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Prologue


Cork city in September and a grey sky so low it might drown in the Lee. The crowds are sparser than in the years of plenty, but the diehards are padded out by weekend shoppers, hemmed in by the barriers as they make their way home from Roche’s Stores or the Queen’s Old Castle. They pause, having no alternative, to watch the spectacle.


They see the boys of summer, not in their ruin, but inclining towards their rest. It is nearly time. Sean Kelly and Stephen Roche are autumn’s men now, and the 1992 Nissan Classic is almost certainly the last.


A mass of bodies and bikes and embrocation and swear words whizzes past, and sweeps onto St Patrick’s Hill, and all eyes are strained for a sight of one of the lads. A young Lance Armstrong is somewhere in this peloton, in the red and blue of Motorola, and nobody notices. Men like Phil Anderson, Adrie van der Poel and Andrei Tchmil are mere accoutrements.


From the bottom of St Patrick’s Hill, the crowds watch the cyclists weave against the gradient, then grow smaller and fainter as they melt into the gloom towards the summit. A figure in white moves ahead, and a man leaning across a barrier hazards that it might be Roche, but nobody is sure. Ten minutes later, the cyclists hurtle past the same spot, and the man realises it wasn’t.


Twice more the scene repeats itself. Generous applause follows the riders all the way up the ascent, but for those viewing from the bottom of the hill, the cheers fade gently as they grind towards that impalpable greyness at the top. Twice more, the man draped over the barrier says that Roche is off the front, and on the final occasion, he turns out to be right.


One last lap around the houses. Roche leads a breakaway with Anderson and Raúl Alcalá down the hillside and back to the river. Kelly is poised among the chasers behind. For a moment, it is yesterday.


The finish line is a couple of hundred yards to the right, and the sound of the public address system doesn’t carry. After the race ends, riders freewheel as far as the crowds at the bottom of the hill, and murmurs of the result travel by induction along St Patrick’s Quay: ‘Twasn’t Kelly or Roche who won anyway.’


Roche has placed 4th on the stage, and his aggression has earned him an invitation to the podium, to swap his Carrera jersey for the polka dots of the King of the Mountains. He wanted yellow. In eight years, he’s never worn yellow here, but this is one way of saying goodbye. He smiles and waves from the dais.


There are no bouquets for Kelly, who comes home in 10th place and wheels to a halt in the middle of the road. He is older now, but the long face and stoical expression are immutable. He is always and instantly recognisable as Kelly. As if confirmation were needed, Cidona has, for the week that’s in it, joined Festina among the sponsors on his blue jersey.


A soigneur hands Kelly a towel, and he wipes down his face, before accepting a bottle and pedalling away gingerly. Rather than cheer him off, the crowds hush as though viewing a Marian apparition. Nobody is so crass as to call out his name. Instead, fathers nudge sons: ‘There’s Kelly there, look.’ And they do. They watch in quiet reverence until he glides out of sight.


The following day, the Nissan Classic will conclude in Dublin. Roche will have one last year in the peloton before he calls it a day, and Kelly will linger on for two, but it will be a flickering existence. Whether they realise it or not, the era ends here.


From the early 1980s, Kelly and Roche were at the summit of their art. Between them, they swept up almost every prize in cycling that was worth claiming. Roche won the Tour de France, Giro d’Italia and World Championships, and Kelly won nearly everything else, including the Vuelta a España, seven editions of Paris-Nice and nine monument classics. He was number one in the world rankings for five unbroken years.


At a time of mass emigration, they were Ireland’s most beloved ambassadors on the Continent. In an often-grey decade back home, they provided colour. And yet, though often used as props by politicians, they espoused no ideology. It was, it seems, only ever about the bike, and the life to be made from it.


Martin Earley and Paul Kimmage joined them in the peloton as the decade progressed, and Pat McQuaid’s Nissan Classic brought them back home for an annual lap of honour. For a time, Ireland seemed to number among the great cycling nations of the world. It was a stunning and perhaps inexplicable ascent, especially considering just how far down the mountain the journey began.
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The Munich Bother


The flush of youth and the thrill of competition have a way of distracting the mind from the big words that make the world so unhappy. As a mark of respect for the 11 members of the Israeli delegation killed by Palestinian terrorists, the Olympic Games were suspended for 24 hours, but now, barely two days after the atrocity, the spectacle has resumed. The police presence is more obtrusive than before, but like most on the start line, 21-year-old Kieron McQuaid has eyes only for the race ahead. He lines up alongside his Irish teammates Peter Doyle, Liam Horner and Noel Teggart, and in his own excitement, he doesn’t even see the four riders in white jerseys with green and orange hoops who move through the crowd distributing leaflets minutes before the start, nor does he notice when the police discreetly lead them away shortly before the flag drops.


Once the race begins, there is an immediate injection of pace, and the peloton is stretched in the opening kilometres. There is precious little respite as they tackle the lower slopes of the circuit’s climb in the forested park around Grünwald, a suburb 10 miles or so south of Munich. Up ahead, McQuaid sees three figures in white emerge from some shrubs on the roadside, mount their bikes and infiltrate the peloton. ‘Some locals acting the mess, trying to ride along with the Olympics,’ he shrugs to himself.


A couple of miles later, having crossed the summit, McQuaid works his way forward in the bunch and finds that one of the men in white is still up there and pedalling smoothly. As he draws closer, he squints for a better look and sees that the rider’s jersey has green and orange hoops. There is something familiar, too, about his bike. It’s a Carlton, just like McQuaid’s. The penny drops. The interloper is John Mangan, a fellow Irishman, albeit from a rival, outlawed federation.


McQuaid drops back to alert his teammates, happening first upon Horner. ‘There’s NCA lads in this group. Mind yourself, there could be trouble,’ he warns him. Horner nods and seeks out Mangan for a parley. The conversation is heated but brief, and though each man rides on, the truce will not be a lasting one. Shortly afterwards, Mangan attacks from the front of the group. His lack of a race number marks him out as an intruder and causes some consternation among the race marshals. A police motorbike promptly tries to remove him from the race altogether, but succeeds only in balking him, and Mangan melts back into the peloton.


As he drops backwards, Mangan now finds himself side by side with Teggart, a truck driver from Banbridge in County Down riding in his final international race. Heavy words are lightly thrown. Mangan first leans across into Teggart, and then grabs his jersey and forces him to a standstill at the roadside. Each man clasps at the other’s jersey as they step from their bikes, and voices rise. A couple of ill-directed jabs are exchanged. As the rest of the world sweeps past, they stand in a gutter fighting out a local row that is not of their own making.


This is Irish cycling in 1972.
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For first half of the 20th century, Irish cycling was a largely domestic affair, despite the exploits of Harry Reynolds, the so-called ‘Balbriggan Flyer’, who won the sprint at the Track World Championships in Copenhagen in 1896. Grass track racing was the most popular discipline, and relatively few Irish riders ventured to compete internationally on the road. At first overseen by the GAA, cycling fell under the remit of the newly founded National Athletics and Cycling Association (NACA) on the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922, before governance was divested to the National Cycling Association (NCA) in 1938. Long after leaving the GAA umbrella, grass track cycling and athletics meets continued to be held in tandem with hurling and Gaelic football games around the country. Despite the partition of Ireland in 1922, cycling was organised on a 32-county basis, and seemed to operate in something of a vacuum, far removed from the sport’s heartland in mainland Europe.


For almost half a century, the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI) saw no need to concern itself with the Irish question, even when a separate Northern Irish federation, which operated under the auspices of the British National Cyclists’ Union (BNCU), was set up in 1928. The status quo was disrupted at the UCI congress in 1947, however, when the BNCU, in anticipation of the following year’s Republic of Ireland Act, proposed the NCA restrict its jurisdiction to the 26 counties south of the border. The motion was carried, and the NCA was expelled from the UCI and excluded from international competition.


Two years later, a group of primarily Dublin-based clubs broke away from the NCA to establish a new, 26-county body called the Cumann Rothaíochta na hÉireann (CRE), which was granted international recognition by the UCI at the urging of the BNCU. Despite the brisk progress of the CRE, the NCA had no intention of retreating quietly into the background, far less ceasing operations altogether. With its riders unable to compete internationally, it compensated by establishing an ambitious national tour, the Rás Tailteann, in 1953. The driving force behind the Rás and the NCA was the staunchly republican Joe Christle, a protagonist of the IRA’s Border Campaign of 1956–62, and consequently both the race and federation espoused an avowedly nationalist ethos, a contrast with the apolitical CRE.


Even so, joining the NCA or CRE was largely a matter of chance rather than any overt ideological leanings: in rural Ireland, NCA clubs were simply more common, whereas the CRE was the dominant force in Dublin. At official level, however, there was considerable enmity between the two bodies, with the NCA regularly looking to disrupt CRE events in the 1950s. ‘They were very violent in some of their methods: cutting down trees during the Coast to Coast, setting fire to the road or putting down tacks and changing arrows on the road, all that kind of stuff,’ the late Christy Kimmage, a CRE rider, recalled in 2014.


In 1955, the NCA registered its opposition to the CRE at international level by sending a team to the World Championships in Frascati, much like the Munich Olympics 17 years later. In 1959, meanwhile, NCA men were widely suspected of the bombing of the newly installed track at Morton Stadium, on the eve of the inaugural, CRE-organised event, which featured Fausto Coppi and Shay Elliott, Ireland’s first Continental professional.
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Elliott is labelled nowadays as a pioneer, but in the early 1970s he was an historical aberration. While back home Irish cycling seemed unable to awake from a dreary, repeated nightmare of Civil War politics, Elliott operated in a different realm on the Continent. His story had no precedent in Irish cycling. In 1954, he had won the King of the Mountains prize at the CRE-organised Tour of Ireland, and his prize was to attend a training camp in Monte Carlo for Europe’s top amateur riders the following spring. After a spell with the ACBB club in Paris, he turned professional in 1956 with the Helyett team, thus beginning a 12-year career.


Elliott became the first non-Belgian winner of the Omloop Het Volk classic in 1959, after which he won a stage of the Giro d’Italia in 1960, and then led the Vuelta a España for nine days in 1962, eventually placing third overall. In 1963, he soloed to stage victory in the Tour de France at Roubaix, and wore the yellow jersey for three days. At the velodrome in Roubaix, the band was so unprepared for an Irish victor that they played ‘God Save the Queen’ in lieu of ‘Amhrán na bhFiann’.


A year earlier, Elliott had missed out on hearing his national anthem in rather more contentious circumstances, when he was in the winning break of four at the World Championships in Salò in the company of his trade teammate Jean Stablinski of France. ‘Stab’ was Elliott’s closest friend in cycling and godfather to his son Pascal, but that apparently did not prevent him paying the other members of the move to chase down the Irishman’s late attack. Stablinski slipped away to win the rainbow jersey, and Elliott had to settle for the silver medal. The peloton was a cutthroat kind of a place, and one contemporary, Jean Bobet, later maintained Elliott was penalised by his decency. ‘Loyalty and naïvety prevented him from fulfilling his true potential,’ Bobet said, quoted in Graham Healy’s 2011 biography of Elliot. Even so, Elliott had the strength of personality to survive more than a decade in the peloton, riding as a trusted lieutenant of five-time Tour winner Jacques Anquetil, and later in the service of his rival, Raymond Poulidor.


Those nights in Morton Stadium in 1959 aside, when the crowds cheered him even more heartily than they did Coppi, Elliott’s gifts were never properly appreciated in his home country, at least outside the small, cloven cycling community. After cycling, he would know only sadness. His foray into the hotel business in Loctudy, Brittany failed, and he had separated from his wife Marguerite even before the Hotel d’Irlande shut its doors. Elliott returned to Ireland alone. He died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound on 4 May 1971, in the living quarters above his panel-beating business in Dublin. He was 36 years old. In death, Elliott is commemorated by the one-day race that carries his name, and by a small monument atop the Glenmalure climb in County Wicklow, where the inscription is simple: ‘In Memory of Shay Elliott, Irish international racing cyclist.’


Young amateur cyclists in Ireland may have aspired to emulating Elliott’s exploits on the Continent, but those who dared to follow his template quickly realised just how exceptional his talent and character had been. Shortly after lining up in the amateur undercard at Morton Stadium with Coppi and Elliott, Christy Kimmage travelled to Paris to ride for ACBB, but lasted barely two weeks in a Montparnasse still bearing the scars of World War II. ‘I realised that it was all about the mental approach, which I didn’t have and Shay had,’ Kimmage said. ‘He just wanted it more than anything, whereas I didn’t.’ Others, like Peter Doyle, would spend longer as amateurs in France, but the next step eluded them. Peter Crinnion, a friend of Elliott’s and later a mentor to Stephen Roche, went furthest. He raced on the Continent as an independent professional in the 1960s, winning the prestigious Route de France in 1962 and a stage of the Volta a Catalunya in 1963.


The NCA men, barred from international competition, looked on in frustration as riders from the Irish Cycling Federation (ICF) – as the CRE was renamed in the late 1960s – tried their luck on the Continent. Only certain foreign races, such as the Grand Prix de l’Humanité, run by France’s communist sports body, the Fédération Sportive et Gymnique du Travail (FSGT), offered outlets to their more ambitious riders. When, in 1972, attempts were made at official level to prevent NCA riders from competing abroad, Joe Christle was incandescent. The beginning of the Troubles in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s had already renewed the radicalism within the body. It was decided to send an NCA team to Munich in protest.
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Armed with little more than a taste for racing beyond Ireland, John Mangan caught a ferry from Rosslare to Le Havre in August 1971. ‘I was driving down through Normandy and I stopped two cyclists who were out on the road. They said Brittany was the best place to go, around Rennes, so I went there,’ Mangan says. ‘When I got there, I asked a policeman on the street and he brought me to a bicycle shop. It was closed for lunch but I came back later and it turned out that the fella in the shop raced, so that’s how that I started out there.’


Though he returned to Ireland to complete his apprenticeship as an electrician that winter, Mangan was back in France full-time by the spring of 1972, racing in Nice early in the year before migrating to Brittany as the evenings lengthened. In Nice, an FSGT stronghold, Mangan’s NCA racing licence had not been an issue. In Brittany, his documentation was queried, but he managed to compete, and after returning to Ireland to win the Rás early in the summer, he was joined in Rennes by fellow Kerry men Batty Flynn and Pat Healy for the remainder of the campaign.


By that point, plans for the Munich expedition had already been floated, and in early September, the trio drove to Ostend to meet with the rest of the NCA delegation, which had travelled by ferry. The group of 10 included seven riders – Mangan, Flynn, Healy, Meathmen Gabriel Howard and TP Reilly, and northerners Brian Holmes and Joe McAloon – and was led by Benny Donnelly, who acted as ‘coach’ and spokesman. On arriving in Munich, they were accommodated at a house on 49 Implerstrasse in the south of the city.


Unable to speak German and with no television in the house, the NCA party was oblivious to the drama unfolding in the Olympic village on the night of Tuesday 5 September, the eve of the men’s road race. The following dawn, as they rode through sombre streets towards the race circuit and took up their stations for the protest, they assumed the early hour accounted for the eerie silence, but as the morning progressed, it gradually became apparent that something was awry. Mangan, Flynn and McAloon spent the bones of three hours lying in a thicket, their bikes camouflaged amid the shrubs, before they elected to emerge from their hiding place. In broken English, a passer-by told them the Olympic Games had been suspended for 24 hours due to the Black September terrorist group’s killing of 11 Israeli athletes and coaches, but the scale of what had happened seemed to be lost in translation. While 80,000 spectators and 3,000 athletes gathered in the Olympic Stadium to commemorate the dead, the NCA men returned to Implerstrasse ready to start all over the following morning.


The official Irish team, which was housed in the very complex where the hostage crisis had taken place, was scarcely more informed than their NCA counterparts. Although word of the atrocity had reached them the previous evening, they had no idea of its magnitude. ‘We’d never have thought to turn the telly on even if we’d had one, and we went to bed that night not knowing whether the Games were going to be postponed or cancelled,’ says Kieron McQuaid. ‘We got into our race gear the following morning and eventually we were told that everything had been put back by 24 hours.’


The NCA delegation, largely – but by no means completely – ignorant of the changed context, proceeded with its protest when the race eventually took place on the morning of 7 September. Of the four on the start line, only Healy succeeded in infiltrating the peloton, though in any case, their main purpose was the distribution of multilingual leaflets which bore the slogan, ‘England: Evacuate Our Sports Fields and Our Nation’. Holmes, a republican who would be interned in Long Kesh shortly after his return from Munich, later claimed to have severed the wires of the PA system at the start in a bid to sow confusion, but Mangan insists the riders hiding on the course were making a primarily sporting demonstration, protesting their inability to compete internationally. ‘The leaflets were more of a political thing to get the Eastern Bloc countries to give us a hand, because they would have wanted to get back at England and those,’ he says.


This version of events is flatly dismissed by McQuaid. ‘The Olympic road race is 120 miles long and all they had in their back pockets were leaflets protesting about British occupation of Northern Ireland. They had no food or anything to be handed up to them, either,’ he says. ‘They weren’t there to ride the race, that’s bullshit. They were there to protest the British occupation of Northern Ireland.’


Perhaps the saddest irony of the NCA protest in Munich is that the official Irish team was, in many respects, a model of peaceful coexistence. Noel Teggart was a Protestant from Northern Ireland, while McQuaid, though born in Dublin, was the son of a Catholic father and Protestant mother, both from County Tyrone. ICF riders regularly traversed the border to compete in Northern Ireland Cycling Federation (NICF) races, and vice versa, just as riders north and south crossed the Irish Sea to race in Britain, and British riders lined out every year at the Tour of Ireland.


After the race, Donnelly insisted that the NCA riders had been instructed not to interfere with any competitors, far less the legitimate Irish team, but it was hardly coincidental that Teggart was the one man to be obstructed. Mangan claims that Teggart, who died in 1997, greeted him by commenting, ‘There’s a lot of southern bastards around this morning,’ an accusation vehemently denied by McQuaid, who recalls that Mangan had already taken issue with Teggart’s presence in an Irish jersey during his conversation with Horner. ‘I believe the powers that be in the NCA got inside his head and filled it with shit, and he became all fervently nationalistic.’


Mangan’s clash with Teggart brought both his own protest and the Northerner’s race to a halt. A distraught Teggart abandoned the race, the only Irishman not to finish. Despite the heightened state of alert in the wake of the Black September attack, Mangan’s political protest was policed softly. Although his bike, like all the NCA machines, was sequestered until the end of the race, he was not placed in handcuffs. ‘In fairness, they knew well that we were no terrorists. It was the police who arrested me and they handed me over to the army. They brought me into the compound where the army were and after one or two laps, I got talking to one of the lads and said I wanted to see the race,’ Mangan says. ‘They let me go and watch it on the side of the road.’


The reaction from Mangan’s fellow countrymen was not as benign. After the race, the manager of the official Irish team, Liam King, called for charges to be pressed, while his riders wanted to administer their own brand of justice. ‘We went into Munich that night and the purpose of the exercise was to see if we could find them,’ McQuaid says. ‘We’d have killed them.’


Official condemnation was swift. Taoiseach Jack Lynch was in Munich, where he had met with British prime minister Ted Heath to discuss the situation in Northern Ireland. ‘The interference was a travesty of sportsmanship, reflecting no credit on the country,’ he told reporters at a reception at the Irish consulate. The sense of embarrassment was only amplified by the fact that the British Olympic team, shaken by the Israeli massacre, had already seen fit to take measures to protect itself from a possible IRA attack. All union flags were removed from the team’s apartment block in the Olympic village – ‘A degree of anonymity might be advisable,’ said chef de mission Sandy Duncan – while pentathlon winner Mary Peters, a Northern Irish woman competing for Great Britain, was brought to the airport under armed guard.


Following the Games, Irishman Lord Killanin took up office as president of the IOC and privately lobbied for Mangan to serve a suspension for his part in disrupting the road race. ‘He tried his level best to get onto the federation in France and get me fucked up,’ Mangan says. ‘I never forgave him for it.’


Despite the Munich bother and the questions of the legality of his licence, Mangan remained in France until 1982, making a living from the prize money he won on the amateur scene as part of what he smilingly calls the mafia, a combine of experienced riders who raced together across team lines. In the early years, his NCA membership would likely have precluded a professional career, but he never countenanced switching to the ICF. ‘I said I wouldn’t sell my soul for 30 pieces of silver,’ he says. By the late 1970s, he realised that his winnings on the amateur scene likely surpassed what he might earn as a professional. He continued to revel in the nickname of the ‘Irish Locomotive’ in Brittany, racing against – and beating – men like Jean-René Bernaudeau and Bernard Hinault as they progressed to the professional ranks.
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It is tempting to say that the embarrassment of the Munich protest was the moment that shocked sense into the Irish cycling community and brought the factions together, but it was to be a drawn-out process. There was a metaphorical breaking of bread in January 1973, when future Rás organiser Dermot Dignam and four-time Rás winner Shay O’Hanlon were among the NCA men to join Kieron McQuaid and an ICF group on a training ride and propose informal talks, thus beginning the slow but ineluctable course that would eventually bring the three federations on the island of Ireland – the ICF, NICF and NCA – together into one body. The formation of the so-called Tripartite Committee in 1979, which allowed riders to compete in each federation’s events, regardless of affiliation, was the key moment in the unification of Irish cycling, though many of the old fault lines would remain in place even as the factions formally merged into the Federation of Irish Cyclists (now Cycling Ireland) in 1987. The governance of cycling in Northern Ireland, meanwhile, would remain sensitive into the 21st century.


The dissolution of the dividing lines in the late 1970s would, in time, raise standards across the board, but it would be fanciful to suggest that the golden generation of Irish talent of the 1980s owes its providence to the cessation of hostilities between the federations. By the mid-1970s, the arc of Irish cycling history may have been bending towards unity, but those events were already being overtaken by the remarkable exploits of an introverted young man from Carrick-on-Suir.
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Mamore and All That


It was perhaps fortunate that a series of early mechanical mishaps ruined Sean Kelly’s chances at the 1975 Tour of Ireland. It meant that while Pat McQuaid’s overall victory was consigned soberly to the record books, descriptions of Kelly’s exploits that week have taken shape in the more fluid confines of folklore. It is an article of faith in Irish cycling, for instance, that Kelly went over the Gap of Mamore using a monstrous gear – an 18-tooth sprocket, according to most variations of the gospel – during that Tour of Ireland. It is an article of faith because there were precious few on hand to bear witness to the momentous occasion in person. There were certainly no bike riders, as Kelly was already more than a minute and a half clear of the bunch by the time he reached the base of the short but viciously steep climb on the Inishowen Peninsula. There won’t have been many spectators on the roadside, either – not in rural Donegal for an amateur bike race in the mid-1970s. No, for all bar the happy few in the race marshal’s car, Sean Kelly’s greatest exploit as a teenage bike rider on Irish roads only ever existed in the imagination. And yet the shared memory endures.


It’s certainly not difficult to conjure the image of Kelly, all strength and sinew, pushing his mammoth gear against the 22 per cent slopes of the Gap of Mamore. It’s easy to picture him snorting like a racehorse as he approaches the summit, and then dropping over the other side, never once relenting until he reaches the finish in Buncrana. He will have spent more than 80 kilometres alone at the head of the race by the time he crosses the line. More than three minutes will pass before the second group on the road limps home. An exhibition.


The Gap of Mamore is little more than a kilometre in length, but its severity is such that when it first featured in the Tour of Ireland in 1970, eventual stage winner Paul Elliott was forced to dismount and walk near the top. Yet, of the newspapermen on the 1975 race, only Brendan Mooney, writing in the Cork Examiner, seemed to realise he had been present for something special, describing Kelly’s showing as ‘one of the finest exhibitions of solo climbing ever produced in this country’. Kelly’s display would only take on the dimensions of legend once the telling of it travelled by word of mouth. ‘Everybody knew that you needed a 22 sprocket on Mamore but Kelly was a horse and could do things that nobody else would even consider,’ Stephen Roche put it more than a decade later.


Kelly, a hesitant Cúchulainn, insists the truth was more prosaic. He simply used the lowest gear he had, 42x24, and dragged himself up any way he could. ‘It was a case of just grinding your way up with that. You just go from side to side to try to make it,’ he says. ‘The Gap of Mamore, I just ploughed my way up.’


Still, Mamore was special, and Kelly added another saga to his Ulster Cycle the next day by outsprinting Australian John Sanders to win in Bundoran, before proceeding to quell the internecine squabbling within the Irish national team on the penultimate stage. Alan McCormack had spent much of the week attacking Pat McQuaid’s yellow jersey, and his most ambitious offensive came when he gained six minutes on the road to Mullingar, but Kelly made the decisive contribution in pegging back the move, and then helped himself to the stage win.


Kelly reached Dublin in 6th place overall, and after the final stage he availed of the hospitality of Christy Kimmage, who had served as the Irish team masseur, before travelling home to Carrick-on-Suir. That evening in Coolock, Christy’s 13-year-old son Paul was transfixed by the quiet but courteous visitor. With the physique and weathered face of an older man, Kelly had the bearing of the silent hero of a Western, but was blessed with the attendant promise of youth. Nobody quite knew where he had come from, but people were daring to dream of where he might go from here. ‘You’d have to think Kelly was a once-off. After the Tour of Ireland when he won that stage over Mamore, he came back and had a bath in the house that night,’ Kimmage says. ‘Dad would have thought this guy was fucking tough, and different to what we’d got.’
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In the years leading up to the Munich Olympics, while the NCA–ICF split was still slowly bubbling towards its apotheosis, the underlying tensions were apparent all over Ireland. One such fault line, albeit an inadvertently formed one, was to be found in Carrick-on-Suir, a sleepy town of 4,000 inhabitants on the Tipperary-Waterford border. Inspired by the first Rás, Carrick Wheelers Cycling Club, an NCA outfit, had been established in 1954, and its St Patrick’s Day race was one of the most important early-season events on the NCA calendar. In 1969, a group of members led by Tony Ryan and Dan Grant decided to break away to form a new club, which they promptly affiliated to the ICF, though appearances can be deceptive. The split in Carrick-on-Suir had nothing to do with the wider NCA–ICF dispute, but rather was based upon a local row, the genesis of which has since been obscured, by time and diplomacy.


‘It was just a burst-up within the club,’ Kelly explains. ‘They had a bit of a row with the committee over I don’t know exactly what, but it had nothing to do with the different federations or anything like that. But of course, there was the other federation at that time, so when they started the new club, of course they went to the other side, to the ICF.’


To compound matters, Ryan and his associates dubbed their new outfit Carrick Wheelers Road Club. Operating in the same small town as Carrick Wheelers Cycling Club, and sifting through the same shallow pool in search of potential riders, the new club quickly rolled out a proactive recruitment policy. In a microcosm of the wider NCA–ICF divide, the two clubs coexisted in parallel worlds on the banks of the Suir, with the Waterford-based Munster Express carefully devoting equal amounts of column inches to each Carrick-on-Suir club. Carrick Wheelers Cycling Club president Tommy Sheehan had already established a schoolboy cycling league in 1967, and the fledgling ICF club naturally followed suit. In the autumn of 1969, a delegation from Carrick Wheelers Road Club paid a visit to the Christian Brothers Secondary School in Carrick-on-Suir to promote its series of underage races. A 15-year-old called Joe Kelly, who cycled a round trip of six miles every day from nearby Curraghduff, signed up and became a fully fledged member of the club shortly afterwards. A few months later, his younger brother would join him.
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John James Kelly was born in Belleville maternity home in Waterford city on 24 May 1956, the second son of Jack and Nellie Kelly. To avoid confusion with his father, also christened John James Kelly, the newborn was known immediately as Sean. There were already two boys on the farm in Curraghduff: Joe was two years Sean’s senior, while Martin Power was the child of Nellie’s first husband, also named Martin, who had died from a stroke as a young man. The family would be completed by the arrival of the youngest son, Vincent, in 1962.


Home life was quiet. Jack was a man of few words and Nellie was scarcely more talkative. That country reserve was bequeathed to their son, who as a bike rider and, later, as a television commentator, would make a virtue out of saying as little as was necessary to make his point. As soon as he was old enough, Kelly was expected to help on the farm, while his formal education took place entirely within the walls of Crehana National School, in the countryside on the Waterford side of Carrick-on-Suir. Like most children in rural Ireland, his first experiences of organised sport came on the GAA field, though, strangely, he played solely at school and only fleetingly. ‘In school, we played hurling and football matches with other schools, but it would only have been maybe two or three games a year,’ Kelly says. ‘I was OK, no better than any other guys. I probably didn’t play it for long enough to find out if I was any good.’


In the classroom, the young Kelly struggled, perhaps due more to his intense shyness than to any lack of academic prowess. He was not wholly enamoured by the prospect of continuing his education beyond the end of primary school, but despite his misgivings, he enrolled in the town’s vocational school with the vague aim of learning a trade. Just before classes started in September, however, a stomach ulcer necessitated Jack spending a stint in hospital and Sean, perhaps sensing an out, volunteered to fill in on the farm. More than a month passed before his father was well enough to resume work, by which point Kelly successfully argued that it was not worth his while trying to catch up. School was out.


At 14 years of age, whether he realised it or not, the rest of Kelly’s life seemed to be already mapped out. He would now help his father on the farm until such time as he inherited the land for himself. He would live and die within his own little postage stamp of soil in the shadow of the Comeragh Mountains. It could easily have been a lonesome existence had Kelly not tagged along with Joe to an internal league race in Carrick-on-Suir in the summer of 1970. Fifteen or so teenage boys were already sitting astride their bikes at the entrance to Kennedy Terrace as the Kelly brothers arrived. When Tony Ryan asked the newcomer his name, so the legend goes, Kelly nodded hesitantly towards Joe: ‘I’m his brother.’


The riders were split into small groups along loose lines of age and experience, and Kelly was placed in the first wave to set out, with a three-minute head start over the oldest riders. The race was six miles long, out to the Millvale Creamery and back. What Kelly lacked in nous, he made up for in strength. He set out as quickly as he possibly could and shed himself of his fellow neophytes, but rather than tire on the return leg, he extended his advantage over the scratch group to claim the spoils.


With the ice duly broken, Kelly settled into life as a member of Carrick Wheelers, and graduated to compete in formal ICF-organised races in places like Fermoy and Mallow in 1971, progressing steadily under the tutelage of Ryan and Grant. In 1972, still only 16 years of age, he won the junior national championships road race in Banbridge, beating the highly touted Alan McCormack into third place, though the Dubliner – also destined for a professional career – would prove a worthy rival on the domestic scene. ‘He always had the upper hand in the sprints but there was a time when we were teenagers when I was equal with him and sometimes better in races,’ McCormack says. ‘But there was never any animosity. He’d stay in our house in Dublin when we were on national teams.’


McCormack and Kelly’s talents were such that they were fast-tracked through the system, stepping up to the senior ranks in 1974 even though they were still eligible to race as juniors. Kelly won the Shay Elliott Memorial, Ireland’s toughest one-day race, at only 17 years of age, and that summer, he and McCormack were selected for the Irish team for the Tour of Scotland. Nobody batted an eyelid. The experience seemed to stand to Kelly. ‘We were only children,’ McCormack says. ‘That would never happen nowadays, 17-year-old kids riding international stage races against all the hardcore Russian and Polish riders.’


Off the bike, too, Kelly was reaping the benefits of membership of Carrick Wheelers. Through a clubmate named Martin Wall, he procured a job as a bricklayer that put money in his pocket and provided a more sociable working environment than the relative isolation of the farm. Although Kelly’s words were spent as reluctantly as ever – ‘I’m not exaggerating when I say no more than 20 words would pass his lips on the journey from Carrick to Dublin and home,’ said his regular chauffeur Grant – he enjoyed the camaraderie of the club. If cycling itself proved a more satisfactory form of expression for Kelly than his timid words ever could, simply being part of a club at all meant that the profoundly shy teenager could interact with his peers without having to surrender his natural reserve.


‘I don’t think you could say it gave me a social life beyond what I had before I started the cycling,’ Kelly says. ‘The thing it did give me was the chance to travel to races around the country at weekends, and get away from home and the work on the farm. I think that was one of the things that attracted me the most.’


Carrick Wheelers would also introduce Kelly to his wife, Linda Grant, the daughter of Dan. Linda, a year Kelly’s junior, would later joke that she was the ‘last piece of equipment’ to be packed into her father’s car ahead of each race, and it was she who stitched the words ‘Carrick Wheelers Road Club ICF’ onto Kelly’s first-ever racing jersey. Their relationship began discreetly when Kelly was 17 and continued when his talent sent him far from Carrick-on-Suir.


Towards the end of 1971, Dan Grant had visited the Kelly house to persuade Jack to part with £150 so his son might upgrade from his Raleigh All-Steel bike to a bona fide racing machine. He based his pitch around the sacrifice and commitment required by the sport, correctly guessing that such characteristics would resonate with an essentially austere man. ‘I pointed out that drink, discos and the rest would cost considerably more in the course of a year and eventually he agreed,’ Grant told the Irish Times in 1985. It would prove to be a sound investment.


[image: Image]


As far back as they could remember, the McQuaid boys always wanted to be cyclists. At home in the flat above the family grocery store in Glasnevin, there was talk of precious little else. Their father, Jim, was Irish champion in 1950 and again in 1951, and competed at the World Championships on four occasions. He was selected for the 1948 Olympics in London, too, but was unable to compete due to the NCA’s expulsion from international competition. Together with his brother Paddy, Jim was among the founder members of the breakaway CRE the following year, and he would serve as an administrator in the newly founded body even before his own racing career came to an end. The McQuaids were bluebloods.


Pat McQuaid, the eldest of Jim’s 10 children, was born in 1949, with Kieron following a year later, and they grew up surrounded by cycling. One of the young Pat’s earliest memories was of his father crashing during a Grand Prix of Ireland in the Phoenix Park, and tagging along as he was patched up in St Stephen’s Hospital, waiting for stitches and liniment to be applied to open wounds. At the dinner table, cycling talk abounded. Jim McQuaid liked to recall the tale of how he had given Shay Elliott a small but significant leg-up towards his professional career at the 1954 Tour of Ireland, by helping him win the King of the Mountains prize that secured his ticket to the Simplex training camp the following spring.


Their father’s standing allowed the young McQuaids fleeting glimpses of cycling royalty. Pat was nine years old when his uncle, then CRE president, and father were the men charged with collecting Fausto Coppi from Dublin airport when he came to ride with Elliott in the exhibition at Morton Stadium. A 14-year-old Kieron, meanwhile, travelled all the way to San Sebastian with his father in 1965 to watch Tommy Simpson win the World Championships road race.


The split in Irish cycling was a regular topic of discussion at home. Paddy ran a vegetable shop opposite Jim’s grocery store on Ballygall Road, and at 11 o’clock each morning he would cross the street to join his brother for coffee in the back room. The children would hush and eavesdrop. ‘He’d sit down and they’d be talking about the politics of cycling – who was on the board, who was with who, who was against, and so on,’ Pat McQuaid recalls. ‘I got used to listening to it.’


The McQuaids were originally from Dungannon in County Tyrone, where they had raced with some success. Paddy was the first to move south of the border, arriving in Dublin in 1947, with his younger brother following a year later, and when Jim met and married a fellow Tyrone woman, Madge, it strengthened his resolve to build a life in Dublin. The McQuaid brothers’ 1949 establishment of a new Dublin-based cycling club called Emerald marked the definitive laying down of roots. ‘They came down south because of business opportunities, but also because Northern Ireland wasn’t really a place my parents could live in, with a mixed marriage,’ Pat McQuaid says. ‘My father joined the CRE because even though he was a northern Catholic, he wouldn’t have had strong nationalist views like the NCA, which was closely connected with the Old IRA and maybe ultimately the Provisional IRA.’


Not that their federation was bereft of its own internal politics. Kieron and Pat McQuaid were both in the longlist for the Munich Olympics, but only the younger brother made the trip to Germany, much to Pat’s chagrin. The selectors were of the opinion that Pat’s stint studying in London had left him under-raced, and even at a remove of over four decades it remains a sore point. ‘Part of that was politics within the federation. They wouldn’t select two McQuaids for the Olympic games,’ he insists. Three years later, however, Jim McQuaid was national team coach, and his three eldest sons – Pat, Kieron and 21-year-old Oliver – were all picked for the six-man squad for the 1975 Tour of Britain, the first family to achieve such a feat. ‘People would have been asking, “Are they running the show or what’s the story?”’ Pat McQuaid says.


Like their father, the young McQuaids were fast finishers with a knack for hanging tough on climbs, winning races by dint of their wits as much as their ability. Off the bike, the McQuaids were preternaturally confident young men. ‘Ah yeah, they weren’t shy about it. Jim came from a cycling background. He was a very good rider himself, and the sons were as well,’ Kelly says. When an ICF selection was invited to compete in the 1974 Rás, which was won by Peter Doyle, the most notable frisson between the two federations came when Pat McQuaid clashed with Meathman Colm Nulty in Killarney. ‘We were knocking hell out of each other. It might have been the only time I did it in my life,’ McQuaid recalls. Pat, with his sideburns and ready smile, exuded a particularly worldly air for a man still in his mid-20s, and such self-assurance seemed to have the added benefit of inuring him to external criticism. ‘We were a successful family,’ McQuaid says. ‘We were brought up to be winners.’


Yet while the McQuaids would dominate the headlines at home ahead of the Tour of Britain, they would be wholly overshadowed by Kelly – who was, along with McCormack, one of two teenagers in the Irish line-up – on their return. Held in May and June each year and by then better known as the Milk Race, the Tour of Britain was, by the mid-1970s, viewed as the sternest test of an ICF rider’s mettle, perhaps even the limit of his ambition. Emulating Elliott’s career on the Continent seemed far-fetched; the Tour of Britain, on the other hand, was a goal of more digestible proportions. Two weeks long and attracting some of the best amateur riders in the world, it was a more arduous race than any on offer in Ireland, yet it had a comforting familiarity, too, as the best ICF riders regularly travelled to Britain for weekend racing.


Even so, the Milk Race was a daunting proposition. Peter Doyle had won stages and even placed 3rd overall, in 1968, but as a rule, the men in green jerseys had tended to turn up clasping to hope but largely unfettered by expectation. Though Kelly was highly rated at home, he was still a first-year senior competing in the toughest race on the calendar, and a promising 12th place on the first road stage to Bournemouth was soon forgotten when four of the Irish team fell victim to food poisoning on the road to Bath the following day. A tin of salmon was identified as the culprit, though be it due to an iron constitution or a simple dislike of canned fish, Kelly was not among those affected.


As the race swept northwards, the 19-year-old Kelly continued to be mentioned in dispatches as the standout performer on the Irish team. ‘There was no such thing as one riding for the other because we were a long way off the level coming into the Tour of Britain against the Eastern Europeans, so you just did your own thing in the race and if you were good enough, you’d get up there,’ Kelly says. He did just that on stage 7, a tough, 98-mile leg from Southport across the Pennines to Sheffield. Though it was the first of June, it was during a spell of unseasonable cold across Britain, with flurries of sleet recorded as far south as London. On the climb of Saddleworth Moor, a group of seven hardy souls forged clear, with Kelly among them. The stiff ascent of Holme Moss followed as the race skirted the Peak District, and only three men remained in front by the summit – Kelly, Poland’s Jan Trybala and the Swede, Bernt Johansson.


Jim McQuaid was following the race on the back of a motorbike, and he rode up alongside Kelly on the long drop towards Sheffield, advising him to sit on the back of the group and wait for the sprint. Johansson didn’t need to eavesdrop to realise what was happening, but it didn’t deter him from burying himself on the front to ensure the break stayed clear and the trio reached the finish together. It seems clear that neither Johansson nor Trybala understood what they were facing. Perhaps Kelly’s unrefined riding style masked his cunning, like Odysseus in beggar’s rags. Maybe they simply assumed that Kelly, having hitched a ride from Holme Moss to the finish line, would now have the decorum not to contest the sprint for the win.


On the slightly uphill finishing straight in Norfolk Park, Kelly nudged his wheel between Trybala and Johansson, before climbing from the saddle to wind up his sprint with 200 metres to go. Johansson reached out to grab at him and tore off his race number in the process, but Kelly shrugged him off. Stage victory was his, while the yellow jersey went to Johansson, though it was no consolation to the Swede, who immediately sought a confrontation. Even in his hour of triumph, Kelly remained a man of few, carefully chosen words. ‘Fuck off,’ he growled as he made for the podium.


After the prizegiving ceremony, Kelly was slightly more forthcoming, and, now 3rd overall, surprisingly unguarded about his ambitions for the remainder of the Tour of Britain. ‘He tried to send me into the fence so I elbowed him off. I don’t only want to win stages, I want to win the whole tour,’ he told reporters, even if he confessed to discomfort at the attention his win had garnered. ‘I’d rather not win the tour than have to face all these interviews again.’


A greater ordeal awaited. Back at the Irish team’s hotel, Kelly sat contentedly listening as his teammates swapped war stories from their crossing of the Pennines when Jim McQuaid entered with a curt announcement: Kelly’s attendance was required at the Lord Mayor’s banquet that night. ‘Any of the rest of us would have been delighted to have been there, sat beside the podium hostesses, the Pinta Girls, in their hot-pants suits,’ Kieron McQuaid laughs. ‘But all we heard from Kelly was, “Fuck no, fuck no, fuck no. I’m not going, I’m not going.”’


For a moment, Kelly thought his lack of a suit might buy him a reprieve, but the McQuaids, typically, had all but packed a wardrobe apiece. Between them, they provided Kelly with the requisite attire, though there was one further issue. He had never worn a tie before. ‘I was knotting a tie every day for work as an accountant and now I’m standing there knotting his tie,’ Kieron McQuaid recalls. ‘And I’m thinking to myself, “I’d prefer to have your legs and not know how to knot a tie than have my legs and be knotting a tie every day of my life.”’


Kelly was more at ease in cycling garb, even if the kit provided by the ICF was notoriously ill-fitting. The slighter McCormack would have to defend his right to wear the smallest available jersey. ‘They’d be laid out on a bed, and Sean would grab my jersey, saying he liked a nice tight fit,’ McCormack says. ‘Jesus, the medium would be like a dress on me, so I used to have to fight him to keep my small jersey. They were pure cotton and they’d sag in the rain.’


Despite his flapping jersey and a strained Achilles tendon, Kelly reached the last day of the race still lying in 3rd place overall, and a mere 90 miles away from equalling the best-ever Irish performance. The final leg to Blackpool, however, was calamitous. After puncturing on the start line, Kelly suffered another flat tyre after 30 miles, and then needed two further wheel changes due to broken spokes and rubbing brakes. He rolled home more than 10 minutes down on the day, and tumbled to 25th place overall.


In cycling, Kelly was learning, there are no guarantees beyond the here and now, though he was given cause to think seriously about his long-term future in the sport after the race when the manager of the Dutch national team, Jan Kuiper, extended an invitation for him to come and compete in the Netherlands for the remainder of the summer. ‘It was the actions of the man when he was in trouble that I liked,’ Kuiper told the Irish Times, but the offer was never taken up. In ICF circles, meanwhile, there was a growing sense that Kelly, still only 19, was already among the favourites to claim gold in the following year’s Montreal Olympics, even if formulating a development plan for such a force of nature must have felt as redundant as erecting signposts to divert the path of a meteor.
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Big Game


Pat McQuaid was 26 and the father of a young family. He had spent three years working as a PE teacher at Greenhills College in Walkinstown and was seemingly settled in his chosen career, yet he still evinced a certain restlessness, his eye drawn to the comparative glamour of his alternative existence on two wheels. In August 1975, having applied for a permanent post at the school, McQuaid was invited for an interview, and though the date of the appointment fell during the Tour of Ireland, the clash does not seem to have caused him much concern. Rather than fretting over a dilemma, McQuaid sensed something of an opportunity. A year away from the classroom would, after all, allow him to devote himself full-time to the business of securing selection for the Montreal Olympics. He skipped the interview and rode the race.


‘I was temporary whole-time in Walkinstown and my wife was teaching as well. Cycling was my major interest at the time, and I was prepared to make major sacrifices for it,’ McQuaid says, though he had already made a considerable investment in pursuing his teaching career, having trained at Strawberry Hill in London, where his contemporaries included Gaelic footballers Billy Morgan, Jimmy Deenihan and Liam Sammon. His sojourn in London proved fruitful, but if forgoing the opportunity to try his luck as an amateur in France was no great disappointment – ‘I knew I didn’t have the level to be a Tour de France rider,’ he says – missing out on selection for the 1972 Olympics was a rather sorer point.


Montreal would be different, McQuaid insisted, and, with the 1975–76 academic year suddenly bereft of teaching commitments, he was free to fill it with racing and training. During the Tour of Ireland, the Scottish rider John Curran approached McQuaid with an offer to compete in South Africa in October, at a two-week stage race called the Rapport Toer, which ran over 1,600 kilometres between Cape Town and Johannesburg. Curran, who had raced there the previous year, outlined the benefits of competing in South Africa’s leading race, including expenses and a week’s holiday paid for by the sponsors. There was, of course, one hefty snag: the sporting boycott of apartheid South Africa, which had gathered momentum following the country’s exclusion from the Olympic movement in 1970.


The UCI had been among the federations to bar South Africa from international competition and forbid athletes from travelling to compete in a state where racial discrimination was enshrined in policy, but still the South African cycling federation continued to organise domestic events. When the Rapport Toer was established in 1973, the brainchild of Bloemfontein carpet merchant Raoul de Villiers, overtures were made to foreign riders to compete. Cycling was, after all, a niche sport in the country, and while the arrival of rebel cricketers and rugby players during the apartheid era would be widely reported, cyclists were, for the most part, able to compete quietly under assumed names and, if caught, the condemnation back home was rarely sufficient to earn them much more than a slap on the wrist. Indeed, Curran had received a six-month ban on his return from South Africa in 1974, but the sanction wasn’t heavy enough to deter him from returning, nor to dissuade McQuaid from joining him and convincing his brother Kieron and Kelly to come along. They would ride under false identities for a ‘British’ selection bearing the name of the fragrant sponsor Mum for Men.


Afterwards, the perception was that the callow Kelly had been coaxed into travelling to South Africa thanks only to the powers of persuasion of the more streetwise McQuaid, but the reality was more nuanced. McQuaid was the intermediary, true, but Kelly, now alive to the earning potential of the bike, needed little by way of encouragement. Three weeks in South Africa meant time away from the farm and laying bricks, while the prize money on offer, however meagre, was as good an incentive as any. ‘Later it was made to look like I was the one who had taken Kelly there by the hand, but Kelly made up his own mind. He didn’t need much convincing. He thought the same as me. It was 14 days of racing, with 12 double stages. It was a fucking hard race with good competitors,’ McQuaid says. ‘We knew the decision we were taking. We thought we’d get away with it and we thought it would help us towards the Olympics.’


The Irish team at the Tour of Ireland had split into two loose camps, with the McQuaids and Kelly on one side, and Tony Lally and Alan McCormack on the other. The South Africa plan was discussed in private, lest the others muscle in on it or, worse still, tip off the authorities. ‘It wouldn’t have been during dinnertime but when we were on our own somewhere, because they definitely didn’t want Lally to know,’ Kelly says. ‘Pat explained it and said, “We can go there all-expenses paid, race in good weather and stay on for a week afterwards with the sponsors paying for it all. We’ll go there as a British team, under false names and nobody can know anything about it.” So of course when I heard that, at 18 years old, it was a dream really. I said, “Yeah, I’m interested,” and the planning started.’


Neither the McQuaids nor Kelly, it seems, had any misgivings about breaking an international boycott to compete in an explicitly racist country, where the non-white majority – some 80 per cent of the population in 1975 – was denied a vote. Kelly, for one, dealt with the moral question by shrugging his shoulders rather than wringing his hands. ‘We lived our way in Ireland, they lived another way here. What was I going to do to change it?’ he would recall in his 2013 autobiography, Hunger.


‘The main reason I accepted to go was to ride the race, but in the back of my head, I wanted to see apartheid for myself and how it affected the people,’ Pat McQuaid says. ‘The race itself had both white and black teams from South Africa, so there was no apartheid within the race itself, but I did see it in the country.’


Even now, McQuaid defends his decision to break the boycott and compete in a racially segregated South Africa, arguing that it was unfair for sport to be held to a standard of behaviour not demanded of business or politics. Ireland and Europe’s trade and diplomatic links with South Africa continued even as the sporting boycott grew. ‘British rugby and cricket teams were pilloried for going over there, yet British businesses were doing business with South Africa all the time,’ McQuaid says. ‘Why were they selecting sport? If it was balanced and governments were stopping their businesses trading with South Africa, then I wouldn’t have gone. But that wasn’t happening and I thought it was hypocritical just to hit the sports people.’


After completing his final race of the domestic season in Enniscorthy on 28 September, Kelly spent the night at the McQuaid house in Dublin before they flew to Johannesburg by way of London and Paris the following day. The presence of Scottish cycling official Gerry McDaid on the London–Paris flight provided a brief scare, but having avoided drawing his attention, the trio must have felt they were in the clear. Back home, meanwhile, anybody inquiring as to their whereabouts was to be told they were engaged in some warm-weather training in Mallorca.


On reaching South Africa, Kelly and the McQuaids linked up with their teammates, Curran and his fellow Scot Henry Wilbraham, as well as Tommy Shardelow, the South Africa-based Briton who would serve as their team manager. As well as being measured for Mum for Men kit and team blazers, the five were invited to try out their new identities for size. Pat McQuaid would compete as ‘Jim Burns,’ while Kelly would ride under the moniker of ‘Alan Owen’. There were some familiar figures from the European scene in the Rapport Toer peloton, too. Jean-François Pescheux, later race director of the Tour de France, was among the French riders on show, while the American Jock Boyer, a future teammate of Kelly, also featured. According to Boyer, even the reigning Tour de France champion Bernard Thévenet was in attendance at the behest of Peugeot, though not as a competitor. ‘There were loads of European teams riding there, and they would go back home and their federations would do nothing,’ McQuaid says. Safety in numbers, in other words.


From a sporting point of view, the Rapport Toer was a resounding success for the Irish Olympic hopefuls, as Jim Burns, aka Pat McQuaid, won two stages, while Alan Owen, aka Sean Kelly, rode well enough to move up to 8th place in the overall standings. As the race drew on, it seemed a most auspicious expedition, and having escaped the notice of a cycling commissaire in transit, they certainly couldn’t have imagined that something so distant from cycling’s small world as the arrival of a Hollywood glamour couple in South Africa would – very indirectly – trigger their unmasking.


That, at least, was the story that eventually travelled back home, though it has been told and retold with such relish ever since that it is increasingly difficult to separate fact from fiction. On 10 October 1975, little more than a year on from their first divorce, Liz Taylor and Richard Burton married for the second time in Kasane, Botswana, and decided to honeymoon in South Africa, with a retinue of gossip columnists and photographers recording their every move. When Taylor and Burton stopped in the town of Oudtshoorn to see the ostrich farm, their visit coincided with the arrival of the Rapport Toer’s fourth stage, and one enterprising reporter, John Hartdegen, a South African freelancing for the Daily Mail, apparently saw a potential story in having ‘Liz and Dick’ greet the ‘British’ cycling team Mum for Men before the next day’s stage.


Shardelow’s reluctance to accede to Hartdegen’s request triggered his curiosity. After being challenged, Shardelow eventually confessed that Kelly, the McQuaids et al. were competing in South Africa surreptitiously, but his plea for Hartdegen’s discretion fell on deaf ears. The journalist apparently realised that this story of illegal bike riders had even greater value than a simple photo opportunity with Burton and Taylor.


That was the gist of the tale relayed by Kelly and McQuaid, and faithfully recorded in David Walsh’s 1986 biography of Kelly, though Shardelow himself disputed that account in an interview with South Africa’s Mail and Guardian in 2013. The Burton and Taylor angle, he insisted, was a mere embellishment. Mum for Men’s cover was, in fact, blown due to internal squabbling between the English and Afrikaner factions within South African cycling. ‘The journalist who reported them was a guy who was tied up with South Africa cycling,’ Shardelow said. ‘He made his money out of it.’


Regardless of Hartdegen’s motives, the outcome was the same. At the following day’s start in Plettenburg Bay, he had a photographer capture close-up shots of the riders in Mum for Men jerseys who were listed as J. Burns, G. Main, D. Nixon, P. Nugent and A. Owen in the race programme. The pictures were wired to the Daily Mail in London and forwarded to the British Cycling Federation. ‘They said, “Well those three guys, they’re not British, they’re from Ireland – that’s Sean Kelly, Pat McQuaid and Kieron McQuaid,”’ Kelly says and grins: ‘That’s when the shit hit the fan.’


The story appeared in the Daily Mail the following morning, under the banner headline ‘The Secret Team Who Masquerade as Britain’, and by that evening, it had reached newsstands in Ireland. ‘The news travelled fast and once we were found out, there was nothing we could do,’ Pat McQuaid says. ‘During those couple of hours, the Irish Press managed to phone my mother-in-law in Bristol but she didn’t know where I was. When they phoned my father, he said I was on holidays. They got no joy there, but they still went with the story that evening.’


Within 24 hours, and with the Rapport Toer still ongoing, McQuaid found himself, by dint of his loquaciousness, acting as the de facto spokesman for the trio of Irishmen in South Africa. While Carrick Wheelers would neither confirm nor deny Kelly’s presence in South Africa, McQuaid spoke on the telephone with Jim McArdle of the Irish Times, and seemed already resigned to the worst-case scenario. ‘That’s it, I won’t see the Olympics now,’ he said.


By the time the South Africa Three returned to Ireland after a week’s holiday that included a trip to Kruger Game Reserve, the lie of the land had begun to shift, even if McQuaid’s official version of events at an ICF meeting shortly afterwards – that they had raced under false names only because they had arrived at the last minute and the sponsors had already filled in those names on the start list – did not in any way tally with reality. In November, the ICF decided to hand the trio a seven-month ban, which would have allowed them to return to action in ample time for Montreal. That sanction was later reduced by two months on appeal, meaning that they could even line out at the Tour of Britain, and when they resumed racing in April, Pat McQuaid and Kelly assumed they were beginning their preparations for the Olympic Games in earnest.
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