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For Sa. Not really used to saying things like this. Been a cracking six years so far, here’s to the rest like . . .
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Bib Shorts and Bare Arms


In few sports is it as easy to get it wrong with your clothing as in cycling. Its most defining item, the bib short, is something that no fashion designer would ever consciously come up with. Perhaps if they were Austrian, you might argue, but even then the fabric is wrong. Pull on the bib short in front of a new ladyfriend unfamiliar with the garment and you can see the confusion and distress on her face: have I started going out with a deviant, or a Freddie Mercury impersonator?


The first time I wore bib shorts as a kid, down to a Maindy mini-league race in Cardiff, I wore pants under them. Why wouldn’t you? I wore pants under my rugby shorts. I wore pants when playing football. It led to an awkward but important conversation in the changing rooms. ‘What, you’ve got pants on?’ ‘Well, yeah . . . haven’t you?’


You can try to fight these things, but in time you have to accept it. Cyclists do not wear pants, at least not when they’re cycling. It’s the same as shaving your legs. When you are a twelve-year-old boy in Cardiff you do not want to be rocking up at school with shaved legs. It’s a matter of choosing which world you belong too, the ‘normal’ hairy-legged world of the playground, or the smooth, clean-shaven changing rooms of the velodrome. So I fought it until I was fourteen and away at a race in Germany where I thought no prying eyes could find me. Into a Portaloo with the cheapest disposable razor I could find, hacking away like a blindfolded lumberjack. I stumbled out of that toilet looking like Johnny Hoogerland’s backside after he was knocked off by a car straight into that barbed-wire fence during the 2011 Tour: wild gashes, blood everywhere. Mixed in among random hairy patches over my calves and thighs.


It takes some longer than others. Aged fifteen you would still see girls wearing thongs beneath their bib shorts. You never thought of saying anything, because you were fifteen and you could see girls wearing thongs.


My first proper cycling jersey was in the luminous yellow of Maindy Flyers. While the design these days is more subtle, I look back on the dayglo years with pride. The top was of its era, and it comes with its own set of special memories. I’ve kept a jersey from every club or team I have ridden for precisely that purpose: a sartorial time-travel machine to bring the past back to life.


Even in the late 1990s, there was neither the beautifully designed cycling clothing of today nor the number and size of bike shops. What you could buy in the shops that were around cost you a year of prize money. I used to get my gear from the car-boot-style sales they held in the car parks outside the various velodromes, where you’d find random items hanging off coat racks and plastic tubs of gloves or caps. You’d pick up a horrendous multicoloured jersey for a fiver and wear it with immense pride. At one place, I bagged a pair of T-Mobile team shorts. Grey panel down the side, three stripes down the leg. If it had been possible to wear them to bed and school as well as in the saddle I would have done so.


There was seldom a thought for the practicalities. If you reckoned it looked the business then that would trump everything else. It’s raining? If being dry means you can’t see my multicoloured magic then soak me to the bone. Have you seen my T-Mobile shorts?


Technology was still in its scratchy infancy. The jerseys made you both hot and cold at the same time. The shorts very rarely maintained their shape. At one race on the Manchester Youth Tour, when I was thirteen, our rain jackets were black bin bags with holes cut in them for our heads and arms. You wouldn’t see that in a Rapha store. Not at a bin-bag price-point.


You learned through osmosis. Either that or hypothermia. I remember going out for an evening winter ride, snow falling heavily on the streets of Cardiff. The lad I was supposed to be meeting was late, leaving me riding up and down a rapidly disappearing stretch of tarmac with my legs going the same colour as a Welsh rugby shirt.


Eventually he arrived just before snowdrifts cut the road off like a mountain pass. ‘Whoah, what’s happened to your legs? Why aren’t you wearing tights?’ ‘What do you mean, tights? Is this like the pants thing?’


By the time I got home I was so cold I had to be helped directly into bed, kit stripped off, wearing a thick woollen jumper, jogging bottoms, three pairs of socks and curled up under two duvets, shower forgotten. I couldn’t move. Every ten minutes my mum would come running upstairs to make sure I hadn’t died.


Things came second-hand – a helmet also worn by the British team, imbuing its teenage wearer with the same sense of cool. A first pair of cycling-specific shades, loved so much I barely wore them. In fact I hardly took them out of my bedroom. Very little fitted. Skinsuits were not suited to your skin. It was like wearing a onesie that had gone wrong in the wash.


As in every sport there was always one kid who had all the gear: bike, replica kit, shades, team gloves. Helmet? We thought so.


It didn’t so much make you jealous as desperate to beat them. There was a lad called Ben Crawforth who was very evenly matched with me. We’d trade victories: whoever didn’t win that day would always be in second. ‘There you go,’ my dad would say; ‘He’s in ordinary kit, and he still wins.’ The next race Ben rocked up on a pimped-up bike. I beat him. Motivation.


Don’t think the pros have got everything right. You might not see the ultimate horror – a lad putting on his arm and leg warmers before anything else, and his girlfriend waking up to see what appears to be a floating limbless torso backlit against the bedroom wall – but mistakes abound. Bloodied backsides hanging out of shorts are a common sight after crashes in the peloton. At Barloworld, the young Chris Froome decided his team-issue skinsuit had the wrong dimensions, and took some nail scissors to the sleeves. Skinsuits are seldom flattering. They’re even less flattering when they’re entirely sleeveless. Barloworld, to make matters worse, was an Italian team. If you are going to get away with a skinsuit with no arms and ripped shoulders, it will not be with an Italian team.


‘FRRROOME! You cannot go out like that!’ There were no spares. Instead, he was made to borrow a suit from an Italian teammate who had just finished a twenty-kilometre flat-out effort in 25°C heat. Lesson learned.


These days there is no need to rummage in the car-boot sales. At Team Sky we begin each season under a mountain of bespoke kit: three sets for winter, four regular, three summer, two made from mesh, three skinsuits. Some last longer than others. Socks and arm warmers fall victim to light-fingered teammates who have misplaced their own. Mesh tops are quietly left to one side, a little too Fifty Shades for the more modest rider. I’ve never been on a bike and worried that my legs felt too hot. Mesh on bare chest must be an acquired taste.


Most is worn hard. Little lasts long. First to fall are the white socks, victims of mass genocide in the washing machines that are running twenty-four hours a day on the Team Sky bus during stage races. Crashes see off more kit. Inadvertent error takes care of other items. On the bus we have a compression device to help our legs recover after a race. It requires you to strip down to your underwear to be treated. After one punishing day I limped to the back of the bus to reunite with my trousers, only to become aware while walking into the hotel a few moments later that I was giving it the full Jay Z – waistband round my thighs, backside on display for the world to see. Just as I had begun to fear that I had somehow lost two stone through the day’s brutal exertion, I spotted my giant teammate Christian Knees staggering about wearing black tights and a confused expression. Ah, Christian. It appears I may have picked up the wrong pair. What’s that? You don’t wear pants off the bike either?


The best item of day-to-day wear I have now is the merino undervest. Warm when you want to be warm, cool when you don’t. Garmin are rightly proud of the skinsuit they have, which features a letterbox-style slot an inch above the groin (farewell, soggy chamois; hello, easy urin­ation on the move), while every other team has copied the filled-in helmets we debuted to so much scorn at the Tour of Qatar in 2010.


The single finest piece of cycling clothing I’ve had the pleasure to wear is also Sky team issue: their Rapha rain jacket. The fit is perfect, with minimal pinch-points or flapping. It’s warm. It’s waterproof. On those days when the rain is no longer individual droplets but a three-dimensional wall of water, it keeps you riding.


Not all the kit is entirely practical. The label on one garment states that it must only be hand-washed. It would do well to receive this treatment at my mum’s when she’s bored, let alone on a three-week stage race populated by exhausted men who can barely be bothered to hand-wash their hands. The worst? White shorts are never good. In any sort of rain your private areas become instantly public, which reminds me too graphically of an old teammate at Barloworld for whom the distinction between private and public spheres just didn’t exist.


I say spheres – if it were just those on display it wouldn’t have been too bad. Instead, this was something that no teammate wants to see, even if it was medically intriguing: the act of climbing off the bike after hours in the saddle triggering a reaction in his bib shorts that, shall we say, quickly became a pressing concern. The rider himself couldn’t have been more proud, strolling round the bus with a delighted expression on his face that seemed to say, ‘Look at that! Just imagine what would be happening without five hours of pedalling behind me!’


Worse still was what I had inflicted upon me as a teenager while racing for a British representative team for the first time. We were in Germany, riding for the British Schools Cycling Association. Bear in mind that this was a time when merely crossing the Severn Bridge from Wales into England was enough to make our whole minibus start booing loudly. So imagine the reaction when I found out that the British kit – rather than the usual combination of red, white and blue, or even the strange green they had for a while – was plain white with a red St George’s cross. There was genuine outrage. I thought my dad was going to head straight to the airport and fly back to Cardiff. In the end, I wore it for the minimal time possible. Literally seconds after slamming on the brakes over the finish line, I’d torn the jersey off and thrown it back at them.


Jump forward a decade and those wrongs were being righted in spectacular fashion. By the 2008 Olympics, being part of a British cycling team meant you looked like an astronaut and felt as if you could fly to the moon. Our track kit looked sensational. What it did for our performance was even better. Did you feel 2 per cent faster, or sense 0.05 seconds slipping over your streamlined back? Not really. But when you knew how long it had been tested for, the hours Chris Boardman and his fellow secret squirrels had spent studying wind tunnels and equations on coefficients of drag, you felt something far more powerful: you felt like a superhero going into battle. You had a special something no other team had.


It took a little getting used to. Putting on some of the skinsuits was like climbing into a drainpipe. So obsessed were the designers with getting an aero advantage that, after one fitting, my pursuit teammate Ed Clancy offered to have an inch taken out of each of his collarbones to reduce his front-on profile to acceptable levels.


You would do your warm-up, sweating from both exertion and nerves, and then try to slip into this unmalleable plastic second skin. So stressed was sprinter Jason Kenny that he once inadvertently put a huge tear in his. There was always a spare on hand, but the worst part of any race is the longueur between warm-up and gun. Trying to swap your race numbers over with shaking hands, knowing that one more rip is your Olympic Games gone – I feel a little sick just thinking about it.


By the next Olympic cycle, some of our rivals had caught up a little. That was when the double bluff came into play. At the 2012 Track World Championships in Melbourne, just a few months short of London, our Australian arch-rivals treated it as a full Olympic run-out – all their best kit, their latest innovations, their strongest team. Deliberately we did the opposite – ten-year-old jerseys, helmets with cracks, bikes a City boy might use at weekends.


Come the team pursuit final, we beat them by a full tenth of a second, breaking the world record in the process. In that moment we won Olympic gold. You could see it in their faces: if GB can do this to us now, in that ropey old gear, what are they going to do in their superhero cloaks?










Unexpected Consequences


It’s just about the speed, right? Just about being able to climb mountains or win sprints or ride flat out for five hours, through rain, sleet and parching sun?


Not all of it. Being a good cyclist has some magnificent fringe benefits.


 


Winning go-kart races on a stag do. Never bet against a cyclist on these highly competitive occasions. Why? Because they are experts at picking the racing line, at hiding in slipstreams and dive-bombing past, at focusing the mind into a fierce racing attitude, and they are likely to be significantly lighter than many of the normal chaps there. Only ignore this rule if there is a professional go-kart racer in the ranks, in which case lob all your spare cash on him.


 


Driving impeccably in dangerous motorway conditions. I appreciate that this may appear to contradict the previous entry. But, as a road racer, you develop almost a spider-sense regarding everything around you – what’s happening a long way down the road, who might be behaving slightly strangely, what that road surface or bend will do to those close by. On the motorway you instinctively do the same, and thus insulate yourself against dangers others would never see. Plus, you don’t panic when overtaking a lorry in heavy rain, because what can spray do to you on those rare occasions you are behind glass and metal?


 


Winning eat-offs. Simple. We’re always hungry, and we’re used to having to eat 6,000 calories a day. At my Sky teammate Luke Rowe’s engagement party, Pete Kennaugh and I ended up in a showdown: three large bananas and a massive slice of engagement cake each. Now, Pete K likes a banana, and at the halfway stage he had a substantial lead, not least because I badly underestimated how hard it is to eat three bananas at express pace. But he tied up badly on the thick marzipan layer in the cake, and with immense focus I was able to bring it back for a glorious victory at the death. There’s another tale from the same party involving a lad called Tank and an entire Shaun the Sheep cake, but it ended messily, so I’ll leave it there.


 


Ordering coffee in six different languages. And being able to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ to complete the order. I also know six different words for ham.


 


An instinctive sense of where you are. You’re so used to going on long training rides from strange hotels that your mental mapping process is always in operation. Cyclists very seldom get lost. When they do, they tend to have a good idea of where they might be lost, if that makes sense. Having said that, before the 2007 Tour prologue in London, my Italian team based themselves in Surrey. As we pedalled out of the car park the rest of the riders looked at me expectantly. ‘Right, Tom, where do we go?’ Hang on, I’m from Cardiff, not Croydon.


 


Finding a light switch in a strange hotel room. You may mock, but you try going to the toilet in the dark when you have no idea if that door handle you can just about make out leads you into a bathroom, a cupboard or the corridor outside the room. As someone who spends countless nights in countless different rooms, let me tell you that there are only five permutations, and I know them all.


 


Excellent tanning. It’s not just that your arms, legs and nose will be in the sun for most of the summer. When your tan has faded in autumn, the first hint of sunshine on a warm-weather training camp brings it straight back. As a result, I’m less susceptible to burning than most Welshmen, although that’s not saying a great deal. Ed Clancy always insists that a tan is just damaged skin. But he would say that. He doesn’t have the option.


 


Travelling with efficiency and calm. So many times a month do you find yourself travelling with outsize baggage through airports that very little can rattle you. Turn up two hours before the flight and you’ll queue for forty-five minutes. Turn up an hour before the flight and you’ll go straight through. Never stress about where the gate is, never queue up before it is absolutely necessary. And never stand by the luggage carousel when you can sit down until your luggage actually appears. None of this jostling for position at the carousel, getting so close you might as well sit on it for a ride. What do people think will happen if they don’t take their bag off the moment they see it? What horrors do they think lie behind those rubber strips where the carousel briefly exits the room?


 


Cheap nights while out drinking. This is actually more complicated than I’m making out. Although endurance riders need very little alcohol to go bandy-legged (on account of our monastic existences for most of the year), our immense stamina means we can keep going for an awful long time. That’s as long as it’s not a one-off special like a stag do or wedding: on these occasions you hit it a bit too hard, believing you can keep up with the seasoned drinkers around you. It always ends badly, although it helps to have some other bike riders around that are even worse drinkers than you. It’s a dangerous, although often highly amusing, combination.


 


Reliable with directions. Not only will we know exactly how far away something is (‘6.6 kilometres, with a total climb of eighty-six metres’) because of our road sense we can be remarkably specific about the landmarks en route. ‘One hundred and fifty metres after a garage, you’ll feel a slight crosswind. At that point, bend right and hug the hedge until the third bollard.’


 


Patience under fire. No matter how stressful the scenario, you can always hear the voice of GB cycling’s psychiatrist Dr Steve Peters in your head. Can you change anything? Yes? Then change it. No? Then deal with it.


 


Sleeping anywhere. Plane, car, sofa, cinema, dinner table, thunderstorm, rock concert, rollercoaster.










The Perfect Ride


Is there such a thing? Let’s believe there is. But since perfection is a personal thing, let’s give ourselves a little wriggle room.


Short


We are in South Australia, freshly arrived from the dank greys and browns of the British winter into summertime in a land where the sky is such a deep blue it’s as if someone was holding their finger on the contrast button of the remote control. It is early on an Adelaide morning, just before 6 a.m., before the fierce heat has begun to bake the streets and parks, but still warm enough to breathe gentle life into tired legs and keep long sleeves and leg warmers in the cupboard drawers.


Away we go into the Adelaide Hills – no frightening climbs, just a few gentle testers to get a pleasant sweat up, a few swooping descents and views, wheels whirring easily. No need for breakfast, legs moving on the remnants of last night’s fresh fish. Easy company, soft descents back into the sleepy city and out the other side, down to Glenelg and the beach. Bikes leant against a cafe table, eggs Benedict, magnificent coffee. And then? The beach calls.


Medium


It’s a crisp November morning in Cardiff. Omelette for breakfast to fuel the fun, rugging up with a good winter jacket and tights over the bib shorts, comfort and reassurance in pulling on the thick gloves. Leaving the house later than normal, allowing the South Wales roads time to thaw.


The afternoon before, Wales have recorded a resounding win in one of the autumn rugby internationals. I’d like to think a major southern hemisphere nation has been involved. I appreciate that’s optimistic, but this is supposed to be the perfect ride. It may also be the only way I’ll ever experience the feeling of victory over the All Blacks. If we have just beaten the All Blacks I’m sure it would have been a heavy night, so we’ll leave at 10.30 a.m. Although seeing as it’s November and therefore after the cycling off season, my drinking form is in peak condition, so a training ride is still possible.


We’re going west, out towards Ogmore-by-Sea. The terrain is never more than rolling, and we’ll stop for Welsh cakes and coffee at a little cafe in Llantwit Major. It’s run by a guy who used to race bikes, so the welcome will be warm. He’ll be showing highlights of the previous day’s victory on the big screen. Bolstered by the caffeine and glorious slaying of New Zealand, we’ll cruise back nice and steady, possibly breaking it up with a few spontaneous races to the next village or roundabout. Appetite awakened, we’ll pedal straight past mine and up to my mum’s for Sunday lunch. A retro ride, and all the better for it.


Long


Time: five hours. Starting point: Nice. Parcours: a good few climbs. Time of year: September, with the tourists gone and the roads quiet.


It’s warm enough to tickle the tan but not so warm your jersey is heavy with sweat. The tempo is relaxed, and while good company is essential, I don’t want anyone along who can climb quicker than me. Team Sky teammates Luke Rowe and Ben Swift would be ideal – they can climb, but they’re not too keen – and because we need four of us, so that no-one is ever left on his own at the back, we shall have another Sky man Phil ‘‘Paddy’’ Deignan, too, as he’s good for banter and can take more than his fair share of abuse.


The training effect will come naturally from the climbs. No extra efforts, no need to look at our power meters. Three decent hills, then a drop down into Italy for a Parma ham and mozzarella piadina and the best coffee in the world. Spinning back along the coast, autumn sun on our faces, light breeze at our backs. Who would want to be anywhere else in the world?










Off Season


There’s nothing like getting away from it all once the long cycling season comes to an end – heading somewhere far away from the mountainous torture of the Alps or the cobbles of Flanders, far away from teammates and the road-cycling culture. Somewhere like New York, with your girlfriend, on a special surprise trip. Walking down those busy streets, yellow cabs honking, skyscrapers all around, nothing at all to remind you of the day job and – hang on a second, is that Wiggins?


The odds of bumping into someone you know in New York are slim even when you and your friend both live in New York. When one of you lives in Chorley and the other in Cardiff, you start to wonder if something strange is going on.


‘Brad?’


‘G?’


‘All right?’


‘Yeah, good. You all right?’


‘Yeah, good.’


Then the freakiness of it all starts getting to us.


‘So, you’re in New York?’


‘Yeah. Having a good time?’


‘Yeah. You?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Right, see you later . . .’


‘Yeah, see you later . . .’


There’s a cliché that every Premier League footballer goes on holiday to Ayia Napa, where they spend their time with the same teammates they see all year. I now have some sympathy with that predicament. Us cyclists have such a small window – basically October – that you’re immediately ruling out a load of options on the basis of inclement weather. Majorca we go to with Sky before Christmas. The Canaries hold painful memories of our training camps on Tenerife’s Mount Teide. So that means either the southern hemisphere, which in effect means South Africa (warm enough, English-speaking, plenty of things to do, not as far as Australia), or the US. And if you go to the US you’re likely to at least stop over in New York. But still, Brad. There are eight and a half million people in New York. Of all the streets in all the towns in all the world, you walk down mine . . .


America can feel like a true escape. Sometimes it can be an escape too far. The food is fast and liquor cheap. When I glance in a familiar mirror on my return to Cardiff I am always chastened to see that I appear to have left my cheekbones on the plane. And who inflated my face? I glance down and feel a pang of solidarity with my shirt buttons, which are mustering all their mute strength to hold the material together. It means that I have to keep two wardrobes: my off-season one in Cardiff (loose, relaxed, belt notches in unfamiliar places) and my in-season one at my training base in France (considerably smaller).


There’s a further problem now that we’re all growing up: the off season is becoming by default the wedding season. There are too many Sky riders getting married and not enough space each October to squeeze them all in. We are becoming bridezillas of the bike. If you want to get married, you’d better hurry up and pop the question – not because your future wife is dropping hints all over the shop, but because you need to nab that date before someone else books it up. Then there are the friends and family who have nothing to do with the rhythms of the professional cycling year but find their own special days shunted around by the desire to have random cycling pals present. I was asked to be the best man for two of my closest mates in Cardiff. A fine decision, but one that immediately meant no summer weddings for the brides-to-be. Sorry, Cath. Sorry, Hannah.


Years ago, before the cycling revolution turned previously obscure track and road cyclists into household names, you could holiday incognito wherever you went. For the big boys it has now all changed, as Chris Hoy found out in Thailand a few months after his three Olympic golds in 2008. What was intended as a beach retreat had become a daily autograph session. Because, if you are a pale ginger man with thighs that have a circumference of twenty-seven inches, there may be better places to hide than Phuket.


We’re not quite at the levels yet of Indian cricket icon Sachin Tendulkar. To even leave a hotel in his home country he apparently has to wear a specially made disguise that makes him look like an old man. For our superstars, it’s more a case of keeping low in your own back yard. Brad tends to get out of Europe. Chris Froome avoids South Africa.


Me? I try to keep my head down in Cardiff, but I can’t pretend it doesn’t sometimes work in my favour. A little while ago my girlfriend was trying to get into a local nightclub but had forgotten her ID. No chance, said the bouncer. Hang on, said her mate. You see that gold 2012 Olympics postbox over there? She’s marrying the bloke whose postbox that is. Prove it, says the bouncer. Sara had a quick look on her phone and found a photo of the two of us together. The bouncer leant over. ‘Oh, fair enough. In you come . . .’


Thoughts of the off season, of the good times you’re going to have and the rules you’re going to break, keep you going on those hard rides. It gives you something optimistic to talk about when you’re lying on your bed in a lonely Campanile, legs in bits after a horror of a mountain stage.


So restricted are we for most of the year that even a flight that takes you on holiday, the part that most people simply endure, becomes part of the release. Normally we avoid eating airline food. Too salty, not enough nutrients. You certainly can’t tuck in to a relaxing beer. In the off season you fill your boots. Simply turning up at an airport without a bike and in normal clothes feels like a revitalising break.


Not all nationalities break out in the same unbridled fashion. The Brits and the Aussies tend to do it properly, enjoying a few of the drinks considered illicit at other times; sampling items on the menu of a size and calorific content that would normally induce a week of guilt and masochistic punishment. The Italians and Spanish tend to squeeze in a little more training, or at least they claim they do.


My Sky teammate Leopold Konig went to a health spa in his native Czech Republic and spent a fortnight getting massages and drinking green tea. You could understand it in the first week of November after a month of off-season blow-outs, but in place of the actual blow-outs themselves? The call of the burger, the lure of the rare steak, is too much.


The off-season holidays have changed over the years. Initially they were all about the drinking. I went away on trips to Dublin and Barcelona with a few of my close cycling mates. We had missed out on the whole student lifestyle, and those weekends were our release. They were the time to be normal twenty-year-olds, and they were messy to say the least. When I first met my wife, it was more about adventure than booze. Then we started going away with her parents, and it swung back rapidly the other way. Young cyclists cannot hope to match the alcohol intake of a pair of fifty-year-olds from the Cardiff suburbs.


Yet, without the good times, the hard times would be even harder to get through. The off season is the light at the end of the dark tunnel, even if that light turns out to be the flames grilling a half-pounder with fries.


Being cyclists, we’re not comfortable doing absolutely nothing. A little adrenaline is required. In South Africa you might abseil down Table Mountain, go shark diving or, if you’re feeling really gung-ho, ride your bike round Johannesburg without a local for company.


Back home, it is a time to fulfil commitments to your generous sponsors. There are also the less well-remunerated but more enjoyable commitments to old friends and kind relations. Before you know it, you’re not so much resting as on a two-week tour of the country’s motorway services, which has all the risks of shark diving but none of the buzz.


How to play Christmas? You can’t go flat out with everyone else, because the Tour Down Under starts less than a month later. My tactics are to stockpile heavy training in the weeks before, not least during Team Sky’s two-week camp in Majorca. That means the return to Cardiff around 20 December can see me plan training sessions around drinking rather than vice versa. Time on the bike will be shortened but become a lot more intense, which fits in well with the bad weather anyway. Christmas being Christmas, spontaneity will sometimes win out over good intentions. There was a New Year’s Eve a little while ago that began conservatively in the Y Mochyn Du pub off Cathedral Road, accelerated into a random meeting with legendary Welsh classical singers Bryn Terfel and Shân Cothi, took in a detailed conversation about Eminem, picked up pace again as I tried to keep up with six-foot-four-inches Bryn on the local ales, peaked with me performing a version of ‘Sex Bomb’ to Shân and ended with me dancing with six sixty-something ladies. I remember this because Sara has it all on video. I know.


Occasionally you can try to buck the calendar. There is a little pocket of time after the spring Classics, but you have to be careful not to put any weight on. The Classics will already have done that – two kilogrammes gained in competition, another 1.5 kilogrammes in the five days off afterwards. We are in the land of the chip. It is dark and cold. It is inevitable.


You must also be lucky. A few years back I was desperate for some warmth and blue skies. I looked at a few shortish-haul options. Hmm. Egypt looks nice and warm. Perfectly safe, Egypt. Probably no chips, either.


It was two days into our outlaw break that the Eyjafjallajökull volcano in Iceland first started belching clouds of ash into the skies of Europe. You’d think three days’ extra holiday for free would be a good thing, but there were two problems: phoning the bosses at Sky to explain that I might be back a little late, and Sa being struck down by a case of severe food poisoning.


After a couple of slightly awkward tables for one (do you ever eat so fast as when you’re dining on your own?), I decided to use it more as a Konig-style holiday and drop some weight, albeit without the assistance of a ruthless virus. To help Sa in her own battle, I dutifully went to the local pharmacy (with the assistance of the Team Sky doctor on the mobile) to see what they had that might help. The chap behind the counter could not have been more sympathetic, recommending a series of medication and making sure I knew exactly what the dosage was. I thanked him profusely, which was the point when he winked, reached under the counter and offered me a special deal on some knock-off Viagra. Because when your girlfriend is collapsed in bed, feeling as attractive as an open sewer, the first thing you reach for is the Viagra, right?










Cafes


A long ride without a cafe stop is like a bike without wheels. So let me set out the conditions for the fantasy cycle stopover.


 


Indoor and outdoor seating. No great drama with this one: if it’s warm, let the sweat dry in the sunshine and the cyclist’s tan grow dark. If it’s winter: let me in, please, I’m freezing, and each additional minute I spend outside in these damp clothes takes me a step closer to hypothermia. Ideally there’ll be a place to leave bikes, because it’s very hard to relax over your beverage when you’ve left several thousand pounds’ worth of carbon fibre unlocked in the street outside. If there isn’t, try the old trick of leaning your bike against the nearest wall and letting your fellow riders place theirs on top. Yes, there is a chance of a cosmetic scratch to the frame. But if some light-fingered individual decides to grab a bike when your back is turned, it’s not going to be the one at the bottom of the pile. Undoing the quick-release skewers on the wheels also helps; unless it’s a fellow rider nicking your bike, the thief won’t have a clue what’s happening when the wheels fall out, and will be even more confused when it comes to putting them back in.


 


Staff should be welcoming. It’s not the easiest thing having a pack of sweaty cyclists piling in to your carefully arranged interior, clicking and clacking in their cleats and waddling like Lycra-clad ducks. If you’re okay with that, we will reward you with a significantly larger order than most other mid-morning visitors. And not just on this occasion – cyclists are extremely loyal when it comes to their cafe stops, and will stick to a good one once found. Consider it an investment in your own future.


 


A proper coffee machine used by properly trained staff. The doomsday scenario is to go to the counter, ask what coffees they do and watch them reach behind for a jug of percolated horror. Probably with a tidemark halfway up the glass jug where the already gravy-like drink has evaporated over the three hours it’s been sitting there. In that case it’s not worth it – instantly switch your order to a pot of tea. It’s almost as galling when they appear to have a long list of possible coffees yet, when the moment comes, appear unable to differentiate between a cappuccino and a latte. You can’t expect every little place to know what a macchiato is. But a bucket of brown milk with some foam on top is not a cappuccino. On that subject, be warned: a cappuccino in Belgium is not as we would understand it. It’s black coffee with cream. Cheeky.


 


A wide range of attractively presented cakes. On an early morning recovery ride it’s a delight to stop for a proper egg-based breakfast. On a longer run, at the right time of year, it’s all about the cakes. Usually I’m under harsh dietary restrictions so, if I’m going to have something, I might as well go the whole hog and have something really bad. I don’t want to just see a couple of stale flapjacks crumbling on a doily. I’d like to see carrot cake, fruitcake, possibly something from the Bakewell range and ideally some bara brith with butter. Or Welsh cakes. Although for the latter two you’d have to be in Wales to get anything like the authentic quality a lad raised in Cardiff would hope for.


 


At least two toilets. Otherwise you’ll spend the whole of your half-hour break standing in a queue while your fellow riders fumble with their bib shorts and slip over on the tiled floors in their cleats. I’d probably use a quiet lane on the way in just to be on the safe side.


 


Companions with change. When the bill comes, make sure it gets paid. With a generous tip. There’s always a tightwad who works out that his coffee was £2.40 and his lemon drizzle cake £2.30, so can he have thirty-pence change from his fiver, please? Look: what goes around comes around. Chuck your money in and be gone. Having said that, I often forget my money completely. That’s far worse. And I only realise after I’ve eaten the weight of one of my arms in scrambled egg.


 


Respect on both sides. In return for all the above, treat your hosts as you would like to be treated. Do not strip down to your bib shorts and merino mesh vest, in the style of Little Britain’s Daffyd. Do not hang your clothes over the back of every chair to dry. Your gloves may not smell to you but they do smell to everyone else: do not toss them onto a neighbouring table, and do not put your feet up on the soft furnishings. It’s not your front room.


 


You’ll sense that cafes have played an important role in my cycling education. An early favourite as a kid was in Cowbridge, about a forty-five-minute ride west from Cardiff. It was very much a cups-of-tea-and-bacon-sarnies sort of vibe, as popular with bikers as it was with cyclists. The two cultures would coexist rather well, the bikers outside in their leathers and us lot shivering inside in thin sportswear.


There was a lad we rode with in our teens called Stephen Roche. Not the former Tour de France winner and World road race champion, but a local a few years older than us. He was famous for nailing eight cups of tea on every ride. Another couple of chaps his age had a quiet word. ‘Oh, Roche, it’s about time for something called coffee.’


That started us all off. Initially it was like your first few pints of beer. You couldn’t stand the taste but you threw it down because you knew you it was the right thing to do. The next thing you know, you’re hooked. Give it a few more years and you’re an out and out coffee snob.


That brought a new cafe into play, a charming establishment up in Usk. The standard of coffee was far superior to Cowbridge. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t Rome, but you could order a cappuccino in confidence, and the owners were very friendly people. They passed the critical test of refilling your water bottles for free, as long as you didn’t lean your bike against their plate-glass window or block the little door to the flat upstairs.


There was something we called the Usk Cafe Rules. It was actually more of a Rule: whatever you’ve ordered, you have to finish everything on your plate. It might not sound that bad – we were hungry lads – but when you ordered a scone, you were given enough cream for six of them. That’s a lot of dairy when you’ve got big hills to climb.


As my horizons have expanded, so has my appreciation for such places. I hope I’m not the kind of coffee snob, like my former British teammate Andy Tennant, who will refuse to join you unless you’re going to exactly the right place another two kilometres up the road. There are times when Starbucks does the job, even if it’s not in the same class as the great little cafes. At least you know what you’re getting. You can stop for a coffee in Menton in the south of France – a beautiful setting where you sit overlooking the beach – and be served a coffee so terrible you need to throw in three sugars just to down it. You then pedal a mere five kilometres down the road into Italy and can get a great coffee anywhere. How does that work? It’s as if any knowledge of making good coffee is wiped from a barista’s memory at the border, like that crazy pen thing in Men in Black.


Nothing is as heartbreaking as ordering coffee in the US and receiving a large vase of tasteless murk. Nothing is as alluring as a stop in Bordighera, just across the Italian border from my training base in the south of France, where the piadina can bring tears to a Welsh lad’s eyes. And, when I’m home in Cardiff, there’s a little Italian place opposite the castle where the tiramisu is as good as in the homeland and the owner even indulges my appalling efforts to communicate with him in his native tongue.


Then there’s Australia, where the coffee is not only uniformly outstanding but the weather is always warm enough to sit outside. They love their sport, they love their cycling. And then when they find out you’re actually Welsh, when they’d assumed before you were English – well, I’ve seldom seen hospitality like it.










Rain


‘Don’t worry about the rain, butt,’ my old Wales coach Darren Tudor liked to tell us. ‘Skin’s waterproof. Crack on.’


GB coach Shane Sutton used to make a similar claim: there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing. Thus speaks a bloke from Australia, not one born in South Wales and matured in Manchester.


Offered a choice between skin-peeling heat, farewell-fingers cold, capricious winds or relentless rain, you would choose rain last. Particularly if it’s cold rain.


There are some races and some riders where heavy rain becomes an excuse. People won’t refuse to start, and they won’t step off their bikes halfway round, but you can see in their eyes that they have given themselves a reason for failure.


It doesn’t happen in the Classics, because there’s always the chance of rain in the Classics, and you have to love it when it does – the harder the better. But if it comes down hard and chilly on the Tour, or on the Giro, you will see riders getting depressed about it. On the week-long races, or during a race on a circuit, passing your team bus lap after lap, knowing how nice it is inside, is a cruel form of toasty torture. Oh man – as if what we’re doing isn’t tough enough already . . .


There will be someone on every team who starts the moaning. And one misery guts is all you need to drag everyone down – so you have to stay clear, stay strong and ignore the prophesies of doom. No-one is going to cancel the stage. No-one is going to cancel the weather. We will be racing unless it turns cloudy with a chance of meatballs, so you might as well do it properly: attack with teeth bared rather than sitting in the spray at the back feeling sorry for yourself; ride hard rather than quitting at ten kilometres and spending the next four hours shivering in the team car, feeling more disgusted with yourself with every mile.


But it changes everything. An already jumpy peloton becomes a shifting mob of stress. Elbows dig and tempers unravel. Fights break out over the kingpin slots at the front, because with every metre further back in the pack, the more likely you are to be devoured in a crash. Your ability to brake fast and where you want begins to drift. The road turns into a skid pan. There is more shouting, more swearing, more fingers tight on bars and more dirty looks. On a climb, there is an indecent sprint for the top, because everybody wants to be as far forward for the descent as possible, rather than being out the back and having to chase flat out on those treacherous descents. There might not be a crash, but the peloton is likely to split. Even a five-second gap is too much. By the time you hit the flat road at the bottom you’ll be going balls-out to close it up. And that will hurt.


In pro cycling you seize upon every advantage fate throws at you. Of all those battling in the peloton, there are only a very few who can match my involuntarily perfect prepar­ation for such conditions: Cardiff for the first eighteen years of my life, Manchester for the next eight. Silver linings to the most permanent of clouds.


It’s a very simple equation; you can’t be a bike rider in the UK if you don’t like riding in the rain. As a kid I used to actively enjoy it. It was more of a challenge. On one ride we were heading back into Cardiff on a road known as the Newport flats. It had been hammering down all day and night, and there were huge puddles everywhere. Being kids, we ended up riding through them, faster and faster, making as big a wave as possible. What we failed to realise, at least until I hit a huge crater and catapulted over my bars, was that where there were puddles, there were also probably holes in the road. On the up side, the water was so deep it was like landing on a wet mattress. On the down, while I was unharmed, both front and back tyres had blown. I had to get a soggy lift home from one of the other kids’ dads. Lesson learned.


As I’ve grown older, I’ve grown grumpier, but those early years have still toughened me in profitable fashion. Whenever there is bad weather at a race there will be a Briton in the showdown – Cav, Swift, Sky teammate Ian Stannard. What is a convenient excuse for others becomes a soggy-bottomed opportunity for us. We can handle it where others cannot.


We have had our moments. After the Track World Championships in 2005, Ed, Cav and I returned to Manchester. We had an easy couple of hours planned to get over the travel. It was a typical Manchester day, rain and 6°C. So we left later than usual, fighting the urge to stay in. Bargain Hunt was on the telly, something we’d never ordinarily watch, but even that was more appealing than the ride. When we eventually made it out, we were all thinking the same thing: ‘What the hell are we doing?’ Five minutes down the road we stopped at a set of traffic lights and almost as one came out with it: ‘Sod it, I’m off home.’ Ten minutes is better than nothing, right?
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