time and only served to exacerbate an already edgy atmosphere in the country at large, but particularly Nairobi. The effect on the Kenyan economy was devastating, and it would take years to rebuild the shattered tourism industry.


On occasion, naturally mindful of Chris’s safety, his mother would follow Kinjah’s cyclists in her car, dishing out food and water along the way, like an ad hoc support car in a bike race. Kinjah recalls one time they were going camping in Kajiado, a predominantly Maasai town, 80km south of Nairobi. Africa’s highest peak, Mount Kilimanjaro, provided a stunning backdrop for their journey south, its vast bulk brooding in the distance; three dormant volcanic cones shrouded in white cloud.


‘Sometimes the mother would say to me, “Kinjah, remember he’s only kijana (a young boy), don’t push him too hard. I think it’s getting to be too much for him.” And I’d say to her, “Your son doesn’t want to stop. This kijana is very determined.”’


It was a long way to Kajiado, and the A104 highway, which led into neighbouring Tanzania, was dangerous. The road was rutted, and local drivers were prone to unpredictable manoeuvres. But young Chris showed little fear, even when riding among the older riders, and his stubborn determination not to buckle, to match the others, was soon apparent to Kinjah.


Even at such a tender age it was clear Froome had an ability to suffer on the bike. And he was confident, fearless. He wanted to do everything the others did, including tough hill climbs and kamikaze runs down the other side. In fact, he was often the first to hurtle down the most hair-raising descents.


‘He was cautious, yes, but he wasn’t afraid of what we were doing. He learned to be one of us,’ Kinjah says. ‘At first he didn’t know that we were so serious about cycling. He really struggled to keep up with us, but then when he saw how hard we trained, he adapted to that.’


On the road to Kajiado, after about 60km riding in searing heat, Kinjah told Chris to stop cycling and ride in his mother’s car. But he stubbornly refused and rode really slowly until the group were dots on the horizon. At a snail’s pace he followed them all the way to Kajiado. ‘He did this lots of times,’ Kinjah laughs down the phone.


Despite his doggedness, the mzungu was still a bit of a joke to Kinjah and his crew. This Chris guy was fun to hang out with, Kinjah says. They were happy to take him under their wing and help out his mother, but he was just a kid. No one took him seriously, and initial impressions didn’t suggest they had stumbled across a prodigious cycling talent.


*


Froome turned fourteen on 20 May 1999 and reached the end of his senior year at the Banda School. It was time to move on to secondary school. His Kenyan idyll was about to be rudely interrupted as he was whisked away to boarding school in South Africa. But it wasn’t the end of his friendship with Kinjah. Their adventures together were only just beginning.









CHAPTER 2


Eton of the Highveld


Arriving as a boarder from Kenya, Chris Froome spent eighteen months at St Andrew’s Junior School in Bloemfontein, capital of the Free State Province and known as the ‘city of roses’. It was a culture shock for the boy from the Kenyan bush. Bloemfontein was at the heart of a staunchly Afrikaans province, and Froome barely knew a word of the native language.


From Bloemfontein he went north to the Highveld, the vast, inland high-altitude South African plateau, and to the city of Johannesburg. His father lived in the city, in the gentrified suburb of Parkhurst. Clive Froome’s work demanded that he travel widely, so Chris was sent to a local boarding school in the autumn of 2000. But not just any old boarding school. St John’s College is one of South Africa’s most exclusive independent schools. Founded in 1898 by Reverend John Darragh, rector of the city’s St Mary’s Anglican Church, it has one of the best academic records of any school in the country with hefty annual fees for boarders.


Froome was required to sit an entrance test, which proved little trouble for the academically bright youngster, before being thrust into the ultra-privileged world inhabited by the children of Johannesburg’s moneyed elite. The buildings and grounds of St John’s resemble a five-star country club more than a school. There is a traditional College system, with five boarding houses: Nash, Hill, Hodgson, Runge and Clayton. From the tin huts of Kinjah’s Kikuyu township to the lush green gardens and rar-efied cloisters of St John’s  …  it was light years away from his unconfined upbringing in Kenya.


‘When the school started, it was very much modelled on traditional English public schools like Eton,’ says Allan Laing, who was the housemaster of Nash, Froome’s College house during his time at St John’s. Since 1907 the school has occupied the site of what was once a country school, in the up-market suburb of Houghton Estate – whose most famous resident is Nelson Mandela. Houghton, on the north-eastern outskirts of Johannesburg, has long since been absorbed into South Africa’s largest city. Old traditions still linger at St John’s, including an elaborate war cry performed at the weekly rugby matches.[1]


Although Froome possesses the clipped accent and polished manners of a typical public schoolboy, the experience hardened him. ‘A boarding school like that makes you grow up earlier and learn how to do things on your own a bit more,’ Froome has said. St John’s tightly organised routine and strict discipline further instilled in him an independent spirit, already apparent as a boy growing up in Kenya and born of being left alone, a mzungu, in an all-black village; a child who needed to blend in, to become one of Kinjah’s family.


*


Only five years prior to Froome’s arrival in South Africa, the country was still ruled by a white minority, the Afrikaner National Party, which came to power in 1948 and enforced a policy of apartheid (from Afrikaans, literally ‘separateness’), a system of segregation (and discrimination) on grounds of race. Black and white communities were forced to live in separate areas. Laws were passed forbidding marriage and sex between the races. Further legislation introduced racial segregation on buses and in schools and hospitals. The apartheid government forced the resettlement of three million people to black ‘homelands’ during the 1970s. The draconian pass laws, whereby Africans were forbidden to live or work in towns without the correct documents, condemned much of the black population to exist in impoverished rural townships.


Despite rioting and terrorism at home and repudiation by the rest of the world, from the 1960s onwards the white regime maintained the apartheid system with only minor concessions until February 1991. South Africa finally emerged from international isolation in 1994 at the end of the apartheid era. But the cost of division and years of conflict would reverberate for years to come, not least in terms of lawlessness, social disruption and lost education for nearly two generations of young blacks. The wounds of apartheid were still raw in 2000 when Froome took up a place at St John’s College, an institution of the former ruling white elite.


Plunged into the unfamiliar environs of St John’s he found himself an outsider once again. This time, strangely, he was a white interloper in a predominantly white environment. His foreign status, as Kenyan, and his predilection for cycling, deemed an alternative sport (cricket and rugby were the traditional mainstays at St John’s) set him apart.


‘In Kenya I was in a mixed-race school all the way,’ Froome said. ‘It’s not like South Africa. It’s a lot more relaxed.’ Laing tells me: ‘You could definitely see that Chris was a Kenyan boy. He was an outdoorsy type of lad – he enjoyed being out in the fresh air. Cycling allowed him to escape the confines of being in a boarding school.’


Froome’s passion for cycling would neither endear him to the school’s traditional sporting fraternity nor gain him a prestigious scroll, or half-colours, which were woven into the blazer to signify sporting achievement. Indeed, at that time cycling was not even recognised as an official school sport. It was just something Froome pursued for his own enjoyment, in his spare time, and was tolerated by the school. ‘He was clearly serious about it, so we made a few allowances and let him get on with it,’ Laing says.


St John’s most famous sporting old boy was Clive Rice, the former South African cricketer, whose career coincided with South Africa’s sporting isolation. Cricket was not for Froome, so he was never likely to follow in Rice’s footsteps, but despite his slight build he participated in the school’s second main sport, rugby, playing flanker for one of the school’s lower teams until Grade 11. ‘I was getting crunched,’ Froome recalls. ‘But I enjoyed it, loved it actually.’


His pleasure, Laing says, was tempered by the fact that ‘he didn’t show any real talent in the traditional sports like rugby and cricket that the school prides itself on. He was as he is now – thin and wiry but very athletic.’


*


The younger sibling of two older brothers, Froome had learned from an early age to fend for himself, make his own fun, and latterly was driven by a desire not to follow in their accountancy footsteps. (‘I think a fear of falling into that world made me pedal faster!’ Froome joked.) Then running wild in the great Kenyan outdoors, finding a kindred spirit in David Kinjah, he had been the only white face in a small Nairobi township. From there he became an English-speaking Kenyan at an Afrikaans school, then a bike-mad Kenyan, consumed by the great outdoors, holed up at a posh boarding school where a love of cricket and rugger was nigh on compulsory. He was a boarder, forced to sleep away from home and obey a strict code of conduct. It is little wonder Froome developed such a strong sense of independence, which runs through him still like the copper core of an electric cable.


These rich, diverse experiences would, whether he was conscious of it or not, leave an indelible mark on the young Froome and stand him in good stead for the challenges that lay ahead in his life, on and off the bike. Years later he said, ‘I like to fight alone,’ referring to his fondness for the solitary effort of time trialling and for the pleasure of riding in the mountains – the two disciplines in which he would go on to excel.


But, Froome, the free-spirited maverick, was also, as Laing asserts, a happy boy at school. He made friends easily and enjoyed the social side of mixing with the other boys in Nash. Popular with a number of close friends at the school, in sixth form he was made House Prefect.


*


A growing appetite for cycling could only be properly sated when term-time at St John’s came to an end and he travelled back to Kenya to stay with his mother in Nairobi, a school-holiday habit he’d established during his time at Bloemfontein.


As David Kinjah recalls: ‘Sometimes Chris would be gone for five months in South Africa, and then the schools would close, and all of a sudden he would appear and say, “Kinjah, I’m back.” And then he would say, “Can I come tomorrow? Do you have a place for me to stay? Can I bring some food?”’


‘I used to go up and stay at Kinjah’s house in the village in Kikuyu for weeks every time I came back for the holidays,’ Froome said. ‘It was basic living, but I had the time of my life just training with them, heading up into the forests on our mountain bikes. That’s where I got the love for cycling. Four or five of us would go down to the Great Rift Valley. I loved it but I suffered on those rides.’


As Kinjah’s protégé grew stronger, at fifteen, then sixteen years old, the group would venture further, beyond the villages and open roads around Kikuyu, and up into the verdant Ngong Hills, made famous by Karen Blixen. The Danish baroness had arrived in Kenya in 1914 to manage a coffee plantation and wrote about the intense colours and ravishing landscapes – ‘dry and burnt, like the colours in pottery’ – in her 1937 memoir Out of Africa.


The word Ngong is a Maasai word meaning ‘knuckles’, a succinct description of the four noble peaks crowning the long ridge that rises from the plain around Nairobi and stretches from north to south, the hills falling vertically to the west, deep into the burning desert of the Great Rift Valley. The friends would ride up into these hills, through expat enclaves. In the early colonial days, many white settlers, like Blixen, established perfect reproductions of English farmhouses in the green and fertile hills, where the grass was spiced with the scent of thyme and bog myrtle.


According to Blixen, the ‘chief feature of the landscape’ in the Ngong Hills is the immense vastness of the canopy of the big sky overhead. ‘Looking back on a sojourn in the African highlands you are struck by your feeling of having lived for a time up in the air. In the highlands you woke up in the morning and thought: Here I am, where I ought to be.’


The steep climbs and stunning vista of the Ngong Hills – rising to a peak of over 2,460m above sea level – suited Froome’s early penchant for going uphill on his bike. The fresh-faced teenager lapped it up, breathing easily in the thin mountain air. ‘I was born at altitude near Nairobi and have always enjoyed riding at altitude,’ Froome said. Here he was, where he ought to be, at home.


‘When we went out to do the hill climbs he wanted to do it all, to keep up with us,’ Kinjah says. ‘He wasn’t scared. He was a very carefree, upbeat and fearless guy.’ The teenage Froome’s intrepid nature had clearly impressed him.


Local residents in the Ngong Hills area still reported seeing lions there during the 1990s, and confrontations with wild animals were a common theme of Froome and Kinjah’s training jaunts into the untamed bush. An oft-repeated anecdote from Froome’s childhood revolves around a fishing expedition to the Maasai Mara National Reserve. ‘Every kid who has grown up in Kenya has had mock-charges from elephants or rhinos,’ he said. ‘The closest I ever came was being chased by a hippo. I was fishing on the Mara river, so I was probably asking for trouble, but a hippo did come out and chase me.


‘Hippos really do move, but I dropped everything and ran up an embankment and held on to roots. I had to wait for a couple of hours. To me it’s just a funny story; to most people in Europe, it’s something completely foreign.


‘Growing up in Kenya was just  …  freedom. You learn so much about life so early – above all, you learn about independence. It is changing, but back then you could do what you wanted and discover life for yourself.’


By now Jane Froome had established herself as a physiotherapist at Karen Surgery on the Ngong Road and, in her son’s absence, she had become one of Safari Simbaz’s biggest supporters and a friend of Kinjah’s. During time off from her duties at the surgery, Jane would make impromptu visits to Mai-a-Ihii laden down with baskets of food. ‘She would talk to her friends and say, “You should come and visit Kinjah and see what he’s done for my son and these other boys from the village,”’ Kinjah says. ‘She would collect donations for us and ask people to give food. She was very generous.’


Home on holiday from St John’s, Chris and his mum would show up in Mai-a-Ihii with a picnic, and Froome, Kinjah and the others would head off on a camping trip on their mountain bikes, Jane sometimes following behind in the car. ‘We rode on the highway a lot of times, which was a bit scary for his mum,’ Kinjah says, referring to the fact that Kenya has one of the worst road safety records in the world – the country’s motorists have a proclivity for improper overtaking manoeuvres, speeding and drunken driving. ‘But Chris was one very confident young man.’


Kinjah has fond memories of their long bike rides south on the C58 highway through the Great Rift Valley’s dramatic landscape to Lake Magadi, past ribbons of steaming and bubbling soda lakes. En route they would ride past giraffes striding elegantly across lacustrine plains and black rhinos snuffling by the lakeshore, lions lolling under trees, and zebras and ostriches roaming freely by the roadside.


The frisky Froome, says Kinjah with a laugh, ‘really tried to drop me on every hill, but he couldn’t’. And then their final destination, Lake Magadi, the most southerly of the valley’s soda lakes, would appear shimmering in the distance. In the dry season it is almost entirely covered with a thick encrustation of soda, and the shoreline is fringed with massed pink colonies of flamingos, lending it a bizarre, candy-flecked, lost-planet appearance.


Over the years, as soon as the school holidays rolled around again, the pair would head north, up into the Central Highlands, the fertile, misty, red-dirt spiritual heartland of Kenya’s biggest tribe, the Kikuyu, to visit Kinjah’s parents in the tiny village of Kimbururu. Sometimes they’d camp overnight, and explore the surrounding hills on their bikes. Chris was usually the first to launch off on some daredevil prank on the cheap mountain bike he’d acquired in South Africa. ‘Some of the hills we never dared to ride,’ Kinjah says, ‘but he would be the first to head off down them, often crashing into streams and then picking himself up laughing!’


On the journey back to Kikuyu, Kinjah would challenge Froome to ride as fast as possible to make it back to the village before dark. ‘It was tough terrain, very hilly countryside and not easy for a young boy, but Chris always said, “OK, let’s go!”’ And they’d race each other home in the encroaching darkness, plummeting downhill toward Nairobi’s cityscape and the vast expanse of the national park beyond.


‘We had a great time riding together,’ Kinjah says. ‘But we still looked on Chris in a jokey way. He was fun to be with and we didn’t think that one day he’d be ruling the world in the Tour de France!’


*


During term-time at St John’s, when the familiar thwack of leather on a willow bat could be heard drifting across the playing fields and echoing through the cloisters, or when rugby practice was in full flow, Froome could be found otherwise engaged in his dormitory room, hammering away astride his racing bike mounted on a turbo trainer. If he wasn’t studying – he had a particular aptitude for mathematics and Laing says he was ‘a good, quiet student, bright and very diligent and never got into any trouble’ – there he would be.


‘I can remember he had one of those indoor trainers that he put in his dorm room and he would sit on this thing and cycle for hours on end,’ Laing recalls. Froome would cycle hundreds of kilometres without leaving the room, a mark, Laing says, of his passion and dedication to his chosen sport.


At the relatively late age of seventeen he had become smitten with road racing – ‘on bikes with thin tyres that went so fast,’ he said – when one of his older brothers gave him his old road bike, which Froome recalled ‘had a steel frame and friction shifters [gear control levers] on the down tube  …  I hadn’t really been on a road bike until then, so it was a whole new thing for me.’


Around the same time, he had his first initiation into the remote, exotic world of the Tour de France. ‘The first Tour I watched [2002] I saw the battle between [Lance] Armstrong and [Ivan] Basso in the mountains,’ Froome said. ‘It was on TV in the boarding house at St John’s. I was seventeen and I was transfixed by it. I was in awe of the ambience of the crowd and the mountains. I had that “Wow, I’d love to do that one day” feeling. That was the pipe dream, but I never really, until recently, thought it’d come true.’ Armstrong went on to win his fourth straight Tour.[2] The 24-year-old Basso rode himself into eleventh place overall in his second appearance in the race and claimed the white jersey for best young rider. Mesmerised by the young Italian’s performance in the mountain stages through the Alps and Pyrenees, he became an instant idol of Froome’s until years later; he gave up on cyclists as heroes after Basso was confirmed as another doping cheat when he was implicated in the 2006 scandal of Operación Puerto.[3]


In his final years at St John’s, Froome would ditch the indoor rollers and head off in the late afternoon on long-distance solo rides, returning ‘as the sun was setting and it was almost dark,’ Laing recalls. ‘We’d start worrying about him, wondering if he was OK!’


On Friday afternoons Froome would often ride home on his bike to spend the weekend with his father. ‘I used to ride home on the highway,’ he told Cycle Sport in 2009. ‘It was the quickest way, sitting there, tailgating the rush-hour traffic in the outside lane at 50km per hour.’


One particular Friday, a traffic cop pulled alongside him, furiously flagging at him to pull over to the side of the road. ‘He was pretty angry. He was saying, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I told him it was quicker and safer to take the highway. I could keep up and wouldn’t get mugged. He didn’t buy it.’


*


David Kinjah started coaching Froome remotely, from his Kikuyu nerve centre. Froome would ask Kinjah questions via email, and his older friend and mentor would draw up a two-week or three-week training programme and advise him on what to eat. ‘I emphasised the value of spinning on easy gears,’ says Kinjah. ‘I told him not to copy the other guys on big gearing because he needed to develop his leg speed, cadency and oscillation. I wanted him to work on getting a good riding rhythm.’ Since Kinjah didn’t have regular, easy access to the Internet, Froome, impatient for answers, brim-full of his own ideas, would call his mother and tell her to ‘go and tell Kinjah to check his email’.


‘It was basic coaching,’ Kinjah says, ‘and straightforward nutritional advice.’ But when the pair went riding together in Kenya during Froome’s school breaks it was for fun. Kinjah’s logic was simple: ‘I would never coach him like a Tour de France rider – just as long as he was fast and he could keep up with us, then he would be able to win a few races in South Africa.’


The man from Kikuyu is too modest to play on the profound influence he had on Chris Froome’s career. He doesn’t need to brag about it: Froome has done that for him, peppering virtually every interview with glowing references to his ‘big mentor’. ‘Kinjah is the one who first encouraged me to go and race,’ Froome has stated frequently. ‘He sparked my passion for cycling.’


‘He was a big role model for me,’ he made a point of telling the Guardian’s Donald McRae in January 2013. ‘At the time he was the captain of the Kenyan cycling team. He had dreadlocks and he was incredibly welcoming and said to me, as a teenager, “Come and ride with us.” I jumped at the opportunity to go training with the Kenyan national team.’


‘It wasn’t easy for him to be a cyclist in Kenya, especially in the villages,’ Kinjah says. ‘It was more of a survival stance with bicycles, and then he had to adopt a lifestyle. He got an advantage to have his head set right in the beginning; that it’s not about the bike, it’s about the rider. In South Africa he wasn’t afraid of facing better bikes or better riders. He was himself and he still is a unique cyclist. He’s not a copy of anyone.’


‘Kinjah helped me to see you didn’t need the best bike or perfect conditions,’ Froome said. ‘You can just get on a bike and go – no matter where you are.’


*


In 2003 Froome left St John’s College and took up a place at the University of Johannesburg to study a BCom Degree in economics. While still at boarding school he had started cycling in a local Club Academy, named Super C, run by a local parent with a keen interest in cycling. It was an environment for young people of all abilities to ride their bikes together. They were ferried to cycling events in the Johannesburg area, and Froome competed in junior races with varying degrees of success. On Saturday mornings they hooked up with other bigger clubs, with older riders, to go on weekend club runs. Soon his university studies took a back seat to the central leitmotif of his life. ‘Road cycling was very popular in South Africa, and I had the opportunity to race almost every weekend if I wanted to, so I just drew on that,’ Froome said.


Froome was deeply serious about this cycling business, as Allan Laing had discerned. He possessed a burning desire to succeed, an ambition fostered during his untethered trips back to Kenya, out on long rides with Kinjah and his Kikuyu boys. Not long before he left the College, Laing recalls Froome saying quite plainly, ‘One day I’m going to do really well at cycling.’























1. St John’s has become known for its war cry, accompanied by intricate drum lines, chants and movements, in which the letters SJC or the words of the school motto (Lux Vita Caritas/Light, Life, Love) are spelled out in a sort of semaphore by the raising and lowering of school blazers to reveal the white shirt underneath.



2. Struck from the record books in October 2012 owing to Lance Armstrong’s use of banned substances.



3. The code name of a Spanish police operation against the doping network of Doctor Eufemiano Fuentes, involving several of the world’s most famous cyclists.









CHAPTER 3


A Tale of Two Time Trials


In his second year at the University of Johannesburg, some time in January 2005 – the tail-end of South Africa’s summer – Froome was hanging out in Cycle Lab, a bike shop in the suburb of Fourways, not too far from his home in Parkhurst. The flagship branch of the national chain is located close to one of the best training runs in Johannesburg, making it a popular gathering point for the city’s cycling community.


At the time, the nineteen-year-old student was still taking part in Saturday-morning fun rides with the Super C Club Academy and competing in various junior races. However, due to the nature of the events – short distances over flat courses, ending in mass sprint finishes – Froome often finished in the middle of the pack, struggling to stay in touch with the front of the race. As a junior rider he was anonymous. Subsequently none of the local professional teams had talent-spotted him to take the step up to Under-23 level. But he’d outgrown Super C. It was a small-scale operation, run by benevolent parents. Fun for a few years, but Froome harboured far greater ambitions than to just coast along on weekend jaunts into the countryside.


Andrew McLean, a former competitive cyclist on the Johannesburg circuit, is co-founder of the Cycle Lab chain and manager of the Fourways branch. Cycle Lab already had a national cycling club, with around 6,500 members across the country. When McLean decided to launch an academy in Johannesburg using Fourways as the base, he enlisted a local coach, Robbie Nilsen, and merged the new Cycle Lab venture with the latter’s small-scale enterprise.
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