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FOREWORD





My first Tour de France (in 2000) saw me finding my daily pre-start refuge in the Village Départ with the British journalists. There were never many, yet William Fotheringham was almost always one of them. I’d head to the L’Equipe stand where the daily newspapers would be dished out and join them for a coffee and a welcome chat in English. They were my little bit of home, offering a sense of normality and reality in the bizarre and often lonely world I was inhabiting. They weren’t the enemy – they were trusted compadres.


Things aren’t like that any more. We leave our luxury team buses as late as possible and will often make it through an entire Tour de France without once going to the Départ. I no longer feel like I am sharing the journey with anybody outside of my team. There is now a huge chasm between the pro cyclist and the journalist, bridged by a team press officer and media training. This is the modern era of professional cycling and, to be frank, modern professional sport.


But this is not how cycling began. Our biggest event is the Tour de France, and it was created by a journalist, Henri Desgrange, to promote a newspaper. The race was made spectacularly over the top in order to facilitate dramatic story-telling and therefore readership. It was journalists who made heroes out of cyclists and made the Tour de France into the legendary event it has become. Sadly, this is something forgotten by the majority of people involved in the sport these days, and most of the young riders of today will never grasp quite how much they owe to the people – the press – they are advised to tread carefully around.


William and I have known each other since I was a whipper-snapper fresh from Hong Kong. We were equally incongruous members of the cycling world, him more of a rugby chap and me an expat brat. To this day I can’t help but refer to him as “WILLIAM-FOTHERING-HAM!” (crisp second world war RAF fighter-pilot tone required, and behind his back of course).


William has put my career into words, from an ambitious teenager to a fallen world champion to a fervent anti-doping campaigner, team owner and father. It was when I sat with William in a London restaurant to tell him how I’d doped and lied that the full scale of how far I’d gone off the rails became apparent. The world I painted to William was a shock to him, and seeing his reaction and disappointment hit home how far removed the world I’d been living in was from reality.


In many ways William has been a barometer for me, a constant through thick and thin. He has become the go-to writer when it comes to anything cycling, and deservedly so. With the confusion that reigns currently in cycling I think it’s important for us to have journalists like William to remind us of where we have come from and what we’ve been through. Our sport was designed to make stories – thankfully there are a few like William to write them.





David Millar



















INTRODUCTION





When they named a square in Sean Kelly’s native Carrick-on-Suir after the great man himself – well it was actually a bit of the road which happened to be a few feet wider than the next bit – Kelly came up with one of the all-time great Kelly-isms. It was, he said, the sort of thing that normally only happened to you when you were dead. What he meant was that it was the kind of thing that marked the end of a career or a life, rather than happening midway through.


Being asked to put together a selection of your work going back many years has a similar feel about it for the writer. It feels strange to be doing such a thing while you are still in the saddle. The brief, you are asked, is to select your best stuff. However, most journalists, I suspect, believe that their best piece is the next, or the one after that. That’s certainly the case with me. In the same vein, what I suspect Kelly would have felt when the plaque went up on Sean Kelly square was that he still had more than a little to give, more races to win.


“Best” in a journalistic context is an adjective that needs qualifying. As a journalist, that “best” is not the “best you can possibly create”, in the sense that a writer will craft a great piece of wordsmithery over a period of months, or years if you are Marcel Proust. It’s the best within certain limitations: the best you can provide to your paper on a given day, by a given time, in a given amount of words, with a given amount of information to hand. You never have unlimited time and you never have the number of words you want to say what you want. At the back of your mind is the core journalistic principle: the paper needs to get out on time. That deadline has to be met. That “best” is also the best that the sub-editors can make of what you’ve written, after they’ve checked your facts, looked at the spellings, and ironed out infelicities, contradictions or sheer stupidities. If it’s a piece that has the words Lance and Armstrong in it, it’s been picked over by a lawyer who knows that if he or she gets it wrong, the cost could run into millions.


As a result, each of the pieces that follows represents a snapshot of a given story or a race taken at a particular time. There is nothing to apologize for in that, but it has to be kept in mind. Journalism is born of its moment, and part of the challenge in selecting from journalistic work is that it is largely contingent, written on a given day. The pieces you will read here weren’t written for posterity. This might surprise, given that we have now come to view much of cycling largely with the benefit of hindsight: how this or that doping story changes and accents the events that preceded it.


Since 1998 and the Festina doping scandal, journalists who write about cycling on a regular basis – as opposed to our colleagues who dip in and out in between covering other sports – have had to do some hard thinking about how to describe what they see in front of them each day and how to convey it to the reader. You simply don’t know what the events you are seeing will mean in a week, four weeks, a year, four years, 15 years. That rider who looks so spectacularly at ease on their bike, who talks so persuasively about the unjust nature of accusations of doping, could test positive next week.


The question of how to reflect this in our writing began to occupy the minds of me and many of my peers from 1999 onwards: at times it seemed like the only topic on the table. The method I chose, consciously, was to report what was in front of me as I saw it while making sure I included as complete a back story as I could manage about the individuals involved – in particular whether they had “previous” in terms of police inquiries or positive tests – or about what scandals were ongoing on the race. The concern was not what posterity would read. As I’ve said, you don’t do daily journalism with that in mind. What mattered was the need to enable the readers to have the same factual information that I possessed so that they too could make up their minds, although more probably I imagined they might retain the same conflicted mix: admiration for the prowess which was on display with concern about what might be hidden. It sounds obvious, but that backstory had to be based on fact: not hunches, not assumptions, not mere connections.


The doping narrative has changed the Tour in another way for me. Over time, cycling’s drug stories and their locations – say, the obscure bar where Richard Virenque bade a tearful farewell to the 1998 race – have become part of the Tour’s historical fabric for me, and for the way I describe the Tour, as much as, say, the site of the forge where Eugene Christophe had his forks repaired in 1919. I think that’s healthy. The history of the Tour should not be a sanitized one. If it includes the grimmer sides of human nature, the brazen lying and bizarre cheating as well as the nerveless mountain descents, battles against injury and bonkers courage in the sprints, that is as it should be: all human life is here in its complexity.


There are common threads that run through the pieces I pulled out of the 2,500-odd I found in front of me: Lance Armstrong, doping, the Tour de France, the Festina scandal, the rise of British cyclists in the Tour, Chris Boardman, Britain and the Olympics. To start with, I separated them into different sections under separate headings; then I realised that, pretty much, the Tour, Armstrong and doping at least were all intertwined like branches of ivy. So apart from an introductory section of pieces that seemed to stand alone, and a final flourish of obituaries, I put the pieces under two umbrellas: Tour de France and Olympics.


Apart from the initial miscellany that stands alone without fitting into any wider context, the bulk of what follows is covered by those two headings. The Tour initially, and latterly the Games, are where the Guardian’s attention has been focused in the 16 years since I was asked to become its cycling correspondent. In the 1980s, it was possible for a British writer to travel abroad to report on the feats of Sean Kelly, Stephen Roche, Robert Millar and Greg LeMond as they took on the Europeans. By the 1990s, as Kelly and company retired, that option wasn’t there any more. The Tour gradually came to be seen by Fleet Street – with the Guardian in the vanguard – as an event worth covering in its own right; the Festina scandal raised its profile still more, while the advent of Armstrong in 1999 made the Tour an event that had to be followed. The irony of that is not lost on me.


But outside the Tour, and the doping saga, cycling has lacked coherent narratives that can be told to a non-specialist British audience, apart from the Armstrong story. The sport itself is not coherent enough in its structure: for years it has not been clear, for example, whether the best rider in the world is the world champion, the Tour winner, or the UCI-ranked No 1, let alone whether they are going to stand the test of time. The rise of the British, of Wiggins, Cavendish, Sir Chris Hoy et al, has been a delightful exception to that rule: a coherent narrative with heroes who, by and large, stuck around over the years, didn’t disappear for entire seasons, didn’t test positive and lie through their back teeth. It was also one that I could relate to as a cyclist in Britain myself.


The selection that follows was made for a variety of reasons. Some of the pieces seemed important at the time or are now delightfully anachronistic. There are stories I was proud to put out there before anyone else managed to – most notably an interview with David Millar the day after the 2004 Tour ended, in which he gave the first account of his doping – and there are ones that I simply had fun writing at the time. Some have emotional significance – a great comeback, a rider who stirred affection or distaste – some were experiences, good or bad, that you never forget. Some are included because they gave me a chance to tip my hat to cyclists who have never had the recognition they deserve, Jason Queally being the prime example. There are two lengthier magazine pieces, which I put in because they enabled me to go into the kind of detail that is always lacking in daily newspaper work.


There are only a few accounts of individual stages in the Tour, for which I apologize in advance. This is because most of the stage reports form part of a narrative of their own, with the various themes that develop through a particular Tour coming in at times, the next day’s stage or the crash two days ago always alluded to; they stand up as a part of that greater whole rather than in isolation. Instead, to show how a Tour develops, I thought it would be more interesting to run an entire Tour diary from the Observer, looking sideways at every day of the 2007 race.


There are two things than run through all of the pieces: they rarely include the first person, and they are rarely judgemental. Both are personal preferences: I write about what happens and the people involved, not in order to put me or my personal opinions centre stage. I believe the writer should be discreet, almost invisible where possible. In my view, daily newspaper reporting doesn’t lend itself to separating sheep from goats. That is for the columnists. I also feel that casting moral judgement is a nuclear option for a journalist: to be used with extreme caution. I became aware when writing the life of Tom Simpson in 2001 that morality is not black and white. That was reiterated to me when I interviewed Millar after he was busted in 2004: how could you not feel sympathy for the guy’s emotional conflict and his resolution to do better, while condemning his deception and cheating? So too with Marco Pantani. Less so with Armstrong, although in his case it’s still hard to forget what we saw in the mid-1990s: a likeable, bright young man who was clearly cut to the quick by the death of his team mate Fabio Casartelli in 1995. But that is another story. And with any luck there will be plenty more of those to be read in the next 20 years.


One virtue of a collection of this kind is that it’s an opportunity to express thanks to the many who have helped out along the way. Top of the list is Caroline, at the start of my time in journalism my partner and now my wife, who has put up with me being absent either physically or spiritually through 23 Julys on the trot (bar 2009, which I missed for reasons I explain elsewhere). Without that patience and understanding, I would be in a different profession. Our children, Patrick and Miranda, have been equally forbearing about missed birthdays and my frequent trips elsewhere.


In the 23 years since I first covered the Tour, there have been a select group of hardy souls who have survived long spells driving through France with me, my music collection and my seesawing emotions. For their support and patience over the years, my thanks go to my brother Alasdair, Brendan Gallagher, Richard Moore, Ian Austen, Stephen Farrand, Simon Brotherton and Rupert Guinness. On the Tours between 2000 and 2007 I had the assistance, at various times, of pilote supreme and wine supremo John Dowling, without whom those Julys would have been infinitely tougher and less entertaining. In the pressroom, there are too many colleagues to name: all have provided support, encouragement and laughs over the years. You know who you are.


I am in considerable debt to the sports editors who have given me the opportunity to cover cycling, and particularly the Tour, which is a big financial investment for a newspaper. The first was Martin Ayres at Cycling Weekly, who put me on the race in 1990. Mike Averis at the Guardian took a gamble and gave me the chance to work for the paper in the first place; I owe him many thanks, as I do to Ben Clissitt, whose support in the Armstrong years was vital, at a time when British success in the Tour was sporadic at best, and more recently Ian Prior for his backing into the Team Sky and Wiggins era. At the Observer, Brian Oliver’s interest in cycling again bucked the trend in the early 2000s – his prescience over Bradley Wiggins as a future star stands out – while more recently Matthew Hancock has continued in that vein.


Producing any book is a major task, so in getting this one to the page, I would like to thank my agent John Pawsey, Katie Roden at Guardian Books, Richard Nelsson, Luke Bird, Kristen and Rebecca at The Curved House, Andy Armitage and Jonathan Baker at Seagulls.


However, none of what follows would be here as it is without the commissioning editors and sub-editors who were on the end of the telephone and in front of computer screens on the Guardian and Observer sports desk over the last 20 years supporting people like me. They are rarely acknowledged but their contribution is massive both on a given day and in a cumulative way over the years. Step forward Adam Sills, Nick Mason, Neil Robinson, Mark Redding, Oliver Owen, Jeremy Alexander, Ian Malin, Chris Curtain, Chris Cheers, Jon Brodkin, Claire Tolley and Steve McMillan. It is hard to overstate the value for a writer of good editorial support: a bright idea, a correctly checked fact, a supportive word or a kick in the backside at the right time. All the above supplied some or all of these over the years, for which I will be for ever grateful. 



















1. THE TOUR AND MORE





Where to start? The best place, it seemed to me, is in the middle of the French countryside, in a village waiting to welcome the Tour de France. A scene that is timeless, transcends doping scandals and the rise and fall of cycling within any given nation, and with any luck is one that we will see for a fair while yet. It is also a piece I remember with particular affection, as it gave me a rare chance to step outside the usual box you inhabit as a writer on the Tour – the “start-drive-pressroom-write-drive-dinner-bed” routine that makes up each day. This was also a piece that took me back to my own roots, the first time I’ d watched the Tour go by in an obscure bit of la France profonde as a cycling fan bewitched by the race for the first time.


State visits that breathe life into struggling country


14 July 2001


Yesterday at about 10am the inhabitants of Mattexey, a hamlet deep in the verdant plains of Meurthe et Moselle, put up a trestle table protected from the elements by a rough shelter of scaffolding poles and plastic sheeting in the Grand Rue. Then they began preparing the buvette selling refreshments for their village’s biggest day for at least a quarter of a century.


None of the old men in berets, flat caps and serge trousers could remember precisely when the Tour de France last came through the huddle of four farms and about 35 houses, more Austrian in appearance than French, on a crossroads on the D22, but they were unanimous that it was more than 25 years ago. And their fellow villagers were also of one voice: the Tour still has its place in la France profonde. “It gives us great pleasure, it brings the village alive, it shows the world we’re here, and it brings people here,” said the mayor Jean-Marc Fleurance.


“The Tour is still very important in rural France, it’s important for people around the world to see Lorraine, and it’s an event that brings Lorraine to life. We have been talking about it for ages.”


The Tour is unique among major sports events for the way in which it goes out to its public. To paraphrase one writer: apart from war, it is the only form of international conflict that takes place on the doorstep. The welcome varies from region to region: bike-mad Brittany always produces more of a show than yesterday’s run east through Alsace-Lorraine, an area which is as German in its identity as it is French. And the towns and villages through which the Tour passes – some 600 of them this year, the organisers say – all find their own ways of welcoming the race.


In one village, Vezelize, the only sign of Tour mania was a sports bike placed incongruously in the window of the undertakers and banners proclaiming “Lorraine” hung around the war memorial. In Vaucouleurs, from where Joan of Arc set out to wage war on the English, there was nothing apart from a small area marked off with tape where the local pensionnaires could sit undisturbed. Schirmeck had set up a vast marquee for the locals to compete in their own race using bikes on rollers; in Lutzelhouse the schoolchildren had constructed a vast cyclist from coloured paper, while one enterprising farmer at the entrance to another village had built a huge man on a bike using six-foot-high straw bales.


The only animation in Mattexey was a set of loudspeakers on a lawn, and the buvette, which the villagers expected to attract about 200 people – three times the usual population. By 11 o’clock a pile of glowing cinders had been tipped from the bucket of one of Mayor Fleurance’s tractors into the two oil drums which made up the barbecue, next to the henhouse in front of Mayor Fleurance’s straw barn. Sandwiches with merguez sausages or beefburgers at 15 francs (£1.44) a shout, beer at 10 francs, said the cardboard sign.


Apart from the Tour, Philippe Leclerc, a farm worker, said, there were few occasions now when villagers could meet, thanks to recent economic pressures and rural depopulation. “Most places this size don’t have fetes any more because guys get drunk and beat each other up. They don’t have dances either now. Villages can’t support a bar. People have no way of socialising. There are few things that unite a village any more apart from things like this.” The only other event in the village was their repas collectif, two weeks ago.


The locals began gathering at 9am, when the roads were closed “under articles L2213-1 to L2213-6 of the general law of territorial collectivities”, but there was little for them to see. “Ah, Coca-Cola,” they murmured as an occasional vehicle sped past. There was at least one man on a bike to watch, but he was towing a wheelie bin for the buvette and it was not until past one o’clock that the action began, with the arrival of the caravane publicitaire, the parade of sponsors’ floats created in 1930 to keep the crowds entertained as they waited for les coureurs. The 250-vehicle strong caravane is itself preceded by a jazz band on a large blue van shaped like a kidney bean, a recent innovation which, one suspects, owes something to the fact that the Tour organiser Jean-Marie Leblanc is known for his love of trad jazz.


[Jean-Marie Leblanc, who had run the Tour since 1989, retired in 2005; the jazz band followed him…]


The lure of its free samples is what draws many of the crowds and is unique to the Tour: no other sports event is synonymous with the daily spectacle of middle-aged ladies battling like rugby forwards for possession of a small plastic key ring with the logo of a telephone bank. For parents of small children, it is a nerve-racking experience.


Bigger and brasher is better is the rule of the caravane publicitaire, although at least the freebies are no longer dominated by plastic bags and paper flyers, as was the case 10 years ago. This is not entirely positive, as this brings the risk of being decapitated by a flying washing bag (courtesy of Crédit Lyonnais) or packet of sweets (thank you, Haribo). Tasteless jingles have largely gone, quite possibly because health and safety people took a dim view of their cumulative effect, eight hours per day over three weeks, on the eardrums and the sanity of the caravane’s drivers.


Through went the firemen spraying water from giant mineral water bottles (Aquarel, l’eau minerale du Tour de France), giant orange squares on quad bikes (Orange, obviously), the PMU betting company’s pom-pom girls, carefully dressed against the chilly Lorraine winds but strutting their stuff none the less – and most popular of all, Michelin’s Bibendum, alongside a precarious motorbike with its driver sitting inside a 10-foot rear wheel.


By about 2.30pm, after more than five hours of waiting, the main act arrived. Heading downhill at almost 40mph, with the wind slightly behind, riding on a wave of cries of “les voilà” the 185 riders in the peloton passed in a whirl of shiny spokes and brightly coloured jerseys lasting less than a minute. Mattexey’s big day had come to its climax, and, as ever, it was all too brief.




This next piece marked a watershed. For cycling, obviously, because Kelly was the last of the champions who won all kinds of race all through the season. With him went an era when the sport was smaller and its champions more accessible. Also, in a small way, it closed a chapter for me: Kelly had been part of the sport since I began following it as a teenager. Later, as a journalist, I had found him a pleasure to work with as he had become more expansive since his younger days. And as cycling experiences go, this was an unforgettable one.





Sean Kelly retires


17 December 1994


The president of the Irish Cycling Federation called it “the end of an era” but the Sean Kelly years could not have finished more appropriately. His final sprint as a professional, in the Christmas Hamper race [in Carrick-on-Suir] yesterday, took him across the River Suir and up Main Street to lead across the finish line outside Cooney’s Bar for the 194th victory of his 18-year career.


The result was hardly surprising. It would have been a tactless outsider who dared to place his wheel in front of the local hero with several thousand of his own people watching. But aspiring amateurs throughout Ireland had been training for weeks for their ride alongside Kelly, and two of them finished close behind.


Carrick’s population of 5,000 swelled overnight as every cyclist in Ireland, or so it seemed, came to pay homage to the man who won 12 one-day classics and was ranked No 1 in the world for five years. Initially the organisers expected a maximum of 500 entries but almost 1,200 appeared from as far afield as Galway, Ulster and the west of England.


The idea of combining the annual Hamper race with a mass-participation ride came to Kelly when he guested at the Rominger Classic in the summer and saw 2,000 turn out to ride alongside the current world No 1 and hour record holder. The vast turn-out in Carrick was a tribute to the household status Kelly has acquired in Ireland.


Kelly rang old adversaries and turned the top end of the start sheet into cycling’s equivalent of a fantasy football team. Eddy Merckx, the greatest rider the sport has seen, flew in on a private plane between organising a horse race on Saturday and commentating on a football match. Bernard Hinault, five times winner of the Tour de France, directed affairs from a lead car, as he did on the Tour until this year. Laurent Fignon, Stephen Roche and Roger de Vlaeminck, four times a winner of the Paris-Roubaix, all finished a few seconds behind Kelly in a select lead group.


[De Vlaeminck, I seem to recall, spent much of the first two hours ostentatiously rubbing marks on the back bumper of the lead car, with his front tyre, just to pass the time.]


Packing the lanes from hedge to hedge, the vast column of cyclists took six minutes to pass as they rode in tight formation at a steady 15mph for two hours around Carrick. Then they were unleashed for a final 40mph sprint into Carrick down the Clonmel Road on which Kelly achieved one of his finest feats: winning the time-trial in the inaugural Nissan Tour of Ireland in 1985 at almost 35mph.


Perhaps the best expression of how Kelly was seen by his fellow cyclists came from the double Tour de France winner Fignon, never one to mince his words: “Kelly was a pain in the arse. I began racing when he was at his best and it really annoyed me that there were so many races which I wanted to win and couldn’t win because of Kelly.” The Irishman was, he added, “un adversaire royal”.


The tone for the whole weekend was set on Saturday evening when the Irish president, Mary Robinson, entered the Sheba Ballroom at the back of the Carraig Hotel, where Kelly was to present her with a racing jersey signed by the weekend’s celebrities. As Kelly, a few yards in front, milked the applause, all the Irish head of state could do was to look on in awe-struck admiration like the rest of the fans. The president of Ireland had been upstaged by the king of the classics.




The Linda McCartney team was a brief presence in the European peloton with two distinctive calling cards: its link to Sir Paul’s late wife, and its vegetarianism. Plenty of colour there.





Meaty task for British veggies


14 May 2000


“Niente carne, siamo inglesi”, “No meat, we’re English.” The headline in Gazzetta dello Sport was inevitable when the paper profiled the Linda McCartney foods team, which yesterday became the first English squad to start the Giro, the Italian version of the Tour de France, since it was launched in 1909. And it was the only team of the 20 profiled in La Gazzetta with a breakdown of what the riders eat in a day.


As a publicity vehicle for the ready-made veggie meals launched by Sir Paul’s late wife, the team is vegetarian, a major talking point in a carnivorous country. It’s a quintessentially English mixture, eccentricity plus the Beatles connection, which was irresistible to an anglophile nation where every small town has its “Oxford school” selling English courses.


In Italy, cycling is a national obsession second only to calcio. On Friday the team met the Pope, as did the rest of the 180 Giro starters. Yesterday they raced a 6km time-trial in Rome. Today things get serious with 125 km south towards Naples and by the finish on June 4 in Milan, more than 2,300 miles will have been covered, including mountains as big as those scaled in the Tour de France.


This is tough fare even for the giants of cycling, squads such as the mighty Mapei team, with a £5.5m budget put up by a building products company, and 35 riders to select from. McCartney receive well under £1m from parent company Heinz and – since Spencer Smith went back to triathlon and an Italian signing, Emanuele Lupi, simply failed to turn up for his first race two weeks ago – the squad numbers just nine, which is the number needed for the Giro team. Had one of the team fallen by the wayside this week, they would have turned up a man short.


Manager Sean Yates is an iconic figure in British cycling, one of the hard men, who has himself ridden the Giro and has won stages in the Tour de France and Tour of Spain. “We have to get to Milan with as many [riders] as possible, but it’s going to be bloody hard for most of the team. Three of the guys have done the race before but for the others, it’s going into the unknown.”


What is British about McCartney is its name, its staff, its manager and, of course, its character, the plucky underdogs up against the mighty foreigners. After last year’s British team failed to live up to Yates’s expectations, they were sacked and replaced with a multinational mix: two Britons, an Irishman, two Australians, one Swiss, a Norwegian, a Dane and an Italian.


The better-known Briton, Atlanta bronze-medallist Max Sciandri, has dual nationality and had an Italian racing licence until 1995. He and the Swiss Pascal Richard, who is reigning Olympic champion, are long in the tooth but provide the bulk of the firepower and experience: the pair have won six Giro stages over the years.


The other Briton, the former national champion Matthew Stephens, was stacking shelves in Marks & Spencer in Crewe a year ago; Yates feels that his team’s inexperience, rather than its diet, will put them at a disadvantage. “There’s no proof that being vegetarian is a handicap or a bonus. I was a vegetarian until I was 20, then I went to France and everyone ate steak so I did. I cut back over the years and had my best Tour de France in 1988, when I ate no meat.”


Being vegetarians creates other problems. The team can’t haul lorry loads of veggie bangers around Europe – they are frozen and might go off – although there is a vast pile of tofu burgers and lasagne at the headquarters in Toulouse. Instead, they rely upon the cooperation of the hotels where race organisers book them rooms, and – like most of the teams, veggie or not – take protein powder daily.


“We just tell them we’re veggie and see what they come up with,” says Yates. “But 99.9 per cent of chefs don’t have a clue how to make decent vegetarian food. France is the worst, it’s supposed to be the culinary capital of the world, but in the chains the food can be dire.”


The worst so far, he reckons, “was an egg bake in Northern France. We had it one evening, and the next day they brought it out again. They’d left it all and they’d just filled in the hole we had eaten from the day before.” This was countered at a race in Bergamo, where the local vegan society cooked for the team for a week.


For Yates, getting something other than vegetable lasagne over the next few weeks will be a minor concern compared to the worry that his herbivores may get chewed up and spat out. “We’ve had a lot of write-ups because of the name, but you can’t go for ever on novelty value. We have to justify our selection ahead of a couple of good Italian teams. We’ve taken places from them because of the McCartney name and because we have Pascal and Max.”


There is talk of building up the team for a tilt at the Tour de France in a couple of years, but for now the aims are those of any small team in a cycle race this vast: “If we get to Milan and the organiser doesn’t regret selecting us we’ll have done a reasonable job.”




McCartney got several riders to the finish, and more importantly won a stage along the way through David Mackenzie. Unfortunately, that was as good as it got for the team: wages began to go unpaid later in the year, and it was disbanded at the start of the 2001 season leaving its entire line-up – including a young Bradley Wiggins – high and dry. Sean Yates would go on to be a directeur sportif at Wiggins’s Team Sky before retiring in 2012.





The Tour de France and Olympic cycling take centre stage in this collection, but Paris-Roubaix deserves its place as well. This was one of the muddier editions in recent years, and by sheer good luck there was sufficient space in the paper that Monday for an extended piece.





Riders slip up as mud swamps hell of the north


16 April 2001


A week after the Aintree epic, cycling witnessed its own version of the Grand National yesterday. The bulk of the 200-rider field in the 99th Paris-Roubaix, the third round of this year’s World Cup, were eliminated in a series of mass pile-ups after 70 of the 150 miles, and the result was a mud-splattered war of attrition. It was won by a little-known Dutchman, Servais Knaven, but in reality the race was a triumph for an entire team, the Belgian squad Domo, who dominated the final 50 miles and took the first three places.


To the French, this race will always be L’Enfer du Nord – the Hell of the North – having earned the nickname when it resumed just after the first world war, and the journey from the French capital to the Belgian border took the cyclists through a devastated landscape of shell craters, trenches and broken trees. Yesterday, all the 55 men who struggled to the finish on the velodrome at Roubaix looked as if they had been to the nether reaches of the earth and back, unrecognisable as each one was under a thick coating of mud from the fields of French Flanders.


These days, the landscape may be more orderly, but Paris-Roubaix remains a cycling version of hell, thanks to the inclusion in the course of about 30 miles of cobbled lanes, some dating back to Napoleonic times, and others boasting evocative names: Chemin des Abattoirs and Chemin des Prières. The late organiser Jacques Goddet called this race “cycling’s last folly”; the 1980 winner Bernard Hinault was more blunt: “A piggery”.


Criss-crossing the fields of sugar beet, the cobbled sections double up as drains in wet weather and at the end of the wettest winter since records began they have doubled up so efficiently that they became flooded and some sections had to be pumped out during the week merely so the race could pass. On Saturday night it rained again, there were torrential April showers yesterday and the pavés [cobbles] turned into a cyclist’s nightmare.


In places it seemed impossible for anyone to keep their bike upright, so thick and slippery was the mud. Vast puddles hid deep potholes, where cobbles were missing, adding the risk of punctures to the ever-present danger of crashes. Any problem, if not terminal, meant at best a strength-sapping chase – assuming a support vehicle had fought its way through the mire to assist – and yesterday there were few who did not either crash or puncture.


A chill wind whipping through the poplars merely added to the agony and among those reduced to a hopeless chase after the early crash were former winners such as Andrei Tchmil of Belgium and the Italians Andrea Tafi and Franco Ballerini, who had postponed retirement solely in order to compete in Hell one more time, plus the Briton Max Sciandri, who was to finish 12th.


“Hell” is geared towards cycling’s older men, with knowledge of the cobbled sections vital, as is a cool head when trouble strikes. It was one of the peloton’s senior members, the 36-year-old Belgian Wilfried Peeters, who took a grip on the event at its heart, the dank Wallers-Arenberg forest.


The road through the wood is a dead-straight lane just outside Valenciennes with undulations caused by subsidence in the nearby coal mines, where Zola based his novel Germinal, and yesterday it was lined with Belgian fans brandishing the Lion of Flanders as they squelched in the verges.


Here, with over 50 miles and 12 cobbled sections remaining, the leaders had been cut down to a mere 16 when the Frenchman Philippe Gaumont, second in line behind Peeters, fell heavily and broke his right leg. The confusion, as Gaumont’s companions tried to avoid him, favoured the Belgian, whose usual role is as chief assistant to cycling’s leading one-day specialist, last year’s winner in “Hell”, Johan Museeuw.


Yesterday, however, it was the turn of Museeuw to play the role of team man, and he marked what remained of the chasing group, led for much of the time by the American George Hincapie, winner on Wednesday of the Ghent-Wevelgem Classic, and a Belgian veteran, Ludo Dierckxsens.


Peeters’ valiant effort came to an end in the final section of pavé eight miles from the finish, where Dierckxsens and Hincapie made their final desperate attempts to dislodge Museeuw and his two other team-mates in the Domo squad, the world champion Romans Vainsteins of Latvia and Knaven.


The pair were helped in their task when Museeuw punctured early in the half-flooded lane. He has spent the last eight months recovering from a motorbike accident which left him in a coma, but it was barely noticeable from the way he fought his way back, his bike bucking under him like a pogo stick on two wheels.


Hincapie and Dierckxsens were thus left outnumbered. “What could we do?” asked a despairing Hincapie afterwards. “One of them was on to us whenever we moved.” Any of the four Domo men bar the exhausted Peeters could have won but it was Knaven who attacked seven-and-a-half miles from the finish to become the first Dutch victor since 1983, with Museeuw taking second from Vainsteins, who took over the lead in the World Cup. Hell may have been murkier than usual but the result was all too clear-cut.




In its early days, the Étape du Tour was a radical event. It was not the first sportive by a long chalk, but it was the one that brought the concept of riding these events to a worldwide audience. It was the brainchild of Vélo magazine editor Claude Droussent, whose idea of putting it on during the Tour de France was a stroke of genius. It was also a rare chance, again, to get outside the usual journalistic box on the Tour, and write about riding my bike.





King of the mountains for a day


29 June 2002


As well as being the world’s longest, toughest and most prestigious cycle race, the Tour de France is also a wannabe’s dream. You cannot bowl an over at Lords on the morning of an Ashes Test and fantasise about being Nasser Hussein. But any fan can put on a replica cycling team jersey and shorts, and cycle up one of the Tour’s mountain passes.


Indeed, that is just what they do, in their hundreds of thousands, every July. They dream the dream in the morning, wobbling up a mountain or two at walking pace, often baring their backs to the noonday sun to horrific effect, and in the afternoon, they cheer by the roadside as the Tourmen struggle up the same strip of hairpinned Tarmac. The hardest of the hard core can go further. They pay their entry fee, train for months, and get the complete Tour experience in the Étape du Tour.


“Étape” means stage, and that is what you get: a ride along one of the mountain stages several days before the Tour comes the same way, complete with crowds lining the roadsides yelling encouragement, and gendarmes closing the roads to all traffic. Last July, the 7,000 Étape riders set off over the passes of the Aspin and Tourmalet in the Pyrenean “circle of death”, one of the Tour’s great, traditional mountain setpieces, first crossed by the race in 1910 amid fears that the cyclists might be waylaid and eaten by bears. These are roads which are steeped in cycling legend.


Since I began reporting the Tour de France in 1990, at least once a year some bright spark or other has asked me: “Do you follow the race on your bike?” Cycling the Étape wouldn’t offer me that, but it would be a new way of seeing the mountains I look at every July through the windscreen of a car. It wouldn’t show me what it was like being Lance Armstrong, but it would show me how the race looked from the other side of the handlebars. It was a good reason to get fit, too, because the Étape is not for the fainthearted – in either sense of the word. The best parallel is with the London marathon: a reasonably fit person can complete it, but it takes several months of training to attempt it with a degree of comfort or safety.


The Tour has been said to resemble a miniature sovereign state as it sweeps across the French countryside with the roads closed for hours beforehand. There was a similarly imperious feel to the start of the Étape as we sprinted out of the little town of Tarbes in the early morning, after being sprung from the “pens” used to prevent an unseemly rush for the front of the grid.


The leading 3,000 or so cyclists rode shoulder to shoulder across the road, each front wheel inches from the back wheel in front, seamlessly dividing for traffic islands and roundabouts, and coming back together like a river in flood at a steady 25mph. Knowing that there is no traffic coming the other way leads to an uncanny feeling of detachment from the normal world; the pistol-packing gendarmes standing impassively at every junction to every farm track give the feeling of a state procession.


South of Tarbes in the Pyrenean foothills lies a little known region of fine gastronomy and steep green valleys, the Bigorre. When the clouds parted, I could catch sight of the occasional medieval castle with heraldic flag flapping, vast views across row upon row of foothills that could have been drawn by a child, and, on a 45mph hairpin bend in a wood, one of our number crawling out of a ditch.


The Étappers were a disparate bunch. Grizzled Frenchmen in the main, who looked as if they had known their prime back in Eddy Merckx’s time, the 1970s. There was a smattering of corporate guests from the Cannondale cycle company wearing zebra-striped jerseys, one of whom I spotted taking a business call from LA halfway up a mountain. And several hundred Britons, easily spotted thanks to cycling club jerseys from Sydenham to Sheffield, their number including the legendary “unluckiest cyclist in the Sydney Olympics”, Rob Hayles, for whom this was merely another day’s training.


Those who wonder at the millions of spectators drawn to the Tour de France should reflect on this: there were thousands lining the roads of the Étape. Some were encouraging their friends – and writing their names on the road in the style of the Tour stars – but the rest had just come out of their houses and campsites, lending weight to the old argument that your average Frenchman will support anyone sitting on a bike with a look of pain on their face.


They did karaoke for us, played the obligatory accordion, sang ribald songs about the suffering in front of them (“who’s tired? you, you, you” sang three small boys on one hairpin), wrote graffiti – “no to the Euro”, “smash the G8” – and handed up newspapers, designed to keep the cold off our chests on the downhills, rather than to get the latest on Armstrong’s progress. And, embarrassingly, they greeted my yellow jersey with cheers, both ironic and affectionate in nature.


After 40 miles with nothing more severe than you would encounter in the Chilterns, the Col d’Aspin was the first “difficulty”, as the French euphemistically call mountains. In a car, it is a charming seven miles of hairpins across the high hayfields but it was an hour of hard work for the single file of Étappers, spread from one shoulder of the mountainside to the other, trying to steer round giant slugs that slimed over the Tarmac with a shared death wish.


“Suffering” is a facile term to use when writing about the Tour de France, but it is humbling to be reminded of what it actually entails. Instead of the aching legs I had expected, the dull pain spread slowly from my lower back to my shoulders and neck, and down into my backside. I remembered what Robert Millar, the only Briton to lead over these mountains in the Tour, had told me. “The climbers suffer like everyone else, but they go faster.” The aching might be the same for a Tourman, then, but he would be travelling twice as quick. This was stage 14 of the Tour: a Tourman would have had a week or two of it before today, and could expect the same or worse tomorrow and for five more days after that until the finish in Paris.


The mental arithmetic in mountain climbing is on another level of reality. Each time you pass one of the boards saying how far it is to the top, you look at the speedometer to work out how long it will take. Disconcertingly, as you slow down there seems to be exactly an hour to the summit each time you look: seven miles a hour, six miles an hour, and so on.


The Tourmalet is even longer, steeper and more mind-bending than the Aspin, rising to 2,100m through a series of concrete tunnels to an amphitheatre of cliffs where the vultures circle past a ski-station of indescribable ugliness, La Mongie. Miguel Indurain and Eddy Merckx made cycling history by flying clear of the field on this mountain; well before the top, some of the Étappers were walking.


Going down a mountain, with oblivion waiting a few metres beyond the crash barriers, you are supposed to look for “the flow”, which will enable you to sweep through hairpins with a minimal touch of the brakes and the grace of a downhill skier. I did not flow: I froze, with numbed fingers struggling to hold the brakes, my mind deadened by the physical effort of going up and unable to deal with the sudden transition from 5mph to 45mph.


Even in summer, the mountains can turn nasty. Climbing to the Étape finish at the Luz Ardiden ski-station, the weather degenerated into a gale, sleet and heavy rain; 1,500 of the 7,000 climbed off en route. Who could blame them: cold rain in the mountains “tetanises” the muscles, turns the descents into skating rinks and makes the eyes burn. But there is no way out in the Tour, if you want to keep honour intact – and that is the difference.


Since the great drug scandals of 1998, cycling has been riven with suspicion over what the participants may, or may not be, taking to help them along the way. As a reminder of the colossal physical and mental demands that the Tour makes on its participants, the Étape was a welcome antidote to my cynicism. The difference between the Tourmen, artificially assisted or not, and a reasonably fit mortal is brutally simple. I rode the Étape’s 90 miles in seven hours and 18 minutes. Two days later, the slowest man in the real thing, Jacky Durand, was almost 2½ hours faster.




The devil has been a presence on the Tour since 1993, and has given colour writers plenty of material over the years. This was the sort of piece we all love to write: just run with the idea for the sheer hell of it (sorry).








Jesus battles devil for a fast buck


22 July 2000


Time was, a man would yank on a devil’s outfit and chase alongside the peloton shaking his toasting fork just for the fun of it. Not any more. In a stark reminder of how commercial concerns are taking over sporting ideals, Didi Senff, a 48-year-old German bike inventor and the infamous “Tour devil”, is turning his art into a business. Senff’s “devilish bike show” will open at a beer museum in Schussenrieder, near Stuttgart, on August 5. His eccentric bikes are the centrepiece, including the eight-footer he brings on the Tour de France.


He has shown up on each Tour since 1993, having first been spotted on a mountain in Andorra when the Italian Claudio Chiappucci, nicknamed “el diablo”, was still a Tour challenger. To Germans the “red devil” also refers to the red banner flown at the one-kilometre-to-go point, so Senff dresses in a red catsuit to ululate his variant of the French yell of encouragement “allez, allez, allez”.


He drives a battered VW trailer van with limited washing facilities, or so the aroma emanating from the diabolical armpits suggests. Perhaps this is what put off Mrs Devil, who turned up for one Tour in matching red tights but has not been seen again.


A few hundred metres in front of the trailer’s parking place, he paints 6ft-long toasting forks on the road to prepare the cyclists, who respond by throwing bidons (water bottles) as they pass. Last year an angel joined him on the Tour. Occasionally they stood on opposite sides as the cyclists passed. This year several small devils brandishing inflatable forks have also been prominent and a second angel has put in the odd appearance.


But surely the most bizarre spectacle was the sight of Jesus stirring on a cross in the Dordogne. For a moment it seemed that 3,000 miles of driving in the wake of the Tourmen had finally taken its toll; but no, it was a cycling fan, complete with fake tan, crown of thorns, beard and loincloth, hoping the TV cameras might notice him. Is nothing sacred any more?




Senff was probably the first fan to do the roadside dressing up thing on the Tour – it may well be down to him that we now see everything from mad cows to giant syringes and Borat – and his “career” lasted close on 20 years, although his manic energy appeared to dissipate with age. He was definitely running more slowly alongside the riders in his latter years, and his beard was tinged with grey. The last I heard, his sponsorship had fallen foul of the existential crisis that has hit German cycling due to the sport’s doping problems. But he will be back, I’m sure.






















2. TOUR DE FRANCE 1994–2003





The Guardian began following the Chris Boardman story early in 1994, when the then sports editor Mike Averis decided it might be a good idea to chart the Olympic gold medallist’s progress towards a possible ride in that year’s Tour de France.


That seemed highly unlikely at the start of the season, given that the Wirral racer was a complete novice in road racing. But Boardman did get that start in the 1994 Tour and he won the prologue time-trial with a ride that stunned the cycling world.


He was the first Briton to wear the yellow jersey since Tom Simpson in 1962; unlike Simpson, he actually defended the jersey. He also avoided one of the worst finish-line crashes in Tour history. This piece, written for the Guardian on the following Monday, had to include a summary of Saturday’s prologue, as the paper was, at that time, still run independently of its Sunday sister, the Observer and the assumption was that the readerships were not necessarily the same.


Boardman escapes police pile-up


4 July 1994


It is an unwritten rule of the Tour de France peloton that riders with serious pretensions for the yellow jersey do not get involved in the 40mph melee of men and machines which traditionally ends a flat stage. These are too risky for all but the fastest sprinters with the steeliest nerves.


Careful inspection of the rule book enabled Britain’s Chris Boardman to avoid risking his yellow jersey yesterday when the final metres [in Armentières] became a bloodied tangle of bent metal and writhing bodies in the worst sprint pile-up the Tour has seen since Djamolidine Abdoujaparov performed a series of somersaults down the Champs-Élysées in 1991. Ironically Abdoujaparov, who gained notoriety that year with a series of finish-straight scuffles, was in the clear yesterday and stayed that way to take his sixth career stage win.


The stack was caused by a gendarme taking advantage of being on the wrong side of the barriers to photograph the sprint that was led out at hellish pace by Wilfried Nelissen, the champion of Belgium, who won a stage last year at Vannes. Unaware of the 189-strong bespoked behemoth bearing down upon him, the gendarme stood a good 18 inches in front of the barriers – his fellows stood well back, aware that to a sprinter 18 inches is sufficient space for a double-decker bus.


With his head right down, aiming to take the shortest route to the line, Nelissen hit him full tilt and brought down a dozen other riders. Worst off was the 1992 points winner Laurent Jalabert, who was right behind the Belgian and bounced into a giant cardboard Coca-Cola can before falling from several feet on to his face.


Boardman crossed the line 29th after an untroubled first day in the yellow jersey, which he took in stupefying fashion in Saturday’s 4½-mile prologue time-trial in Lille in which he broke the Tour’s speed record for any time-trial stage with 34.47mph and beat Miguel Indurain by 15 seconds. Once he descended the starting ramp in Lille’s baroque Grand Place, his protestations that he was “not 100 per cent”, that he was “worried about his health”, were put behind him.


“I realised I was on a great day,” he said afterwards, adding that he had not felt as good since he took the hour record last year. That performance was achieved in the full glare of the Tour de France publicity machine, and first proved he has the unique ability to rise to the occasion – he is the first Briton to take the yellow jersey since Tom Simpson in 1962. “Super”, said the Tour de France director Jean-Marie Leblanc, five times. “Unheard of” was the verdict of the five-times winner Bernard Hinault. “Incredible”, said Laurent Fignon.


The rest of the caravan could only echo their words. “He demolished them,” said Sean Yates, the only other British rider to have won a time-trial stage in the race. Indurain can be content with second, given that he gained four seconds on Tony Rominger, billed as his big rival. That sounds very little with about 2,000 miles to go but, given Indurain’s troubled attempts to find his best form, and the fact that Rominger has been assumed to have the edge, it is an important psychological boost for the Spaniard.


Until its hellish finish yesterday’s 140-mile leg from Euralille, Lille’s new business area and TGV station to Armentieres, an outlying suburb, was routine, with the heat deterring the foolhardy souls who usually try to put daylight between themselves and the bunch at this early stage.


The only riders who threatened to prevent Boardman becoming the only Briton to defend the yellow jersey – Simpson waved goodbye to it after one day – were Rob Mulders and Jean-Paul van Poppel of Holland and Herman Frison of Belgium, who gained 90 seconds in the final phases before being reeled in, as is routine, by a phalanx of Nelissen’s team-mates in the Novemail team. Little did they know what lay in wait for their leader.




Boardman held the lead for another two days, but relinquished the yellow jersey the day before the Tour visited Britain for two stages in the south of England.





Le Tour en Angleterre


7 July 1994


A quick spin along the route of the first stage of Le Tour en Angleterre between Dover and Brighton yesterday would have warmed the cockles of [the then EU President] Jacques Delors’s heart. The multinational invasion force landed more or less smoothly, took Dover Castle by storm – after a brief traffic jam to remind the assault force that the castle was built to keep the French out – then was given a rapturous welcome along 125 miles of Kent and Sussex lanes, decked out for the occasion with multilingual greetings and flags of every hue.


Demure Tunbridge Wells was anything but disgusted: its citizens lined the High Street three deep. Biddenden, Bethersden and Horsmonden were en fete. Cream teas were dished out from village halls. Pubs were clearly open all day. Local farmers were charging up to £5 for parking. There were even T-shirt touts. The police estimate the crowds may have reached one million. Apart from a little road-painting – not something the highways departments approve of – they were a decorous but rapturous guard of honour. The atmosphere was that of a coronation procession in days of yore.


What shocked above all about Le Tour’s first visit since 1974 was how unBritish the occasion looked, apart from the inevitable rain shower of course. The 1974 visit had been furtive, with the authorities unwilling to close any roads; yesterday the closure was better in many places than the Tour enjoys in France. And the people came out of their houses in droves, setting up barbecues and picnic tables, Thermos flasks and ice-boxes, waving glasses of wine and warm beer at the caravan. The sight of old ladies sitting outside their cottages in camping chairs waiting for the race to arrive is indelibly French; yesterday it was common from Capel-le-Ferne to North Chailey.


The day’s heroes were suitably pan-European. Spain’s Francisco Cabello ran out the winner after a 100-mile joint effort with France’s Emmanuel Magnien. The Spaniard, who is under a suspended ban after testing positive for the steroid Nandrolone in February, left the Frenchman on the final climb of Elm Grove in Brighton, then held him off to the finishing line on the seafront. Magnien finished just ahead of Italy’s Flavio Vanzella, part of Tuesday’s team time-trial winning GB-MG team, who took third on the day and whipped the yellow jersey off the back of his own team leader, Johan Museeuw.


Chris Boardman celebrated his fourth place – just ahead of a ravening bunch – with clapping hands and the double-arm salute usually reserved for victory. But it was more than Pyrrhic: after spending most of Tuesday chivvying his team-mates before losing the yellow jersey, he showed his ability to recover from such a setback by holding off the field for a whole lap of the demanding Brighton finishing circuit.


Though Cabello and Vanzella took the glory, the hearts of the crowd – and 90 per cent of the placards and road graffiti – were wholly given to Boardman and Sean Yates. Boardman was overwhelmed by the support, but Yates was typically low-key. He respected to the letter the Tour tradition that the local man is given a little breathing space to say Hello to his family, with a brief attack in the Ashdown Forest and a long hug for his wife Pippa. “Yates the king, Boardman for prime minister” a placard read.


As ever European unity was not totally harmonious. Museeuw and Vanzella’s GB-MG team are half-Italian, half-Belgian, and the Italians opted out of helping Museeuw and the Belgians defend the yellow jersey. As a result he was forced to call on his fellow-countrymen in the Lotto team for help in the chase behind Magnien and Cabello. Transfers on the Tour are rarely happy either and the trip through the Eurotunnel was not pleasant, for much of the race cavalcade and the riders faced delays of up to 90 minutes. The press also suffered, which did not bode well for Eurotunnel’s write-ups in the French and Italian newspapers.




The 1994 Tour saw two other key events: Sean Yates’s brief acquisition of the yellow jersey, and – on the same day – Greg LeMond’s abandon in what turned out to be his last Tour. LeMond had given an immense amount to the race, but his exit went almost unnoticed. He has resurfaced in recent years as a strident campaigner against doping, and against Lance Armstrong in particular.








Greg LeMond retires


3 December 1994


There will be no magic comeback this time. Greg LeMond, the first English-speaking cyclist to win the Tour de France, will officially announce his retirement today. Fittingly, he will do so at a gala dinner in Hollywood. After that his only contact with the sport is likely to be in the law courts as he prepares to sue his old team.


LeMond’s first Tour win came in 1986, but his dramatic victory in 1989 caught imaginations worldwide. Not only was his 8 second winning margin the closest result in the race’s history, captured on the final short time-trial stage of the three-week race, but it came two pain-racked years after a shooting accident in April 1987 left him within 20 minutes of bleeding to death. Many, including the race organisers, were reduced to tears.


LeMond went on to win the world championship a few weeks later. Only a handful of cyclists, notably Eddy Merckx and Stephen Roche, had managed to win both events in the same year, but LeMond still had 30 buckshot pellets in his body, including two in his heart lining. Others had been removed from his liver, kidney and intestines. A few weeks later, to complete the dizzy rise from also-ran to top dog, he signed cycling’s biggest ever contract: $5.5 million over three years with the French Z team.


It has been downhill all the way since in a steepening curve of decline: LeMond’s third Tour win, in 1990, was overshadowed by criticism that he had failed to win a stage, and that his form had been appalling since the early season. Since then he has fought almost continual ill health and poor fitness: his last two attempts to complete the Tour, this year and in 1992, ended in ignominious withdrawal. LeMond’s only explanation is that he has “sub-acute lead poisoning” that has made it impossible for him to perform.


After starting every year since his 1990 Tour victory convinced he could come back and defy his critics again, he is bitterly disappointed at finally being forced to admit defeat. At his home in Minnesota, he said: “I imagined being able to pull off another Tour de France and world championship at least. If you had told me in 1990 I would win only three Tours I would have said you were crazy. I have been constantly hoping to regain form, but I have always been struggling.”


LeMond kept faith with the managers who had brought him to Z when the team was taken over by France’s nationalised insurance company GAN, but his persistent inability to justify his salary with the necessary results, coupled with the rise this year of England’s Chris Boardman, has inevitably embittered relations. Now he is threatening a lawsuit to regain money he says he is owed. “They suck,” is his verdict.


“Last year, when I had a year to run of a two-year contract, they dragged me to Paris. I had to take a pay cut or they would go to court. They dropped my salary $400,000. Then they stopped paying me as of September 1.” LeMond claims Boardman’s victories this year, and his spell in the Tour’s yellow jersey in July, have led to the rest of the team being ignored in favour of the Englishman. He said that, with Boardman, the team manager is “like a puppy following his father”.


LeMond is no stranger to controversy: last year he fell out with his father over the management of his cycle company. Relations with his former team-mate Bernard Hinault, whom he beat to win his first Tour in 1986, are still strained. When Hinault won the 1985 Tour, with LeMond second, he promised to help the American win the following year. Amid intense speculation, that continues to this day, LeMond did win in 1986, but maintains the Frenchman did everything in his power to make him lose.


Hinault, who attacked persistently during the race on the spurious ground that he was softening up the opposition, denies the charge, but claims he could have won if he had so wished. “That’s total bullshit,” said LeMond. “Everything he did was to screw me.” To keep it quits, he now says that in 1985, when he played the role of the dutiful team-mate behind Hinault, he could have won.


When team leaders quit the Tour they are allowed to climb into their team’s official cars, where they are protected from the gaze of the public. When LeMond abandoned the race on the back roads of Brittany this year, he was relegated to the “broom wagon” that patrols behind the riders to sweep up those who drop out. His look of stunned disbelief as he was carted to the finish was as anguished as his grin had been ecstatic on the Champs-Élysées only five years previously.




The following year, Boardman returned to the Tour after a promising performance in the Dauphiné Libéré where he finished second to Indurain. But his Tour ended almost as it began when he crashed in the prologue time-trial. Again, this piece from the Guardian the following Monday is written on the assumption that the readership may not have read the previous day’s Observer.





“I was going from the gun. I’d ride the same again”


3 July 1995


Stephen Roche, the 1987 maillot jaune, always liked to say that whereas the Tour could not be won in a single day, it could easily be lost in one. Chris Boardman, who came in search of experience, learned that lesson in the hardest possible manner after crashing in Saturday evening’s prologue time-trial [in Saint-Brieuc]. He was picked up off the tarmac by his team manager like a stricken child and taken to hospital, his Tour over, after breaking two bones in his ankle and one in his wrist.


As he was carried on to one of the Tour organisation’s private jets in pouring rain at Dinard airport yesterday morning, to be taken to Manchester and on to Arrowe Park hospital in the Wirral for an ankle operation, Boardman said: “I was going from the gun. I wanted to win. In retrospect you can say it was my fault for racing hard. It was my responsibility to decide, that’s what I’m paid for.”


It was a decision which, had it paid off, would have won him both a second spell in the yellow jersey and fulsome praise for his courage. He reckoned he was only 600 metres from the end of the most dangerous section of the gloomy, rain-soaked 4½-mile course, little more than 90sec into a target time of 9min, when he fell. “There was one more corner, then it was uphill all the way to the finish.”


When his prologue came to its sudden end Boardman was only 2sec down on the eventual stage winner, Jacky Durand, who had ridden in earlier dry conditions. The Englishman had already raised eyebrows as he courted disaster on the course’s toughest three turns, his back wheel skidding on the drenched white traffic markings.


To fit in with the growing demands of television and attract holidaymakers from the nearby beaches, the Tour organisers had scheduled the last riders to start in twilight. Nocturne races are popular in Brittany and Normandy, and are highly atmospheric – until it rains. Saturday’s downpour turned the event into a 45mph Russian roulette with the maillot jaune as jackpot and a tarmac scraping as booby prize.


Boardman explained: “In the dim light you couldn’t see which bits of the road had grip and which were smooth. It was a matter of luck which line you took because it was so dark. It was like riding on ice. Once you had chosen a course you had to stay with it.”


On a shallow left-hander where riders were being radar-timed at 48mph, rider and bike parted company. Boardman slid down the tarmac on his hip and elbow, stopped only by the kerb, as behind him his GAN team car aquaplaned out of control and came within inches of running him over.


With blood dripping from a deep cut in his elbow, Boardman leant against the barriers before limping to his bike in a vain attempt to start moving again. It took just a couple of pedal strokes for him to accept the inevitable. As he tried to regain his composure he was almost hit by the next rider on the road, Maurizio Fondriest of Italy.


“You race so many times that you will fall off in one race,” he said. “I’d ride the same way again. It’s the Tour de France, everyone is on the edge, everyone skidded.”




The 1995 Tour de France was won by Miguel Indurain, who took victory for the fifth successive year. The race was marred by a fatal accident when the Italian Olympic champion Fabio Casartelli fell on the descent from the Col du Portet d’Aspet in the Pyrenees. As a tribute, the following day’s mountain stage was “neutralised” by mutual agreement among the riders.





A procession in memory of Casartelli


20 July 1995


Fabio Casartelli’s six remaining team-mates crossed the line together in an emotional finish to the 16th stage of the Tour de France here [in Pau] yesterday. Riders were credited with some eight hours’ road time, but no stage placings were announced.


This is unprecedented. The Motorola riders finished side by side, a few hundred metres clear of the bunch, a gesture not seen since the death of Britain’s Tommy Simpson in 1967. It was the Tour’s way of paying tribute to Casartelli, the Italian Olympic champion who died after crashing in the Pyrenees on Tuesday.


After speaking briefly to some of the team leaders all six Motorola riders came to the front with 10 kilometres to go. With expressionless faces they led the field into town and, when one of them – the New Zealander Stephen Swart – punctured, the whole field waited for him and a rider from a rival team dropped back to pace him back to the bunch.


[In 2001, Swart was to be the first rider to give a witness statement to the Irish writer David Walsh that pointed at Lance Armstrong’s use of banned substances.]


Two kilometres from the line someone behind the rear Motorola rider put on the brakes and the six were permitted to cross the line together. “It was a unanimous decision,” said Italy’s Eros Poli, a stage winner last year. “We’re all married and we can imagine our wives and children being bereaved like Fabio’s.”


Casartelli’s death had stunned this close-knit community, men who like coal-miners and fishermen earn their livelihood by ignoring danger on a day-to-day basis. Laurent Jalabert and Alex Zulle’s ONCE team wore black ribbons. “Everyone was very emotional,” said Jalabert, the points leader.


Led by Swart the six Motorola riders rode to the start together amid respectful applause, climbed the podium in line to sign the riders’ register, then retreated to their team cars to await the minute’s silence. For some of their fellows this proved too much. Max Sciandri was among those in tears and the double world champion Gianni Bugno offered him a comforting arm.


The Col du Soulor, first mountain of the day, is one of the Tour’s most magnificent playgrounds, a vast circus of peaks dotted with old snowdrifts above the dazzling green of the high meadows. The road performs a vast horseshoe turn across the gentler slopes on one side, clinging impossibly to the cliffs on the other. It was climbed with the pace and mood of a funeral cortege, with the prime at the top awarded to Motorola’s former world champion Lance Armstrong. The first intermediate sprint of the day was given to Swart.


The Col de Marie-Blanque and Col de Soudet, intended to be the final obstacles in Miguel Indurain’s magisterial progress to his fifth Tour win, were climbed some 45 minutes behind schedule, with the favourites controlling the pace at the front. Their feelings were summed up by Jalabert: “No one wanted to race.” 




Two days later, Armstrong won the stage into Limoges, turning that stage into a further tribute to Casartelli. The emotional resonance of this victory is important for what followed in the next 17 years: Armstrong’s raw emotion captured the mood of the moment. Already a likeable champion, it made him all the more likeable. And when Armstrong finished first in the 1999 Tour, this day was still fresh in many minds.





Armstrong makes his fast, moving point


22 July 1995


As befits the only Texan in the Tour de France, Lance Armstrong is one of its larger-than-life characters. Miguel Indurain never says he is going to “kick ass” on a particular stage, whereas the 25-year-old from Austin leaves nobody in any doubt as to his emotions at a given moment.


So it was yesterday, when Armstrong approached the line at Limoges to take the second Tour de France stage win of his career. It followed a 25-kilometre solo break reminiscent of the escape which won him the 1993 world championship in Oslo, the same year he won the Verdun stage of the Tour. First he pointed to the sky with an index finger above his head, then with both index fingers. Then he blew a two-handed kiss and pointed again.


It was as moving a tribute to Armstrong’s former Motorola team-mate Fabio Casartelli, who died after crashing on a descent in the Pyrenees, as Wednesday’s collective show of emotion by the peloton, who let Armstrong and his five remaining team-mates cross the line together, a little way in front, after riding the whole stage in slow-moving cortege formation.


After the finish Armstrong was in tears, as he had been on Wednesday. “I did it for one person. I started suffering in the last few kilometres but I had Fabio in my mind the whole time. He motivated me the whole way. I felt very bad at the end but I kept thinking about him. I did it for him. In the past I have won bike races and I tried to make a little show because I think the show is good for the people. Today was no show. I was only trying to recognise Fabio.”


As well as a tribute to the late Olympic champion, Armstrong’s victory was a personal triumph at the end of a stage completed at an average of 27mph through the woods of the Dordogne. Having lost what looked like an assured victory last Saturday, when he was out-sprinted by Russia’s Sergei Outschakov at Revel, Armstrong was taking no risks in what was his team’s last chance for a stage win this year.


Armstrong broke away from a 12-man group, which never looked as if it was going to find the collective willpower necessary to catch him. “I didn’t like my chances in a sprint,” he added. “I had a feeling nobody would react. There were too many of them.” Bales of hay lined the back lanes of the Dordogne and Haute Vienne regions as the holiday crowds waved the riders through. Indurain’s 1995 harvest is almost complete as well: nothing short of an act of God will prevent him winning today’s 30-mile time-trial around the Vassivière Lake, where Greg LeMond clinched his 1990 victory.


With that in the bag, all that will remain is tomorrow’s traditional promenade to the Champs-Élysées, where victory number five should be completed, and he equals the record of Belgium’s Eddy Merckx and the Frenchmen Jacques Anquetil and Bernard Hinault.




Miguel Indurain did indeed go on to win that Tour, meaning that since Armstrong’s disqualification from the results, he is the only man with five consecutive Tour victories to his name. The Spaniard is renowned as a “boring” Tour champion. This is unfair. He was a rider who could attack when he needed to. In hindsight, I think I am a little unfair to Indurain in the following piece in describing him as a rider who only took the Tour seriously; he was always prominent in the world championships, for example. However, I would stand by the point that he was the first rider to specialise in the Tour, to the detriment of cycling as a whole.





Spain’s colossus of roads


23 July 1995


Unless the unthinkable happens in the shape of yet another of the crashes which have marred this Tour de France, Miguel Indurain will today become the first man to win the greatest bike race on earth five years in succession. This feat eluded the three other five-times champions: Jacques Anquetil of France (who took from 1957 to 1963), Eddy Merckx of Belgium (1969–74), and another Frenchman, Bernard Hinault (1978–85).


Indurain’s is a unique record of domination in an event as testing as the Tour. It reflects his absolute dedication to one task. The idea of Indurain missing the Tour in order to ride the Tour of Spain, as Merckx did in 1973 after winning four Tours on the trot, is ludicrous. Indeed, Indurain has missed his home event three times in order to prepare for the Tour. He has faced huge criticism in Spain each time, although once the Tour has been won the critics have shut up.


Just as Anquetil, Merckx and Hinault dominated their respective eras, so Indurain bestrides his, a genial, tanned colossus, who has grown in confidence and stature since his first Tour win in 1991. So tough and specialised is the Tour that no rider has finished second to Indurain more than once, and the men who were runners-up in 1992, 1993 and 1994 all failed either to start or finish the next year. The Spaniard stands alone.


Like Merckx, Hinault and Anquetil before him, Indurain has become the point of reference for all cycling’s major stage races. When another rider wins the Tour of Spain or Italy the debate begins about whether he can take on Indurain in the Tour. Indurain’s hegemony through his time-trialling ability has sparked debate about whether the route should be more mountainous, and whether time bonuses (seconds deducted from a rider’s overall time) might be awarded on the major mountains to encourage the climbers, who spend each Tour trying to claw back the time Indurain gains in the time-trials.


For all his domination of the Tour, Indurain has never achieved the status of patron, cycling’s equivalent of senior mobster, who controls the day-to-day activities of the rest with an iron hand. Hinault, the “badger”, was the most extreme example of a “patron” – if the field began riding aggressively when he was not feeling good, they would be reminded that at some point he would be in a position to make them suffer, and often they would stop. The “badger” used to protest that it was for their own good, but that had all the veracity of a gangster extolling the virtues of protection. Merckx and Anquetil would rarely step in directly, but resorted to displays of team strength to make the point.


Indurain carries no such clout. Getting heavy is not his style. Whereas on occasion Hinault was seen punching demonstrators who blocked race routes, the number of times Indurain has been seen to lose his temper can be counted on the fingers of one hand. He only races seriously in the Tour and the events leading up to it. The rest of the year he is relatively anonymous, if unmissable due to his size and perfect style.


The difference is also in his attitude to racing. Pierre Chany, a journalist who has followed 49 Tours de France, says: “Indurain is best compared to Anquetil in the way he races. Like Anquetil, he is calculating, saves energy and bases his Tour de France around the time-trials. The other two were more unpredictable: they could come to the fore at any moment when you weren’t expecting it.”


Of the four, Indurain is by far the most conservative. Merckx holds the record for stage wins in the Tour, 34 in seven appearances, and he is followed by Hinault with 28. Indurain has won just 10, and during his four previous Tour wins, and the fifth which is expected today, he has restricted himself to taking victories in the time-trials, which is where it really matters. For Hinault, taking a Tour without winning a stage was an affront, to avoid which in 1982 he risked losing the Tour itself in order to fight the sprinters on the final stage to Paris.


While he never reached the extremes of Merckx, who won one Tour with a lone break of over 100 kilometres through the mountains, even the calculating Anquetil won stages in the Pyrenees and the Alps on the way to his victory in 1963. Indurain would view such a success as a distraction from the job in hand, which is winning the race when it ends in Paris.


No one doubts that he is capable of winning mountain stages – in 1989 and 1990, before he reached the height of his powers, Indurain took convincing victories in the Pyrenees. He says of his reliance on the tactically vital but emotionally unappealing time-trial: “I would be stupid not to use my strongest weapon, but I can understand people not liking it.”


Indurain’s conservatism extends beyond his style in the Tour to his approach to the whole season. Whereas Merckx, Hinault and Anquetil all notched up victories in one-day classics on a regular basis Indurain has never even started some of the greatest one-day events as he might fall off and wreck his preparation for the Tour. It has worked for him, but it has only contributed to the Tour’s disproportionate importance. Merckx, known for his insatiable desire for victory anywhere, says, with some frustration at Indurain’s incredible strength: “He’s too limited in what he does to satisfy me totally.”


It is a question of priorities. Indurain lacks the overweening pride of a Merckx or Hinault, although when unleashed as he was this year on the stages to Liège and La Plagne, he is equally awe-inspiring. A practical man, who was happier on the family farm than at school, he does not deal in abstracts: “Nothing concrete comes out of victory,” he once said. “A man who makes furniture makes something concrete.” His horizons may not be broad, but the result of his total focus is utterly impressive. His manager José Miguel Echavarri, who raced with Anquetil, says: “Of the four, Indurain is the best all-rounder.” After a moment’s reflection he adds, tellingly, “For the Tour.”




The 1996 race saw the end of the Indurain era, at the end of one of the most dramatic stages in the race’s history: this leg to Les Arcs. Johan Bruyneel, who made such a spectacular exit from the road, is now notorious as Lance Armstrong’s former directeur sportif, but was just another journeyman bike racer at this point.





The rain and pain of the long-distance cyclists


8 July 1996


It was the first of many sobering sights over the weekend: on Saturday morning most of the field scrambled for shelter from a torrential rain shower five minutes before the start of the 200-kilometre stage from Chambery to Les Arcs. They ran for trees, cars, the podium where they sign on each day: any port in this storm.


It must have struck each man that, if they thought the last week of crashes, torrential rain and stress had been hell, they had been kidding themselves. The road south from Hertogenbosch was merely purgatory: hell lay in the next 125 miles.


There had been stress and danger aplenty since the race left Holland six days earlier. Headwinds meant that stages scheduled to finish during television prime time ended when riders would normally be receiving massage or eating dinner. The wind led to fears of crashes as the rain battered down every day. “It has rained more in five days than in the last five Tours,” said Miguel Indurain’s manager José Miguel Echavarri.


Alex Zulle summed up the feelings: “I am getting to sleep at three in the morning, we are eating like pigs, as quick as we can every night, and just go to our rooms. I’m taking pills to sleep. There are rumours that the stages will finish later next year: if they do, I won’t be here.”


The stress mounted as the pile-ups happened, and fights broke out among the riders: the American Lance Armstrong had a close encounter with the Frenchman Gilles Bouvard, which he put down to “the nerves of the race”, while Andrei Tchmil of Russia and Peter Luttenberger of Austria – who could be this year’s surprise climber – came to blows over dangerous riding.


But all this was as nothing compared to Saturday’s epic. On Alpine climbs such as the Col de la Madeleine and Cormet de Roselend, suffering is prolonged in cold rain, while 60-miles-per-hour descents in blinding spray have taken on a new resonance since the death last year – on a fine dry day – of Fabio Casartelli.


It was no surprise then to see Zulle – one of the Tour’s more accident-prone riders – finish covered in grazes after two slips, one of which took him into a ditch. It was Zulle’s third smash in three days. Johan Bruyneel’s crash was heart-stopping: the Belgian went straight on at a left-hand bend, rode between a large rock and a crash barrier and flew into a ravine, followed by his bike. His fall was broken by a tree, and he clambered back up to finish 20th and in a state of shock.


There had been speculation over the long-term effects of the rain and stress, and they began to be seen on Saturday. Stéphane Heulot, the maillot jaune, was just one of many riders suffering from tendinitis caused by the wet and cold. In such weather the tiny tears in the musculature do not heal as quickly. In addition, when riders crash – and there are few who have not – the bruises and strains make them sit awkwardly on the bike, causing compensatory injuries.


Heulot’s tendinitis made itself felt as he climbed the Madeleine but his true calvaire came on the Cormet de Roselend, where the pain became so intense that he was forced to quit in tears. The last time a maillot jaune withdrew during a stage was in 1983, when Pascal Simon of France rode for several days with a fractured shoulder.


Chris Boardman and Laurent Jalabert also waved goodbye to their chances on the Roselend, as Boardman finished 29 minutes off the pace. “I have never been close to tears on the bike before,” he said, “but, when I saw the group go, that was it, all my chances of glory disappeared up the road.”


Jalabert suffered a similar fate, losing 12 minutes, but the biggest shock was Indurain’s demise just two miles from the top of the climb to the finish in Les Arcs. Indurain failed to eat or drink enough during the stage – an elementary mistake and a sign that he was probably in trouble from early on – and was reduced to begging for a bottle. That he was eventually fined and had 20 seconds added to his time for taking water from a rival team was entirely in the spirit of a thoroughly nasty opening week. Forty riders have left the Tour in seven days and more will follow if the heat arrives this week.




The 1996 Tour was a race of transition. Bjarne Riis and Telekom’s dominance raised eyebrows, as did the sudden emergence of the Festina team as a dominant force. In the absence of any evidence other than an uneasy feeling, they had to be taken at face value; it would only become apparent two years later that in that Tour they were doped up to the eyeballs. As the next chapter shows, this warning from Jean-Marie Leblanc was incredibly prescient.





Tour call for drugs clean-up
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