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Geoff Thomas famously led Crystal Palace to the FA Cup final of 1990. An England international, he had a lengthy spell at Wolves, and has played for Barnsley, Nottingham Forest, Crewe and Rochdale. He rode the Tour de France in 2005 and was awarded the Helen Rollason Sports Personality of the Year Award for raising £150,000 for leukaemia research. In 2007 he rode the Tour with former Crystal Palace team-mate Ian Wright and a team of nine cancer survivors. He lives in the West Midlands with his wife Julie and two children, Madison and George.

Neil Ashton rode the Tour de France with Geoff Thomas in 2005. He is a football writer for the Daily Mail and a Crystal Palace supporter. Geoff was his boyhood hero and he achieved a lifetime ambition when he played alongside him in his testimonial game against Manchester United at Selhurst Park in April 2006.

The Geoff Thomas Foundation has brought together the five leading consultants at top centres in London (Barts), Birmingham, Manchester, Nottingham and Oxford in order to identify what they need to make real progress with innovative drugs and treatments. Providing a platform for these Professors to work together will ensure other patients are given the chance of a cure.
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Prologue

The week Julie and I planned in Majorca at the end of May 2003 could not come soon enough. We were working 15-hour days in our clothing business and needed some time to relax and reinvigorate before the long build-up to Christmas. It had taken more than a year to dissolve our previous business partnership and settle our debts. The last six months had been tough, but we had plans to open another shop in September.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the tide was beginning to turn; but this was just the start - we had a long way to go and we literally had to snatch our week in the sun. When I returned, I had a couple of important meetings in Milan with some fashion houses and we knew this could be the last chance of the year for the family to spend a bit of time together on holiday. The weather in Majorca was wonderful. As a confirmed sun-worshipper I could spend every minute of the day lounging by the pool or taking in a game of tennis on the courts if it was possible.

After I retired from professional football, I had been converted. In a short space of time, tennis had become my new passion and I took regular lessons at my local David Lloyd club. I had played very occasionally during my childhood, but I didn’t get the chance to swing a racket during my football career. Now I was learning how to play the  game for real and the upper-body strength I acquired playing football had allowed me to develop a pretty fearsome first serve. I just needed to add some polish to the rest of my game.

On the first morning of our holiday, Julie and the children were by the pool and I was on court for a doubles match against our friends Leslie and Rob. This was a chance to loosen my stiff muscles and run off a few beers from the night before. Nothing heavy, just a couple of halves to wind down after the two-hour flight from Birmingham. When I arrived on court, I still felt a little light-headed, but I put it down to the long day’s travelling and a change of routine.

I felt fatigued, weary and was struggling to get out of second gear during the warm-up, but I didn’t think it could last. My days of training for two hours or more a day on the football field were long gone, but I still considered myself to be relatively young and in fairly good physical shape. This, though, was something different. At one stage, I looked up at the sun and wondered whether I was still dehydrated as I struggled to hold myself together and desperately tried to ignore the discomfort.

We had only just completed a ten-minute warm-up, but already I was struggling to adapt to the pace of the game when it hit me. Straight through the stomach. Whoosh ... it felt like a 10-inch knife had been plunged into the pit of my stomach. The pain was immense. I doubled up in agony. It was so sharp I couldn’t even find a position to make myself comfortable. I was struggling to breathe in the heat, and the sweat was starting to pour off my face. The excruciating pain, just under the left side of my rib cage, was unbearable and it was a struggle even to make my way off the court.

It was an extraordinary feeling. There was a lump underneath my rib cage, but I didn’t want to cause concern. I put it down to a muscle tear. I had suffered my fair share of injuries during my professional career and players can usually detect whether they have done something serious. This would be nothing, a simple muscle spasm and that would be it. A day or two at most and I would be back on the tennis court to teach my playing partners a thing or two.

I also considered the possibility of a recurrence of an old back  injury as one of the factors and, that night, I stretched out on the floor of Leslie and Rob’s villa and asked Julie to walk up and down my spine to try and relieve some of the pain. Over the next couple of days, I noticed a gradual improvement and that was enough to convince me that my symptoms were nothing serious.

If I’d lost a few pounds over the summer then it was more a reason to celebrate than raise concerns, and if I was looking tired, then it was nothing that a few early nights could not put right. Apart from the constant pain in the side of my stomach, I didn’t actually feel unwell. There was no doubt that Julie and I had been devoting a lot of time to our shops, but we were thriving on it.

The pain in the pit of my stomach was a side issue. There were other priorities and, while I was in obvious discomfort, I didn’t want anything to sidetrack me from the shops. I believed that my body was in the process of healing itself and that, in time, the pain and the swelling would subside.

I tried to ignore it for the rest of the holiday, but the pain was always there. I couldn’t find a position to sit in that was comfortable and I couldn’t lie in bed at night without feeling some discomfort, but I was determined to enjoy the rest of our break.

When we returned to England, I threw myself back into the business, but the pain crept up on me again when I made my annual pilgrimage to South London to play in a charity golf day at Purley Downs. It is a tough, undulating course and I had played there many times before when I was a player at Crystal Palace. I’d made a lot of friends in the area and I didn’t need much of an excuse to go and see them. I was struggling with the swelling in my stomach, but I still did-n’t think I should be trying to catch my breath between holes. My three playing partners, Clive Marshall, Ian Alchin and Dave Connolly, are all Palace fanatics and old friends from my time at the club. I was trying not to show any signs of distress, but it was obvious that I had a problem.

I had to pause at regular intervals to try and regain my strength and, by the time we came out of the clubhouse after lunch for the beginning of our second round, I was not sure whether I would be  able to carry on. I tried not to show any emotion, but I was only just holding on. My career as a professional footballer had only ended 18 months earlier and now I was struggling to make it up a modest climb. I was gasping for breath, I was nearly on my hands and knees, and all I wanted was some solitude.

‘Bloody hell, Geoff,’ they teased. ‘You’ve let yourself go a bit. To think we used to pay to watch you play.’

It was only light-hearted banter and that is how I took it. I would have done the same. The dressing room can be a heartless place and when you are with friends, especially on a golf course, there is no escape. I carried on, but I will never know how I got through it. I enjoy playing golf - I’m an 18-handicapper on a very, very good day - but I looked as though I had never played the game before.

An air shot on the 17th compounded my misery and I just doubled up again in agony, hands on my knees, with absolutely no idea what was happening to me. I wanted to curl up in a ball and stay there until someone rescued me. The pain was crippling and I had never known anything like it. I hadn’t realised that a ripped back muscle could be so debilitating.

‘Look at him, he’s all washed up.’

It certainly felt that way.

 
 
Our plans for a new shop in Birmingham were well under way and it was scheduled to open in three months’ time. I left Julie to look after the business while I travelled to Milan in the middle of June for a meeting with the Italian fashion label Gianfranco Ferré. There was the possibility that they would stock their range in our outlets. I took with me Alan Chatham, a director at the Mailbox Shopping Centre.

Alan had become a firm friend since the days when we opened our first shop in the Mailbox back in 1996 and there was potential to develop our business relationship. Alan takes his fitness seriously and we often swapped notes about our sporting prowess. Milan was in the midst of a heatwave when we arrived at Bergamo - normally the sort  of weather that I enjoy. It was almost tropical, 40 degrees or more, but I was puffing, panting, struggling to draw breath and, again, I was dripping with sweat. I couldn’t help notice that Alan found it a breeze.

We were due to have a meeting with Amanda Osborne, one of the sales directors at Gianfranco Ferré, and she arranged for us to spend a morning in a swish health spa that had been used by celebrities such as Madonna in the past. I looked at the list of treatments and decided to have a lymphatic massage to try and clear my body of any toxins. Instead, it triggered another severe shooting pain in my stomach.

By the time Alan and I arrived at Amanda’s offices, I was wincing with pain and, as I hugged the stair rail, I wondered whether I would be able to make it to the top. I was accustomed to the pain, but not to the embarrassment. After playing sport to a high standard, people naturally have certain expectations of your overall, general fitness, but I was struggling to make it up a simple flight of steps.

It was so confusing. Occasionally I over-indulged with a few pints of Guinness but, even then, nothing heavy, and I was playing tennis two or three times a week. Now I couldn’t even walk up a flight of stairs. Each step was a struggle. One foot in front of the other, puffing, panting and struggling for even a few gasps of air. I was so short of breath when I reached the top that I had to pause to recover.

My lungs contracted and the fear that this was something more serious was only adding to the sense of panic. Eventually, I made it to Amanda’s office. I couldn’t wait to sit down and, when I did, I slouched in the chair, wondering just how much longer I would have to put up with the constant ache. It disturbed my concentration, I couldn’t relax and I was deeply uncomfortable.

That night, the pain under my rib cage was so acute that I nearly dialled for an ambulance. The only reason I hesitated was because I did not want to cause any alarm. I have never had cause to telephone the emergency services, but that night it was the closest I’d ever come to it. To try and comfort myself, I curled up in the foetal position watching the film Gladiator on my laptop to try and ease the pain, but it was a restless night. The next morning, I congratulated myself on ignoring my instincts to call an ambulance. The lymphatic massage,  painful as it was, appeared to have been the perfect antidote to my symptoms and I surfaced that morning feeling fresh.

The massage removed the toxins from my bloodstream overnight and I felt sure that I would continue to improve in the coming days. I still had stomach cramps, but the shooting pains had subsided. I had once had a similar condition so I never thought of getting an expert opinion and I remained convinced that, in time, the swelling in my stomach would gradually disappear. By the time I returned from Milan, though, Julie had realised that my condition was deteriorating.

‘Meeting went really, really well. Amanda Osborne was nice. They seem keen to do business.’

‘And your stomach pains?’

‘Much better. Anyway, about the meeting …’

And then Julie brought it up again. Only this time, she wouldn’t let it go. She was like a dog with a bone. I still wasn’t concerned, but I told her exactly what had happened in Milan. To me, the swelling was a side issue and there were more important matters to attend to. In less than three months we were opening another shop and I really didn’t have the time to be worrying about a problem that was likely to be nothing more than a severe back spasm.

‘Geoff, you’re going to see the doctor.’

‘No, don’t be silly. It will be all right, don’t worry.’

‘Geoff, you are going to see the doctor.’

‘Give it a few more days. See if it gets any better.’

‘You’ve been like this for over a month. I’m booking you an appointment tomorrow.’

Reluctantly, I bowed to Julie’s demands, even though I was still relaxed about my stomach pains. My sister, Kay, and her husband, Bryan, were staying with us. That night, the four of us sat down for dinner, drank a couple of bottles of red wine and then sat on the sofa and watched television.

We talked, as we often did, about everything. Our shops, our children, family, friends, the future and other household matters. And then we discussed the lump that had been resting under my rib cage for the past two months. I pressed it. Julie pressed it. Whichever angle  we probed it from, it hurt like hell. It was uncomfortable, it was agony at times, but I was still convinced it was a torn muscle.

The more Julie prodded, the more painful it became. And that is when I first tried to make light of the situation by referring to the life insurance policies that I’d paid into during my professional playing career.

‘Just imagine, Julie, if it was a cancerous growth that could sort all our problems out.’

It was a throwaway remark, instantly regretted, and did nothing to put Julie’s mind at rest. She slapped me across the thigh and told me not to talk in those terms. Even then I wasn’t worried.

 
 
I had not seen a regular doctor since I was seven years old. Regular check-ups with doctors at my previous football clubs meant I hadn’t had to and, in any case, I rarely had a problem that required the attention of a doctor. Like everyone else, I had common colds, flu, fevers and other occasional symptoms that might have kept me in bed for a day or two, but they were mild compared to this.

Before, I always battled through, but if I ignored Julie over this, I was sure she would frog-march me to the surgery. Instead, I drove down to Dr Frank Taylor’s surgery near our home in Barnt Green well in time for my 9.30 a.m. appointment on 3 July 2003 and waited my turn. It is a date that will remain etched on my memory for the rest of my life. People celebrate Christmas, they celebrate New Year and they celebrate birthdays. This was not a day for celebration.

I breezed into the surgery 20 minutes before my scheduled appointment. As I flicked through the endless supply of magazines in the waiting room, I felt like a fraud. The surgery had a single page of notes with some sketchy details of the tonsillitis I’d suffered when I was a child and I hadn’t been back since. Sitting in the surgery, waiting for Dr Taylor’s valuable time, I felt sure that the other people in the waiting room were likely to have much more serious symptoms than me.

After all, you only go to the doctor when there really is something wrong with you. Still, I’m here now, I thought, I might as well let him take a look, just for the reassurance. I expected his diagnosis to tally with mine; then he would send me home with some instructions to make sure I got plenty of rest.

I even imagined the probable course of our conversation.

‘So, Geoff, what seems to be the problem?’

‘Bit of a stomach strain. There’s a lump underneath my rib cage that’s been causing me a bit of discomfort.’

‘How long have you had it?’

‘Oh, not long. Few days. Couple of weeks. Maybe a month or so.’

‘Bit of discomfort you say? Work busy? Not enough sleep? Yes, just lie down, let me have a look.’

‘Bit sore there, hurts when you do that.’

‘Hmmmm, yes, you’re right, bit of a stomach strain. Bit sore here?’

‘A little.’

‘Thought so. Take this to the chemist, twice a day for a week, and get plenty of rest. Come back in a week if there’s no improvement.’

If only. Instead, I could tell by the anguished look on Dr Taylor’s face that there was a problem. He explained that there were five possible reasons for the lump behind my rib cage and he wanted to take a blood sample so that they could rule some of them out. My spleen was enlarged, but he didn’t say what might have caused it and, to be honest, I didn’t want to ask. He explained that the organ is a filter designed to remove red blood cells when they are no longer of use to the body and that I might have an infection.

Well, that explained everything. I had been retracing my steps over the past few weeks and convinced myself I had a severe bout of food poisoning after my trip to Milan. I was even feeling fairly relieved when he took a blood sample to be sent for analysis.

‘It will be two to three weeks before we get the results.’

‘OK, fine. Thanks.’

‘We’ll let you know in due course.’

‘Thanks.’

I left for work and did not give my appointment with Dr Taylor  that morning a second thought. If it was going to take another fortnight or more before the results were known, it was not likely to be anything too serious. Dr Taylor did. The moment I left his surgery he sent my sample off to the laboratory at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham for an emergency test. The sample had been despatched when I left the surgery and six hours later I received the phone call that I will never forget.

At 3.45 p.m. I was sitting in traffic, cursing the queue of cars heading for the busy junction outside a pub called The Soak in Selly Oak, on the outskirts of Birmingham, when my mobile phone rang.

‘Hello?’

‘Mr Thomas, it’s Dr Taylor at the surgery. I wonder if you could come into the surgery this evening?’

‘This evening? Why? Is there a problem?’

‘Your test results have just arrived back with us. We need to see you. Are you able to come in?’

My heart rate stepped up a gear. I was crawling towards the lights but it would be another five minutes or more before I made it to the crossroads. I was breathing heavily. I was worried and the tone of his voice left me trembling with fear.

‘Back already?’

‘There is a problem, but I need you to come to the practice. Perhaps you could come in after work?’

‘At least give me an idea - I need to know what the problem is.’

‘I don’t really want to tell you over the phone.’

‘Please, can you just tell me what it is?’

‘I would much prefer it if you came to the practice. Could you come into the surgery after six p.m.?’

No, I could not. Not now. I needed to know this second, this moment. I was already panicking. It was clearly something serious. I was sitting in my car and there was nowhere to go. The traffic was bumper to bumper, the lights had just turned red again and the sun was streaming through the windscreen. By now I was shaking, barely audible and could only just compose myself enough to continue our conversation.

‘I can’t concentrate now. I really need to know now.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, tell me now. Whatever it is, I can take it. Just tell me. I need to know.’

And, in the time it takes to read this sentence, came the bombshell.

‘Mr Thomas, we think you might have leukaemia.’

If ever my life flashed before me, then it was in that moment. This was not a rehearsal, this was for real. It was too much information. There is no nice way to tell someone they are dying and, conversely, there is no way to prepare them either. I had been given the option. I could have delayed it a couple of hours until I went into the surgery later that evening. Perhaps Dr Taylor would have sat me down, maybe my wife would have been with me to share the burden of the bad news, but I opted for the newsflash.

If you ever want to cut someone down in a stroke, tell them they are dying. So, that’s it. I’m 38 years old and I’m dying. I’m 38 years old, I’ve just been told I’m dying, and I’m sat outside a pub in Selly Oak, sat in traffic and I’m another half an hour away from home. My wife isn’t even with me. My head was in my hands. This is happening and it is happening right now. I could not speak, I could not grasp the enormity of it all.

The tears were streaming down my face and sweat was already beginning to trickle down my temples. My father, Gordon, died of cancer in the space of six short weeks in 1993 and I felt sure the same would happen to me. By now I realised I had ignored the warning signs and I was about to pay a heavy penalty. For at least two months I had been living with leukaemia and, big, brave boy that I am, I ignored the symptoms.

The next few seconds went past in a blur but I managed to escape the traffic and pull into the side of the road.

‘Mr Thomas, are you still there?’

‘Is it serious?’

Is it serious? What sort of question was that? If I heard correctly, this is leukaemia. It is cancer. And it is a killer. Of course it is serious.  I’m as good as dead. Perhaps I just needed confirmation in case, somehow, I had got it all wrong.

‘Very serious. We need to establish what stage you are in.’

‘What stage?’

‘Yes, there are three different phases of the disease.’

‘Does this mean I could die?’

‘Left untreated …’

After that, I will never know how I pulled myself together, but I somehow forced a reply.

‘OK, see you at six p.m.’

As I sat in my car, I couldn’t control my emotions. That morning, I’d left my house at 9 a.m. and headed for a doctor’s surgery believing that, at nearly 40 years of age, I was still physically fit and looking forward to living to a grand old age. Seven hours later, I was being told that I had leukaemia. Cancer of the blood. I had to call Julie, but it’s hard when someone has just delivered such devastating news.

I was cracking up and I still had to make the hardest phone call of my life: to tell my wife, Julie, that, in all probability, I hadn’t got long to live. The tears had long since stopped welling up in my eyes. Now they were running like a river down my cheekbones, so much so that as they dripped off the side of my face, my jeans were soaking them up like blotting paper. I wasn’t expecting this. At worst, I was expecting to be told that I needed an operation. No-one expects to be told they have cancer. And now comes the hardest part.

How, exactly, do you tell the one person, the person who, along with your children, you love more than anything else in the world, that you are a dying man? How could I tell my wife, my soulmate, the love of my life and the person who has shared a thousand dreams or more with me, that I have leukaemia? She had already called several times, but I didn’t have the strength to answer the phone.

I was a blubbering wreck, but I knew I needed to find the strength to speak with her. She became anxious when Dr Taylor called the house to ask for my mobile telephone number and now I wasn’t even answering my phone. The anxiety was escalating.

The phone continued to ring but I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t even  speak. Not to anyone. Not even to my wife. Traffic was crawling past me; cars approached the lights. Finally I summoned the strength to wipe my eyes again, blow my nose and pick up the phone. I dialled our home number and Julie answered in an instant. She picked up the receiver and her voice was trembling with fear from the moment she spoke.

‘Geoff?’

By now, I was sobbing again and it was uncontrollable. I wanted to force out the words, spit them out and get it over and done with. I gave myself the time to take in the enormity of the situation and I wanted to say the word. Make the admission. A statement of fact. I told myself that it would be easier to cope with if I told her straight away. Then there is no going back. Then we could make plans, we could decide what to do. As hard as it felt right then, the uncontrollable emotion could not last for ever. Somehow the pain would subside. Unless it was a mistake. Doctors don’t make mistakes. They would never tell you something like this unless they were absolutely certain.

Hold on a moment. Dr Taylor said ‘might have’ leukaemia.

Maybe he was telling me the worst-case scenario. More likely it was still a simple blood infection that could be cleared up with some antibiotics. But I knew Dr Taylor was not beating about the bush. He was just being compassionate and trying to soften the blow. And it is a blow. It is a huge blow; there is no nice way of telling someone they have a life-threatening illness. I put the phone down.

It rang instantly. This time, Julie was crying. She was hysterical. She knew it was bad, but somehow I had to tell her just how bad.

‘Geoff,’ she asked repeatedly, ‘where are you?’

‘Julie …’

‘What is it, Geoff?’

Maybe 30 seconds, maybe more, passed by.

‘Julie. They think I’ve got leukaemia.’

It was done.

We were both hysterical. Neither of us could speak. I was still sat in my car, I was crawling towards the traffic lights and I was shaking uncontrollably. She was sat at the top of the stairs, trying to digest the  reality, and I was still more than half an hour away from our home in Barnt Green. She told me later that she sat there for an age, struggling to take in the reality that her husband, the father of two wonderful children, had a life-threatening illness.

It was ten minutes or so since I had been told I probably had leukaemia. I was still struggling to contain my emotions. I had to get home.

I wanted to be at home in an instant, to wrap my arms around her and feel some warmth. Instead, I was idling towards the lights and fighting against a steady stream of traffic. When I finally made it, Julie was waiting. She had not seen me like this since my father passed away, ten years before. But the tears that tumbled down my cheeks that afternoon more than made up for those lost years. In the hour or so before my 6 p.m. appointment with Dr Taylor, we tried to find out a bit more about the devil we were dancing with.

When we finally composed ourselves, we switched on the computer and keyed the word ‘leukaemia’ into an internet search engine. There were thousands of websites dedicated to the disease and most of them offered the same do-it-yourself test.

Do you suffer from any of the following?

Breathlessness

Low-grade fever

Loss of appetite

Abdominal discomfort

Night sweats

Tiredness

 
I could tick every box.
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Fromentine-Noirmoutier-en-l’Île 19 km Time-Trial

Sometimes, when I can’t sleep at night and a thousand thoughts are swirling through my mind, I wonder how I came to ride the Tour de France. As I lie next to Julie in our home on the outskirts of Birmingham, I can picture the pain of the professionals as they ride through 21 days of torture, often in summer temperatures of 30 degrees or more.

Then I visualise them riding through the driving rain of northern France, or past endless fields of sunflowers, deep in the countryside, with only the constant whirr of the wheels spinning at more than 100 revolutions a minute to keep them company. As they crawl up the most arduous and demanding mountain climbs in Europe during the second week, that’s when the real fatigue sets in and I can see the agony etched across their faces; I can see the hordes of people lining the route, screaming and shouting, willing the riders to stretch their bodies beyond the limits.

The 189 privileged riders selected to ride the Tour battle against the clock, the heat, the wind and the rain. And then there is the ‘broom wagon’ that follows the last man in the peloton and threatens to sweep him up if he does not increase his speed. I know that the fear of failing in front of the millions of people watching on television around the world is the one thing that stops them pulling up at the  side of the road and quitting the most prestigious road race on the planet. These are some of the most finely tuned athletes in the world, but, with their team-mates scattered across the mountains, there is often no-one there to pat them on the back, push them to their limits and pull them through.

I also remember and marvel at the splendour of the peloton, the 189 dreamers who glide through the pretty French villages at average speeds of just over 40 kph for three weeks, covering 3,500 km, before the spectacular finale on the Champs-Élysées in Paris.

That is when the real party begins. Under the Arc de Triomphe, those lucky enough to make it to the finish push themselves beyond the boundaries and showboat at speeds of more than 60 kph on the treacherous cobblestones. It is an honour for a professional rider even to finish the Tour, let alone win it, but the finish line is freedom. Freedom from their burning thighs. Freedom from the endless hours spent on the road. And freedom from the most gruelling road race in the world. Cycling is not just about sheer strength. It is a test of endurance, stamina, wit, perception, concentration, dedication and a bit of bravado. And there can only be one winner.

Most of the professionals take part in the Tour knowing that they will never be good enough to emerge victorious. Every year, 21 teams select their nine best riders and, for most of them, the prestige of taking part is payment for protecting their team leader in the seemingly endless, sometimes monotonous, days ahead. The domestiques are selected to serve the team leader. They chase down breakaways, shield the main man from the headwinds and crosswinds that sap so much energy, and do everything they can to save their leader’s strength for the mountains.

It is in the snow-capped peaks of the Alps or the Pyrenees - where they spend nearly two-thirds of the Tour - that the race is decided. When I was a professional footballer, I would watch the Tour on television each summer and marvel at the bewildering operation of the bunch. I found it fascinating that so many teams could compete against each other and yet each rider would take a short turn at the front of pack to maintain the momentum and keep up the average  speed. In my playing days, Greg LeMond dominated the sport; now another American, Lance Armstrong, was the six-time winner of the most demanding race in the world.

Armstrong had survived cancer and gone on to become the most prodigious cyclist in the history of the sport; it sends a shiver down my spine whenever I recall the days that I cycled along the very same roads. As a child in Manchester, my hero was the City midfielder Colin Bell, but, as I fought my battle with leukaemia, it was Armstrong who became a symbol of hope. Even when everything appears lost, there is always something to live for.

Armstrong, who made a full recovery from his illness, retired from the sport after winning the Tour for the seventh successive time in July 2005. I had watched his astonishing ascent of l’Alpe d’Huez during the time-trial in the 2004 Tour and, in my own small way, I wanted to emulate his remarkable achievements. Armstrong began the 14 km, 8 per cent climb two minutes behind the Tour leader Ivan Basso, and finished it three minutes ahead of his main rival. It was an immense display of physical power and Armstrong’s extraordinary performance that day has gone down as one of the Tour’s greatest moments. Reading Armstrong’s book inspired me to battle on and beat leukaemia.

The strength and stamina that served me so well during my football career had been sapped during my treatment for leukaemia, but I was determined to repay the doctors and nurses who gave me another chance. Like so many others who have been in a similar position, I wanted to give something back and to show people that if they stay strong and keep their inner belief, there is always a chance of making it to the other side.

I know that, so far, I have been one of the lucky ones. Most leukaemia patients cannot find a suitable stem-cell donor and they live their life from one day to the next, hoping and praying that the disease does not catch up with them. One day, I hope the experts will find the key and they will be free.

I didn’t set out to be a standard-bearer for cancer sufferers. I set out to ride the route of the Tour de France as the former England  international footballer who tried to chip the France goalkeeper during a friendly at Wembley in February 1992. It had been more than ten years since that infamous effort and, by the time I was diagnosed with chronic myeloid leukaemia, I was just another ex-professional footballer trying to make a living. My career with seven different professional clubs in England seemed a million miles away.

When I was told, in January 2005, that I was in remission, I knew that I had to begin repaying the people who had helped save my life - I just wasn’t sure how. I could only say ‘thank you’ so many times to the doctors and nurses, family and friends who helped to care for me around the clock. I wanted to do something more, to try and stretch myself to the limits as a gesture of gratitude and to show my appreciation.

The Tour de France idea had been nagging away at me ever since a conversation with Neil Ashton, a close friend and a football reporter with the Daily Mail, over coffee in the build-up to Christmas 2004. We met initially to catch up on my progress, but we soon began talking about my future. Throughout my treatment, my sole goal was to give myself every chance of making a full recovery from leukaemia.

I didn’t think much about the future. In typical footballer’s fashion, I took each day as it came and concentrated solely on survival. When I met Neil in my local pub, the Barnt Green Inn, I was within weeks of being told that I was in remission. Professor Charlie Craddock, the consultant surgeon at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham, had indicated as much when I had last seen him. As we sat in the pub that day, drinking cups of coffee, the talk turned towards my future. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to return to football, my first love, or the retail clothing business that had been closed down when I was initially diagnosed with leukaemia.

In fact, I wasn’t sure about anything at all. I needed a focus - I knew that - but I wasn’t at all sure what it would be. We discussed the possibility of a charity project, but each time we explored an avenue, someone had beaten us to it. Run the London Marathon? There’s no question that it is an extraordinary physical feat, but I also knew that 32,000 other people would be doing it. Ride the Étape, the one stage  of the Tour de France that is ridden by thousands of Tour fantatics every year? It was possible, but I wanted to stretch my body beyond its limits and prove to people that even in their darkest hours, there is still hope.

We mentioned Ian Botham’s charity walks from Land’s End to John O’Groats, but he was a household name and he already had the profile, through his achievements on the cricket field, to raise millions of pounds. I wanted to do something different, something a little bit wild and extravagant, to celebrate my liberation. No-one needed to tell me that I had been given a second chance - I knew that I was one of the lucky ones. With every passing day, I was feeling fitter, stronger and healthier; but for a stroke of luck in finding my sister was a good bone-marrow match, not to mention the skills of the doctors and nurses who looked after me throughout my ordeal, my life would have been slipping away and my family would have been preparing for a future without me.

I don’t quite know how we hit upon the idea of riding the Tour de France route. I had only ever heard of the professionals riding it. It didn’t seem possible to match their achievements just by riding around France for three weeks. It’s a huge commitment and we did-n’t know if anyone had attempted, let alone completed, the Tour in the same time-frame as the professionals.

‘How long is it?’

‘Not sure? Three weeks?’

‘What about the route?’

‘I don’t have a clue. They change it every year, but there are a lot of mountains involved. They ride through the Alps and the Pyrenees. All I know is that it always finishes in Paris.’

‘How long did you say?’

‘Three weeks, I think.’

‘I really fancy it.’

‘Leave off.’

‘No, I do - when does it start?’

‘July sometime.’

‘That gives me six months.’

‘Geoff, don’t rush in. Let’s have a think about this. Are you sure you’re ready for something like this?’

‘I don’t know, but leave it with me.’

‘Do you want another drink?’

‘Yeah, I’ll have a pint of Guinness.’

It was the last one I would have for a while.

 
 
Julie thought I was crazy. She told me so. And so did her friends. ‘He nearly died of leukaemia and now he is trying to kill himself by riding the Tour de France.’ My wife felt that she had already been through enough and she pleaded with me to put my plans on hold for another year.

‘You’re bloody mad,’ she would tell me.

It was hard to argue because Julie had been my rock throughout my battle to beat the disease. Another year, she felt, would give me time to regain my strength and redefine my goals. Charlie Craddock knew he wouldn’t be able to dissuade me from riding the Tour but he warned me that I was unlikely to be able to build the muscle strength in time. Although research had shown that there was unlikely to be any long-lasting damage to my muscles, there had been a certain amount of degeneration during my treatment and I was unlikely to regain the strength that I had during my playing career.

Many people return to sport after their leukaemia treatment, but he had not heard of anyone taking on something so arduous. He certainly wasn’t able to put me off the idea, but he did warn me that there was a fairly high risk of failure. Julie became even more concerned when she heard that but, in time, as she watched me waddle through the door like a penguin following another training ride, she became more supportive.

‘Geoff, have you not been through enough?’ she would say as I stumbled in with my cycling gear soaked through to the skin.

‘Not yet, no.’

I was nervous about meeting Paul Kimmage for the first time. He had ridden the Tour three times during his professional cycling career and, although he had long since retired, he knew the pitfalls. He had finished one Tour but he had suffered the indignity of being helped into the broom wagon on the other two occasions. It is the ultimate humiliation for a Tour pro and, although it happens regularly, it is an embarrassing experience.

Kimmage was another Tour statistic in this respect, but he had earned notoriety after quitting the sport by writing a controversial, award-winning book about his experiences as a domestique. It had earned him a reputation for fearlessness and, while he had the respect of the cycling community, opinion was divided among the professionals. He had broken an unwritten rule among the pros by breaking ranks and admitting that he had used amphetamines during a race in the latter stages of his career. Kimmage was blackballed by many of his former colleagues as a result, but he had since carved out a hugely successful career as an award-winning journalist with the Sunday Times.

He had followed the story about my battle with leukaemia and became interested in writing a piece for his newspaper when he heard of my plans to ride the Tour. It was a bit daunting when he arrived at my home to interview me because I already knew a bit about his reputation. Before we sat down to talk, his photographer asked if we could take a few shots of me riding up a hill to give the piece a bit of colour. At that time, I had only just started training for the Tour and I was puffing and panting each time the photographer asked me to ride up it ‘just one more time’.

Kimmage must have thought I didn’t stand a chance. I was exhausted just trying to make my way up a slight incline and, to make matters worse, I was being watched by someone who had once done it for a living. I freewheeled back down the hill to where they were waiting for me, outside my house. As I slowed down, Paul began talking to me.

‘How did you find that?’ he asked.

I tried to conceal just how difficult it had been. ‘Oh, not too bad. Getting there.’

‘Keep going. You’ve got plenty of time to ride yourself in,’ he said.

I was about to say some more when I suddenly realised that my cycling shoes were still locked into the pedals. They work on a quick-release system that has been borrowed from ski bindings, but if you forget to wiggle your toe to unclip them from the pedals, you fall over when you come to a standstill. That is exactly what happened as I applied the brakes in front of Paul and I ended up in a tangled mess on the drive with a £3,000 Bianchi racing bike (loaned for a photo shoot) lying on top of me. The skin had been sliced off my elbows, my hip was hurting and I felt utterly humiliated. I was trying to create a good impression ahead of an interview that would launch my campaign to raise money for the charity Leukaemia Research, but I was coming across as a rank amateur.

To his enormous credit, Paul didn’t laugh. He knew it was one of the hazards of the profession.

‘Don’t worry, it happens to everyone.’

He wasn’t joking. He even claimed it had happened to him. Kimmage had intimate knowledge of the Tour and, although the demands of racing are very different from what I was attempting to do, he had reservations. I couldn’t argue with him.

If I took my training lightly, I wouldn’t stand a chance and even if I didn’t, it would still be three weeks of torture. Kimmage wasn’t alone. In the months that followed I met a lot of people from the cycling community and many of them were pessimistic about my project.

As my interest in the sport grew, I started to pick up some of the dedicated cycling magazines and I was disappointed when I read Tony Bell’s column in Cycling Weekly. He dismissed my chances of completing the Tour route and, although I took his comments seriously, I had a good mind to call him when I read it. Bell didn’t know me and he didn’t seem to fully appreciate the reasons why I wanted to ride the Tour. It annoyed me, but I understood his reservations. On another occasion, I met David Duffield, the respected Eurosport cycling commentator and a legend in the Tour community, and he told  me to prepare to walk up some of the climbs. He didn’t expect me to have the physical strength or the lung capacity to cycle up some of the toughest mountain roads in Europe for three hours at a time before we reached the summit.

I had nearly six months in front of me to train and prepare for the Tour and if I didn’t complete it, it wouldn’t be for the lack of effort or commitment. I had different motivations from my team-members. Aside from providing support for me over the three weeks, the other four riders were taking on the Tour to complete a personal ambition. I had an extra motivation to complete the Tour and I always felt that would override any obvious physical deficiencies.

It took a little while for my children, Madison and Georgia, to accept my challenge. They were embarrassed at seeing their father walking around the house in the bright, lime-green lycra supplied by our kit sponsor, and they were mortified whenever I turned up at the school gates. They didn’t like the thought of their friends seeing me and they told me that I was the most embarrassing dad in the world. They were too young to understand the reasons why I wanted to take on this ride, but I hoped that they would one day.

There was no telling whether I would be strong enough in time to prepare to ride such vast distances in such a short space of time. The only person who could tell me was Professor Charlie Craddock. I first met him on the day that I was officially diagnosed with leukaemia and we struck up an instant rapport.

Charlie is also a director of Cure Leukaemia, a Birmingham-based charity committed to raising funds to finance research and treat patients. We met early in January during a routine visit to the hospital to have my blood counts taken. I was feeling positive about my progress and the idea of riding the Tour de France was becoming stronger by the day. I had already started looking at websites and reading up on the history of the most famous road race in the world, so I casually dropped it into conversation.

In the months after my stem-cell transplant, Charlie had spoken to me of his ambitious plan to raise the finance to build a new haematology centre at the Queen Elizabeth. My wife and I had grown  extremely fond of Charlie during my battle against the disease. Not only was he an expert in leukaemia treatments, he showed an incredible appetite to find a cure for the disease. He had seen the devastating effects of the disease at first hand and he is part of an era that has seen huge strides forward in leukaemia treatment. He was always attending a conference or a fundraising initiative, and I admired the way he devoted so much time to the cause.

Of course it is his job, but he always showed tremendous sensitivity whenever we sat down in his office. He could be incredibly matter of fact, but he always spoke with my best interests at heart. Charlie has seen the suffering, and he treated his patients with great respect. I always felt that he was more than just my leukaemia consultant because he had such a compassionate side to his nature.

He was surprised to have an ex-England international footballer in his office, but he did not make any special dispensation for me. I imagine he is as friendly and kind-hearted with his other patients as he is with me. We certainly had a great friendship and a real understanding of each other, but I still felt a little uncomfortable when I raised the concept of the Tour.

‘How would you feel, Charlie, if I was to ride the Tour de France?’

‘What - a stage?’

Charlie was well versed in the sport and he was aware that each year the Tour organises the Étape so that cycling fanatics can follow in the path of the professionals and ride a Tour stage. They pick out one of the toughest stages, or perhaps incorporate some of the Tour’s legendary climbs, so that people can get a taste of the Tour. It is a mammoth event and the gendarmes close the roads for the thousands of people who arrive from all over the world to take part in it.

‘I was actually thinking of doing the whole lot.’

‘What - all twenty-one stages?’

‘That’s what I was thinking.’

He peered over his glasses, raised his eyebrows and replied: ‘Normally at this stage of their recovery, Geoff, people ask me if they can go swimming.’ 

For the professionals competing in the Tour de France that year, the 19 km time-trial between Fromentine and Noirmoutier-en-l’Île was an early opportunity to flex some muscle and put some distance between their rivals. Cyclists refer to it as the ‘race of truth’ because it is just the lone rider racing against the clock. They set off, at one-minute intervals, trying to establish an early advantage over their rivals by blistering their way through the course. Even at this stage, staying in touch with the leading times means staying in touch with the race.

Riders who fall behind the race leaders can forget about their chances of winning the race. For me, it was different. I had my doubts about taking on the Tour and I wasn’t in France to race. I was aiming to complete a stage a day and, although the 19 km was unlikely to be too taxing, it was a chance to loosen the muscles after so much planning and preparation and find out what the Tour de France is all about.

Fromentine, a pretty coastal fishing town penned against the Atlantic, signalled the end of one journey and the beginning of another for me. Like the professionals who squeeze every last drop of energy from their aching limbs when they climb through the clouds, the fear of failure would add to my determination.

For six months, in between my frequent visits to the hospital for check-ups, I had trained as much as I could on my racing bike in the quiet country roads that meander their way from my home in Barnt Green, but no-one was at the start line of the Tour de France to tell me that I was ready to ride the 3,584 km route in 21 days. Before January that year, I had barely ridden a bike since I was 15 years old. Just before I began my gruelling training schedule for the Tour, I had dusted off an old mountain bike and ridden to the shop and back in Barnt Green. That was no more than a few miles and I returned home exhausted, wondering whether I would ever regain the fitness that was my hallmark when I was a professional footballer.

Now I was determined to ride 3,584 km in 21 days and climb mountains that are so steep that it is impossible to see the summit until you finally turn the corner and, a few hundred yards away, there is one of the support team holding out a cup of coffee or another  energy bar. In all, there were 62 climbs in the 2005 Tour, five of them so steep that the organisers deemed them to be ‘beyond classification’. We wouldn’t need to worry about them over the next 19 km. This was an opportunity to test our teamwork. For six months my team, who were dotted all over the country, trained pretty much in isolation. We often spoke on the telephone but, save for the odd snatched weekend together, we simply trained whenever we could.

Matt Lawton, the chief football writer at the Daily Mail, and Neil Ashton, a football reporter at the same newspaper, spent six months preparing in the south of England. They both frequently complained of loneliness as they rode hundreds of miles a week around Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and beyond, but they never shirked a training session. Neither of them were cyclists, but Lawton had been an athlete of some repute in his younger days and was a former London Schools cross-country champion.

In the years that followed, Matt had run the New York Marathon in just over three hours, but a combination of a hectic family life and his commitment to his job meant that he was no longer at his physical peak. He jumped at the chance to ride the Tour, but he was in poor physical condition when he started to train. His weight had ballooned to more than 15 stone, but it began to fall off him when he started cycling again. Matt had cycled around Europe as a teenager and, although the Tour would be significantly tougher, at least he had experience of some of the mountain roads that would be waiting for us when we reached the Alps and the Pyrenees.
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