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			To Sa and Macs. 

			What a journey. Without you I’d never have achieved anywhere near what I have. And I certainly wouldn’t 

			have enjoyed it as much. It’s been a hell of a ride, 

			so now for the next chapter. I can’t wait!

			And to you lot. 

			Thanks for all your support along the way. 

			On the roadside, online or from the sofa. 

			It means so much.

			Diolch, grazie, merci.
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			Chapter one

			Tour de France 2007, stage one

			‘Ciao, Thomas. Tuto bene?’

			‘Ciao, Claudio. Si bene, grazie. Erm, poco stanco. Tu?’

			‘Molto bene! Noi stiamo andando Giro do Francia!’

			‘The Tour? The Tour de France?’

			‘Si!’

			‘Barloworld have the wild card?’

			‘Si!’

			‘Wow, that’s amazing!’

			‘Si, and you, Thomas, have a spot on the team. Keep doing what you’re doing. Good training, good food, good rest. Speak soon.’

			That was how it all began for me. A call from Claudio Corti, team manager of an unfancied second-­tier team, to a young rider sheepishly coming off a three-­day bender celebrating his twenty-­first birthday. My initial thought, when I saw Claudio coming up on my 2007 flip-­screen mobile phone, was that he’d somehow found out I’d been out on the lash. Quarrata, the town in Tuscany where I was living, was not large. The nights out had been.

			

			My second thought was that I’d better burn off those beers, fast. I rode for six and a half hours the next day, then six hours forty-­five, then six hours forty-­five again. I felt better after that. Better in the way you do as a professional road rider, when better means exhausted, skinnier and not allowed to eat most of the things you want to eat.

			Punishing myself after a big night out was nothing new. I would go out, let rip and then add on the extra kilometres the next day. As a junior, my coach once said to me, ‘Why did you go out last night? It’s a Wednesday. You need some consistency.’ Okay, I thought. I’ll go out every Wednesday, then.

			I was still known as a track rider, really, at that point; part of British Cycling’s Olympic academy, based in Quarrata, out there with Mark Cavendish and Ben Swift and Ian Stannard, all of us young kids with our eyes on distant goals. I was built like a team pursuiter, an athlete designed to go 4000m round a velodrome as fast as possible, not up French mountains in a baking hot July. But I’d started the year okay for Barloworld, an Italian team registered in Britain with a South African sponsor and a South African sprinter as its best rider.

			Robbie Hunter had a reputation as an angry man. When I met him for the first time, at the team hotel, he was in his pants and I was his room-­mate, turning up late at night. But he accepted I hadn’t booked the flight which led to my delayed arrival and took me under his wing. He began to teach me what it took to be a pro on the road. When we did lead-­outs in training, I used my track speed to blow a few of the other guys off my wheel. That worked for Robbie, so I became part of his train.

			

			I was sent off to the Tour Down Under to help with his lead-­outs. My flat speed was great, my climbing less so. When I got back to Italy, I got a call from Claudio. Robbie and Fabrizio Guidi, another fast sprinter in his day, then in the final year of his career, were impressed enough to want me at Etruschi, a pan-­flat, one-­day race that opens the racing calendar in Italy. It was a good feeling, proving what I could do, being noticed for it. Robbie ended up fourth as Alessandro Petacchi won and Daniele Bennati came third. World champion Paolo Bettini was there, big teams like Liquigas. And me. It barely made sense, in the best possible way.

			I went back to the track for the World Championships with the GB pursuit team – where we won gold – and then I rode the Giro del Trentino, four days in the Italian and Austrian Alps, where I took an absolute pasting. Every time the tarmac went up, I went swinging all over the road.

			The Tour de France was a target for many riders, but not for me. As a Pro-­Conti team, Barloworld had no guaranteed entry. The Tour might be starting in London, but I surely wouldn’t be. Which is what made that phone call such a shock.

			What made it worse was where I was sat when Claudio rang. It was our favourite café in the square in Quarrata. Cav and the rest of us would meet for breakfast, have a cappuccino and a brioche, and start discussing the day’s route. Often you’d stay and have another cappuccino and maybe a double brioche, filled with jam or creamy custard. This is what you can do as a track rider, when it’s more about power than weight. It’s exactly what you can’t do when you’re about to ride three weeks of the greatest and hardest bike race in the world, through the high Alps and the Pyrenees, against men who are still your sporting heroes.

			

			There were no more brioches after that call. Espressos replaced cappuccinos. My daily mileage increased dramatically and my calorie intake plummeted. On 8 July 2007, in my first season as a professional, in my first race in the elite ProTour calendar, I was brought to the front of the field on Tower Bridge, before the first full stage from London to Canterbury, with the previous winners, national champions and the four other British riders starting on home soil: Bradley Wiggins, David Millar, Charly Wegelius, Mark Cavendish and me.

			I glanced at Cav, pristine in his pink and white T-­Mobile jersey. He glanced at me. Two friends who had been racing each other since the age of fourteen, who had shared a house in Manchester as young hopefuls, who had cared about the same tiny nuances of a sport that hardly anyone else seemed to know about in Britain.

			‘Cav . . .’

			‘Yes, G.’

			

			‘Flipping heck . . .’

			‘Yeah, I know.’

			‘Cav. Seriously. What the hell are we doing here?’

			 

			The first bike I was ever given was a little black speed machine made by Raleigh called a Street Wolf. It was Christmas and in that moment it was everything I’d ever wanted. I say speed machine. It had one gear and the wheels were only 16 inches in diameter. There’s a reason why Cav’s bikes have never had 16-­inch wheels. But the Street Wolf did come with a little sound box that made different siren noises, a sleek paint job and excessively large mudguards. It was beautiful.

			I learned how to ride it in the lane out the back of our house on Cromwell Road. A classic row of Cardiff terraced houses, red brick, cars parked out front. Up the road was Heath Park, which was where I adventured once I could turn, brake and get going again. The park had woods. It had gravel paths. It had sketchy corners where the keen young Street Wolf rider could go in too hot and come out on his backside. I learned early that skin always mended and blood never flowed for that long.

			I shared a room with my little brother, Alun, in that terraced house. A set of bunk beds, me getting the top one as senior sibling. I was a Postman Pat man at the start, until Fireman Sam came along. If Sam’s home village of Pontypandy didn’t actually exist, it sounded believable enough to my young Welsh ears to win me over.

			

			With all due respect to Pat and Sam, my cultural life was limited. I was bang-­average at art, music and drama. I could copy a picture to acceptable levels, but that was about it. I could play ‘Three Blind Mice’ on the recorder. When the time came for the school play, I was given the part of a rat. I’ve always thought it was a nativity, but whoever heard of a rat in the story of Jesus’s birth? I had socks on my hands for paws. I had no speaking lines. I was a rat, why would I? My grommets fell out mid-­play as I tried to stay in character. If the arts were calling me, it was by a rude name.

			So it was always all about sport. Being outside, running about, kicking a ball, catching a ball, sliding the Street Wolf into corners. Alun and I would never seriously fight, but we’d play-­fight, and we’d play-­fight seriously. Being four years older, I’d always win, although I’d keep him in the game for as long as possible on the basis that first-­round knock­outs suit no-­one when you’ve got a whole day to swerve colouring-­in and recorder practice.

			We took our inspiration where we could: after watching Gladiators on ITV on a Saturday teatime we’d fetch our pillows off the bunk beds and spend the rest of the evening standing on chairs, trying to whack each other off them. When we went on holiday to somewhere warmer than Birchgrove, once a year, it was races in the swimming pool. It was us watching my dad struggling with the underwater sections and thinking him being out of breath and slightly panicked was a lot more amusing than it actually was for him.

			

			You do that much exercise, you get an early appreciation of fuelling strategies. My mum’s Sunday roasts were good, but my auntie in Ebbw Vale, Christine, aka Chris, used a lot more salt, so hers took top step on the podium. My nan would bring the Welsh cakes and butterfly cakes. There were no old-­school Italian team managers on my case at that point, so I could fill my boots. Once sated, my cousins would whack on Sky and we’d watch The Simpsons. My dad’s actual job was in the boiler room at the local power plant; watching Homer Simpson at Mr Burns’ place meant we imagined my dad’s working environment to be exactly the same.

			It was swimming that led to the great change, to the sliding doors moment. I was down at Maindy leisure centre, across the A48 and down the main road into the city centre, when I saw a poster on the wall advertising a kids’ cycling club starting up on the oval tarmac track out front.

			I’d seen some of this bike racing before. People racing flat-­out on big tracks with banked turns. There was no gravel evident, but a huge amount of speed. This was my sort of game. The poster talked about bikes with one gear and no brakes – even better, I was halfway there already. There was a mention of five lessons, being shown how to ride this bike, how to race. I asked my mum and dad. They could see the same thing as me. What was on offer was all the things I naturally wanted to do anyway. It was close to home. It was cheap. There were no cars on the track and the parking was adequate. We were in.

			

			I loved it. After a couple of sessions, Debbie Wharton, the woman who had set the whole thing up, shouted, ‘Can you go faster?’ This was an easy one to answer. ‘Oh yeah . . .’ After our five-­session graduation they got us to do a flying lap. Build up your speed, come in hotter than you ever could in Heath Park, smash it for one lap, throw yourself and your bike across the line. At the end of the evening, they totted up everyone’s times. I’d won. Not only that, I’d taken the newcomers’ record for my age. It didn’t matter to me that there had been very few newcomers and that my age category was small. I was a record-­breaker. I was guaranteed to come back again the next week.

			I kept going down, that winter. Still playing football, still playing rugby, still smashing my brother off kitchen chairs with a pillow, but now with something else I was enjoying slightly more than all those things. In March they organised an omnium-­style event for us: a handicap race, a scratch race, an elimination, a 200m time-­trial. I won that too. With victory came my first ever prize – a red cycling jersey with white horizontal stripes. Something clicked inside. I loved doing this thing. I seemed to be good at it. Now I wanted to do it more.

			Soon I was down the track twice a week with my new mates, Chris Gould, Mike Davis, Ross, Mikey P and the Rowe brothers. Twice turned into three times a week. On a Wednesday night we would have ‘Maindy mini-­league’ – three or four races every week. Without any of it ever being structured like a lesson, all of us were learning all the time. We were racing our bikes for the thrill of it, for the chance to win, or come close, and in the process very naturally and easily soaking all of it up. The scratch race: easy, first across the line. Points race: multiple sprints over a longer period. Elimination – or the devil: last one across the finish line every couple of laps is out. The devil takes the hindmost.

			

			I loved the riding and I loved the aftermath. Fresh from the track on a Wednesday or Thursday, we might pick up fish and chips on the way back, or pile home and have Marmite on toast and a pint of milk. Once the food was in and your feet were up, you’d get this lovely sense of satisfaction spreading through your belly and out into your body; the best sort of tiredness, where you feel you’ve achieved something good, and now you can kick back and enjoy it.

			Cycling was starting to spread its way through the entire house. On my bedroom wall I now had posters of a few cyclists, as well as Ryan Giggs. I had an A3 calendar with track nights and a few races neatly entered in Biro. Downstairs in the kitchen was a monthly planner with all my dad’s work shifts. An ‘M’ for a morning shift, ‘A’ for afternoons, ‘D’ for days, ‘O’ for off. I’d calibrate the two and see if he was free at the same time I was on my bike. If there was a clash, he’d always try to swap his shifts around.

			Whatever happened, we’d always have the same conversation in the car driving home. If I’d won, I’d offer him a leading question and he’d always respond in the same way.

			

			‘Did you expect me to win today, Dad?’

			‘Oh no, not at all. You did very well.’

			If I’d been beaten, he had a lovely way of still finding a positive and making it feel like a victory.

			‘Jack is massive, I’m sure you’ll have him soon. But Sammy was a good scalp to get today. First time you’ve beaten him. I didn’t see that coming, you did very well . . .’

			You start obsessing with something like bike racing and you want to absorb all of it. You want to do it all the time, but you want to watch it, too. To see how fast and how far the real riders can go. To see where they ride and how they do it. What these races look like, the ones round far smarter tracks than Maindy and the ones out in the real world, on perfect smooth tarmac, where the sun always seemed to be shining and everyone had an awesome jersey, not to mention legs that were three times bigger than mine.

			This was where the Tour de France came in. After a year or so of constant badgering, my dad agreed to get us a Sky dish like our cousins. Not to watch Homer Simpson taking grievous health and safety risks at a more serious sort of power station, but for Eurosport. Eurosport came free with the basic Sky package, which was an attractive proposition for my dad. Eurosport had endless coverage of races I had never heard of in places I could never realistically go, which was outstanding news for me. I’d run home from school to catch the end of the race. If it had been a particularly fast day and the stage had already finished, it wasn’t a problem. My mum would have recorded the last hour for me. Volume on mute, covering my eyes so as not to see the stage result on the screen, I’d rewind and watch the final.

			

			Everything about the race made you fall in love with it. The racing, the sprints, the climbs and the scenery. The time-­trial bikes looked like something from the distant future. The kits, I had to admit, were even better than my red and white striped one. Not all of it made sense; there were multiple complicated tactics I couldn’t always understand and multiple ways to be a winner. You could finish minutes behind the rider who took that day’s race and yet still be in the lead. You could come in last on a tough day and everyone thought you were a hero.

			A lot more did make sense. A yellow jersey for the best overall rider, a green one for the best sprinter, a red polka­dot one for the quickest up the mountains – which were ridiculously big, by the way, and looked almost as insane to go down as they looked to go up. Then there were the riders. There weren’t many British ones. Usually there was only one, a time-­trial specialist called Chris Boardman. My eyes were drawn to a young German rider in a pink and white T-­Mobile jersey. He won the first Tour I watched, as I was racing my own equivalent, the kids’ Youth Tour in Manchester. Four stages over three days, racing in parks and on city centre pavements, a lovely yellow jersey for the leader. The German kid was called Jan Ullrich and he became my new hero. The Giggsy poster moved further down the bedroom wall. The Ullrich one, cut out of Cycling Weekly magazine, went up.

			

			The idea of ever riding the same Tour as him? It was ludicrous. It wasn’t even a daydream. How could it be? It wasn’t just that so few Brits seemed to or that there were no British teams. It was that very few people in Birchgrove even realised the race was happening. Everyone knew the Tour de France and yellow jersey, but that was it. Kids at my school talked about Man United and Arsenal, and Ieuan Evans and Scott Gibbs. Quite a few had been to Cardiff Arms Park; everyone dreamed of going to Old Trafford or Anfield.

			No-­one I knew had ever been to watch the Tour de France. It was fine me getting in from school and parking myself in front of the telly and listening to David Duffield’s commentary. I was never going to see it in the flesh. It looked impossible to get a ticket for Gladiators, let alone this race that went up the Alps.

			There were no mountains near my house, unless you counted Caerphilly mountain, which you could if you were Welsh, but not if you had ever seen the Tour. I rode my bike round a bumpy concrete track built on the site of an old rubbish tip. Thinking about the Tour wasn’t like wondering about going to the moon – you could see the moon most nights and everyone at school was aware of its existence. It wasn’t even like the idea of playing at the Arms Park. There were two kids two years below me at school who everyone reckoned were going to do that, a lad who loved rugby called Sam Warburton and a football-­obsessed kid called Gareth Bale.

			

			The Tour was impossible, not just improbable. It wasn’t even worth dreaming of. It was incredible and I loved everything about it, but it could never be for me. How could it be?

			 

			Nothing made sense, that weekend in July in 2007. The Tour de France was starting in London, which was mad enough. And so was I, on a time-­trial bike, wearing a pair of Specialized sunglasses which, astonishingly, had been given to me for free. I was cruising past the Houses of Parliament, reconning the prologue, which was a short time-­trial past the city’s most eye-­catching sights. I knew Mum and Dad were in the crowd, my brother Alun, and my auntie and uncle Chris and Ade, which made it hard to concentrate on the recon. Then I spotted Chris Gould, my old mate from Maindy, and a load of the other midweek warriors. I actually stopped. I got off my bike and we took photos. That’s how bewildering it all was. I was acting like a tourist at a race I would shortly be competing in.

			The Italian pros in our Barloworld team seemed to have an unjustified faith in my abilities. A few days before, on a training ride from our Surrey hotel, they had expected me to lead the way. ‘Thomas, you show us a route, yes?’ I tried to tell them I was from south Wales, not the south of England. I was as familiar with the lanes around Box Hill as someone from Milan. Neither did I have access to any mapping software on my phone, because my phone was a flip-­open one which made calls and sent texts and that was about it. Come to think of it, I didn’t even have my phone. I’d left it in a café on the previous ride. The free sunglasses barely made up for it.

			

			Then there was my Cannondale TT bike. The team only had two of these. One had gone to Mauricio Soler, our young Colombian climber who they had big hopes for in the mountains and young rider classifications. They gave me the second one. Did they think I was the next best prospect in the team or was it because I was a British rider in London, and the youngest starter in the race, and so likely to be in more photos? I didn’t care. This was a bike you couldn’t buy. It was built for the pros and even then only a few of them.

			Earlier in the year the team had asked me to trial a new riding position, where I was so low and so far back that the saddle was almost on the back wheel. The position didn’t work, but these same guys were now coming to me for my thoughts on our TT set-­up. I felt like Fabian Cancellara, at least until the actual Cancellara won the prologue, with Bradley Wiggins in fourth. Remarkably, I finished forty-­fifth, the fastest man in our team. I was a single second behind Tom Boonen and Philippe Gilbert. I was ten seconds in front of Fränk Schleck. I was ahead of 144 elite Tour riders. The next day, before the first stage proper began, came the Tower Bridge moment. Of course I was going to ask Cav what the hell we were doing there. Who could compute all of this?

			

			It was so fast, that first stage. So fast for so long. How were you supposed to ride at this pace for 200km and then sprint at the end? The crowds were vast. How could you stop for a roadside comfort break without peeing on a spectator’s flip-­flops? Everything was turned up exponentially from anything I’d experienced before: bigger, shinier, flashier. The noise was relentless, the colours brighter. Then we crossed into France, and it really became the Tour as I’d watched it and studied it.

			Barloworld were not a fancied team. Respect in the peloton went to others before us. This made even holding your pos­ition in the bunch a constant fight. No-­one would let you in, no-­one would let you pass. Had the men around me just been what they were – vastly more experienced, more confident, much stronger – this would have been tough enough. Then there was the other thing they were: heroes I had only previously ever seen on television. Now I was rubbing shoulders with them.

			One day I bumped into the legendary Andreas Klöden. Quite literally. He looked at me, pointed at my brakes and said, ‘See these? Use them.’ A couple of days later, in close to 40 degrees heat, I poured water over my head. Klöden was behind me and may have caught some of my overflow. I got another ear-­bashing for that. Some of the old pros would have a go even without a reason. Murilo Fischer was a Brazilian rider at Liquigas who seemed at war with the world. I had enormous respect for these guys, but it looked like I’d have to earn theirs. Just you wait, boys . . .

			

			I had no expectations of actually finishing the three weeks of the race. I hoped to make it through the first week. If I could, I wanted to do a mountain stage, just like the ones I’d been loving on TV for the past ten years. I wanted to see those roads winding up to impossible heights and the crowds parting in front of our wheels as we rode through. For now, though, it was about pure survival. I was never at the front and usually in the grupetto, the last bunch of riders on the road. I finished stage five, won by Filippo Pozzato, convinced that riding another day was impossible. Doing another kilometre seemed a stretch target.

			During that stage, Robbie had wanted a bottle. ‘Of course, mate . . .’ Off to the back of the peloton I went and loaded up with six or seven bottles, enough for all the boys, not just Robbie. I was already carrying a bit of excess weight, but the extra 3.5 kilos of water almost killed me. The race was stretched out in one long line; making progress back up it was almost impossible.

			I started ditching bottles. That seemed to help. I got to within about ten riders of Robbie, couldn’t get any further and ditched some more. One final sprint got me alongside. I gave him the bottle and boom! – went out the back for the final 50km. I spent the rest of the stage grovelling round with a bunch of the big sprinters. When we eventually crossed the finish line I went back to the team hotel, had a massage and some food, lay on my bed not moving for a while and thought, I’m still here, so I may as well get dressed in the morning and go again.

			

			Team manager Claudio had decided to room me with Robbie Hunter, which made sense even as it also intimidated me. Our most experienced rider with our most fresh-­faced. Robbie would look at me lying there motionless on the single bed next to his and he would impart all the knowledge he’d built up over his long, combative career. He’d open up the race book, a huge thing. I was used to five-­day races at the most, not twenty-­one. That, in itself, was intimidating. The book contained a map of every stage, its profile, a breakdown of any categorised climbs, the percentage gradient every 500m – all enough to give you nightmares. In detail would be the final 5km run into every finish. Robbie would review the profile of the next day’s stage and give me targets that felt more achievable than getting through the entire day.

			‘Right, it’s going to be hard until . . . Well, it’s going to be hard all day, but you need to bite the bullet and get to this point of the race. The gruppetto will form here. Sit tight with those boys, stay in the wheels and you’ll stay inside the time-­cut.’

			After a few days I realised it didn’t matter which point on the map he had pointed to. I was inevitably dropped before that anyway. I became quite used to riding on my own. Riding on your own is a lot less efficient than riding as part of a group. I knew that I just didn’t have a choice. It’s surprising how lonely you can feel in a field of 189 riders.

			

			Everything about almost every kilometre was hard. I had steeled myself for the horrors of the mountains. What surprised me was how hard the flat days were. The intense French heat didn’t help. Forty degrees, melting tarmac. This was as far from Cardiff as it could get. Everyone just went faster.

			One moment I was towards the back, chatting with Brad as we came into a feed zone, unaware that crosswinds were looming. Maybe we should have been paying more attention, maybe our team DSs should have warned us. Astana attacked with Alexander Vinokourov and it all split apart. Suddenly I was out the back with five pure climbers. They hated the flat. I should have loved it. I was a track rider. This was my terrain. This was where I bossed it. Instead, I was getting my head kicked in. When the crosswinds like these blew and the peloton broke apart into echelons, you went backwards even faster than when the road jumped to 10%.

			That was when, for just a split second, I got swamped by self-­doubt. ‘I can’t do this anymore. I can’t do this . . .’ I stopped pedalling. Just for a couple of pedal strokes, but enough to put the fear into me. Enough to detach from everyone else by a bike length. That cleared my head. ‘Fuck no. Hold the wheel!’ I got out of the saddle and sprinted back. I closed the gap. I stayed with the last group and I got through another day.

			Then there were the rolling days. The ones where it was neither flat nor properly mountainous, but a horrible in-­between. The days Duffield would refer to as transition days. These turned out to be the hardest of all. No-­one sat up on the rolling days. No-­one got dropped, so no grupetto formed. If you got spat out the back, you were on your own and staying within the time limit, and thus the race became incredibly hard. You saw a fourth cat climb coming up – basically, one so easy an old car could get up it in fourth gear – and a sense of dread settled over you.

			

			Barloworld did not have a big budget. We were old-school in the ways you wished we could be new. For breakfast they’d give us sloppy pasta made in the kitchen of whichever Campanile we were staying in. Other days it was a ham and cheese baguette, as if we were spectators getting ready for a day in deckchairs rather than riding 200km flat-­out. During the stage we had a choice of ham panini, crostata or whatever cakes were at the breakfast buffet that morning. It was nowhere close to the 120 grams of carbs we needed an hour, and it definitely wasn’t the right mix of glucose and fructose. We did have a supply of energy bars from the team’s sponsor, but they weren’t great. I took to stashing my own supplies of SIS GO bars in my jersey pockets, even though they were like bricks back then, hard and chewy. Post-­race recovery? The team offered us Italian biscuits. I went rogue again and made my own SIS REGO shakes from the supplies I had via British Cycling. Italians looked at protein shakes the same way they looked at sliced white bread and processed ham.

			

			I might be making it sound like I wasn’t enjoying being there. I was. It was just a different form of enjoyment to the one most people organised their lives around. I was in constant pain. I was exhausted. My legs hurt, my back hurt, my wrists ached. That was absolutely fine. If I thought it had been satisfying going home after a track night at Maindy and eating Marmite on toast with my feet up on the sofa, then surviving another Tour stage and getting back to a bang-­average hotel room to a nod of approval from Robbie was the sweetest feeling I could imagine.

			Slowly I began to take little bits of help everywhere I could. There was no Sa in my life at this point, but there was a new flip-­top mobile phone. With barely a thought for my data allowance I’d call my mates back home in the evenings and talk about anything but cycling, just to take my mind off things. When I was ready to return my head to the race, I’d call Max Sciandri, who had seen it all as a pro and was now running the academy in Quarrata with Rod Ellingworth. I could be honest with him. He could keep it simple in return.

			‘Max, I’m so screwed here. I’m absolutely on the limit. I can’t see how I’m going to be able to get through.’

			‘G, just take it day by day. Don’t see it as a big thing – just start tomorrow, dig in, try and get to the point where Robbie says, “That’s it.”’

			I’d talk to Brad when we’d go to sign on each morning. We’d hang out in the Tour village, all the remaining Brits plus an odd Aussie or American making a guest appearance. Dave Millar and Charly Wegelius were more continental and cultural. Brad, Cav and I were fully British and track boys at heart. That bonded us, even as the race was changing us, too. I was alongside Brad on the last climb of one mountain stage and he looked absolutely nailed. I asked him where he would rather be – here, suffering on this bleak French mountain, or back on the track. He looked at me without any doubt on his face. ‘Here. Definitely here.’ That helped. This suffering had a purpose. It was taking us all somewhere.

			

			The worst day in the mountains? Stage eight, the last one before the first rest day. Dropped on a cat two climb after 37km, so gone and so lost that the police motorbike in front started handing me water. I thought I was done until, flying down the final descent, desperation in my lungs and legs, I saw team cars ahead. The grupetto? No way . . .

			The grupetto was big in those days. You might find seventy riders, all of us locked together in the same misery and same desire to survive it. My Barloworld team-­mates looked genuinely surprised to see me and gave me any food they had left in their jersey pockets. I got a pat on the back from Brad. It cemented a feeling I’d had growing inside me as the days of agony piled up: I might get dropped, but I was never stopping. Stopping was quitting. I was never going to give up. No chance. As long as I could pedal, I could get to the finish. End of.

			My old Maindy Flyers mate Mike Davis had come out to France to watch. Each night before a mountain test he’d send me a similar text message: ‘See you on the Glandon, mate, I’ll bring water.’ He was riding the stages himself, earlier in the day. That meant the water he handed me was warm enough to make a cup of Earl Grey tea, although I didn’t have the heart to tell him, but the thought of seeing a mate from Cardiff out on the road was a boost enough on its own.

			

			When we finally got to that first rest day, those older lads spent it with their families. I got a two-­hour full-­body massage and zonked out all day. When I came back to, I realised three riders had failed to make it inside the time-­cut the day before. Five more had DNF’ed, each with their own war story. I’d made it. Somehow I’d made it. All that time in my own little world of hurt and pain and I hadn’t thought that loads of others were going through the same horrors, too.

			David Millar did an interview, about ten days in. He was asked how I was doing. I quite liked his answer: ‘G has a soft face, but he’s like one of the penguins in the film Madagascar. He looks cuddly, but every now and then you get a look from him which makes you realise he’s anything but.’ The stage after the rest day was a monster; we started up the Col de l’Iseran (15km at 6%), dropped down, and then went up the Télégraphe and the Galibier (12km at 6.7% and 17.5km at 7%). Mauricio Soler went on to win it, which made it a great day for our team.

			I should have been in bits. Instead, I was up for it. I treated it almost like a monstrously extended team pursuit: plenty of caffeine in advance, a proper warm-­up, Eminem and Tupac blaring down my headphones, game time. I’m ready for this. Bring it! Boonen was in the green jersey. He could also climb. When I saw him starting to be dropped, I made sure his wheel was the one I was on, because he could keep going and had plenty of team-­mates with him to power us through the valleys that linked the big climbs. That was victory for me, as the youngest rider in the race: choosing when to be dropped, rather than having my sentence handed out to me.

			

			But every day would still be a learning day. Coming into a bunch sprint finish one day, I was trying to look after Robbie. With about 600m there was a sharp right-­hand corner. Robbie came past me and divebombed into the corner, so I followed him. We went underneath one of the other big sprinters and his lead-­out man, and the sprint began.

			I couldn’t hold Robbie’s wheel. It was too much. I flicked my elbow, telling the other lead-­out guy to come past. Nothing. I flicked again. Half a bike between Robbie and me, then a bike, then two bikes. Frantically flicking my elbow, thinking, ‘Ah shit, please come past, I can’t hold this . . .’

			He did come past me. I heard the swearwords first. Then – all of this at about 40mph – he punched me in the stomach. It was a proper one, balled fist, right into my guts. All the breath I had left whistled straight out of me. I freewheeled to the line. Then I started pedalling again, straight to Robbie’s side. If he came for me again, I wanted to be with someone who’d take pleasure in getting in the way.

			Something else, too. When I say us five British riders had been lined up on Tower Bridge before the first stage – that’s not quite true. There were stage winners and there were great champions, like Boonen and Cancellara. But there was no-­one who had won the yellow jersey at the Tour, for one simple reason: none of them were in the sport anymore. Floyd Landis, winner the previous year, had been banned for doping. Lance Armstrong, winner of the seven before that, had retired amid a cloud of rumour and suspicion. My hero Jan Ullrich was thrown out of the Tour in 2006 for doping. Six weeks before this Tour set off from London, Bjarne Riis had confessed to taking EPO, growth hormone and cortisone from 1993 to 1998, including during his victory in the 1996 Tour de France. Marco Pantani? He was dead, gone at thirty-­four from cocaine poisoning.

			

			This was not something that was left in the past. First the Astana team were kicked out of the race on the second rest day after Vinokourov tested positive for an illegal blood transfusion. Then Spain’s Iban Mayo tested positive for EPO and went the same way. Cofidis were next, which meant Brad was out of the race, despite having done nothing wrong personally. Then the biggie: GC leader Michael Rasmussen, fired by his Rabobank team after lying about his whereabouts to hide from anti-­doping checks. It meant the race began its final week without a rider in yellow.

			Maybe it was all obvious to the older riders. To us younger ones in our first Tour, in our first year on the road, it was not. There was no social media, there was no internet on your phone. You heard rumours on the bus that someone might be kicked out, but when the rumours are in Italian you’re only half tuned into them. It was only on that rest day in Pau when I saw all the TV crews and reporters clustered round the Rabobank bus that I realised something serious was happening. You see something like that and it makes you ask yourself serious questions. What is this? Why am I getting into this whole world? Is this what this sport really looks like?

			

			I was an innocent in a world of the cynical and habitual. When I’d been told by the team that I was riding the Tour, at a point when I was knackered from training and racing, our doctor had given me a prescription to take to the pharmacy. It was for vitamins and minerals – B12, magnesium, potassium. They came in small bottles. I tried taking the lids off, but I couldn’t open them, so I lobbed the bag under the bed in my apartment and forgot all about them.

			A couple of years later, then British Cycling coach Shane Sutton was staying at my apartment. One morning I got a call from him.

			‘G, what’s all this under your bed, mate?’

			I had no idea what he was talking about. ‘What? What do you mean?’

			‘All these bottles! Have you been to the pharmacy?’

			Suddenly I twigged. ‘Oh yeah – the Barloworld doctor told me to get that a couple of years ago, but I couldn’t get the bottles open to drink, so I just threw them under the bed and forgot about them.’

			

			‘Yeah, mate. They’re for fucking syringes, you dickhead!’

			So that’s what they had wanted me to do. Cycling in Europe was a place that was fine with syringes, suppositories and injections. It wasn’t illegal, taking vitamins, but I was never going to use needles, even if it was legal and safe. I was never going to do that to myself.

			As the Tour wound its way back towards Paris, scandal in its wake, I got asked a question by a journalist. You’ve come from British Cycling, from the track. Road racing on the continent is a different sport. They’ve done things you wouldn’t. Why the hell do you want to be involved in this?

			It was a good question and one I’d given a great deal of thought to, but to me it was also pretty simple at the same time. The first thing was that I’d seen they were prepared to catch the big guys. You could be leading the Tour and they’d throw you out. You could be a great champion of the past, like Jan Ullrich, and they’d go back and re-­test samples and not care about protecting your reputation. I didn’t see a conspiracy to cover things up; I saw a sport trying to change and making obvious headway.

			The second thing was more personal and straightforward. It was my dream to be a pro, and to ride and survive races like this. If I did a few years and then got spat out for refusing to compromise myself, or if it kept cleaning up and I could be more competitive or win a few races, that was all I wanted. I wanted to live my dream, not anyone else’s. If it wasn’t possible or I couldn’t make it, that was fine. At least I’d tried.

			

			So I kept going. The final big mountain day took us up the Col d’Aubisque in the Pyrenees. At the finish line, I knew for the first time that I could finish this race. I was still in pieces, but the greatest challenges had been surmounted. I turned to one of the reporters, smiled at him and pointed into the distance. ‘Mate, you can see the Eiffel Tower from here.’ He looked over his shoulder, confused. I was too tired to explain that I’d been making a broader philosophical point. Also my French was not yet capable of explaining any sort of philosophical point, broad or narrow. But I knew it, even if the last week was still a brute.

			The breakaway days were the worst, because you had two hours of relentless fighting before the break finally established and escaped. Dave Millar even gave me a push over a fourth category climb, three days out of Paris, which I felt slightly uncharitable about – ‘Where the hell have you been for the last three weeks, mate? While I’ve been grovelling around, spitting blood, chewing the stem, where were the pushes then?’

			But then, suddenly, we were rolling towards Paris and Dave was alongside me again. ‘Congratulations, G. We really can see the Eiffel Tower now.’ And he pointed into the distance – and you actually could. A few kilometres or so later, we were riding laps of the Champs-­Élysées, swinging under the arm of the big camera boom I’d seen so many times on TV.

			To be on this side of the screen gave me goosebumps. No longer was I watching the race from the sofa in my parents’ front room. People all over the world were sitting on sofas in their front rooms watching me – or at least watching me flash through the shot, unrecognised. But still. I could hear the roar of the crowd in my ears. I felt strong and I felt fast. I felt like ten men. Barloworld even rode on the front for a few laps. Robbie would end up second in the green jersey standings, Soler won a stage and the polka dot jersey. We’d done a good job in the end.

			

			Physically I had nothing more to give when we crossed the finish line for the final time. Mentally I was even emptier. It seemed strange to me that most of the team flew home that night. Only Robbie and Soler stayed, and that was to make some money in the usual post-­Tour crits in Belgium and the Netherlands. No crit wanted me, not yet. So I went out for dinner with my family and, while I love my family and it was absolutely a treat, it also felt strangely anticlimactic. It summed up the Tour for me, in some ways: no party together for the team, off in my own little world, desperate to go to bed.

			I finished 140th out of the 141 who made it through all three weeks. Chapeau to Belgium’s Wim Vansevenant for beating me to the lanterne rouge, although he seemed to be making something of a deliberate habit of it: he had also finished dead last the year before and would finish dead last again the next year. He went back to running his parents’ farm after that, albeit after dipping his toes in the post-­Tour crits pot. The lanterne rouge is a bit of a celebrity in their own right. Race for two hours as the crowds expected and there was a healthy bonus in it for you.

			

			I flew back to Wales with my family for a week of rest and recuperation, significantly skinnier than when I’d left. Familiar roads, and a familiar question and answer as we travelled along them.

			‘Did you expect me to finish the Tour, Dad?’

			This time he even laughed.

			‘Oh, not a chance, Ger. You did well. You did very well . . .’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter two

			Junior Kuurne–Brussels–Kuurne 2003

			We were a small gang at the start, down at Maindy Flyers. Four or five of us at best, one of them my brother Alun. A couple of my mates came along and it didn’t stick for them. They were confused by the Lycra and fixated on why you might want to shave your legs. These were fair questions, but numbers still grew fast. Soon there were four or five in each age category, boys and girls, and we were racing on our bumpy old track, but at other places round south Wales, too.

			Then came the game-­changer. One of the older coaches took us aside at the end of a session. ‘Now then, you’re all doing really well, but wait until you start training on the road. Then you’ll see how much stronger you’ll get . . .’

			He was right in more ways than he realised. Getting out in the lanes beyond the city suburbs did indeed build your legs and lungs. It also opened up whole new worlds. When the lanes went up, small Welsh hills became local versions of Alpe d’Huez. When you raced your mates down long, straight, empty roads, you were doing lead-­outs in bunch sprint stages. When we played football in Heath Park we pretended we were at Wembley and it was always easy imagining you were at the Millennium Stadium when you could see its white roof supports gleaming from miles away. These road rides were a new connection and a greater leap. Now, when I watched these big races on the free Eurosport channels, I could go out and recreate a version of them myself.

			

			You watched the races, you climbed the small hills and you threw yourself into all of it. Alun was no longer coming down to the club as frequently, but there was a little lad called Luke Rowe and his dad had some nice gear. For a crit race round a deserted industrial estate I was allowed to borrow his Mavic Ksyrium wheels with cool aero spokes. I felt incredible, at least until I crashed. The wheels survived. My skin would mend. I jumped back on, caught up a group containing newly crowned world champion Nicole Cooke, went straight past them and won.

			That seemed to change something else. Watching was an old-­school Aussie called Shane Sutton, who at the time was head coach at Welsh Cycling, and the junior coach Darren Tudor. From them came a grant for a new bike that would be mine to love and to race. I went for a sensational red Cannondale with a big fat down tube, and allowed myself to indulge in happy fantasies of how much faster I would go and how many places I could gain when I settled into its speed-­machine charms.

			

			I didn’t crash it, because something far worse happened. Running into our garage one morning, carrying a great metal file with a wooden handle to my dad, I decided to make a karate-­style chopping motion, complete with a shouted ‘Hai-­yah!’ That was when the file detached from the wooden handle, and clattered straight into my beautiful red Cannondale and its fat downtube.

			Oh, the devastation! Oh, the number of chips to the paintwork! I was petrified to even tell my dad. He realised this, moderated his reaction as a result and set about touching up the damaged paintwork. I prayed it was still okay. When the time came for its debut, at an under-­fourteens circuit race in Hillingdon, west London, it was preceded by a sleepless night – and not only because we were overnighting in porta­cabins in the middle of the racing circuit, all of us Maindy riders lined up next to each other in sleeping bags.

			In my sights was a lad I’d never beaten before, Ben Crawforth, from a club, Palmer Park, who were perhaps our biggest rivals of all. On my new touched-­up Cannondale I was in focused mood on the start line, which may be why I failed to tune in to the commissaires’ lecture before we began. Apparently, in the under-­twelves race just before, the winner had crossed the finishing line with both his hands in the air, Tour de France sprint-­stage style. The commissaires weren’t happy. They gave him the win, but warned us not to do the same.

			How was I supposed to react when shortly afterwards my Cannondale gave me my first ever victory over Ben Crawforth? Of course I crossed the line with my hands up in the air. I felt like Mario Cipollini. The commissaires made it clear I was not Mario Cipollini by immediately disqualifying me. There was outrage from most of the Maindy Flyers parents. There was talk of official complaints. There was talk of unofficially booting off with these jobsworth officials. By contrast my own dad was a model of calm. ‘We’ll be okay, Ger. We’ll get our revenge next time . . .’
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