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			To my son, Graeme, with love beyond measure.

		

	
		
			

			‘There is more wisdom in your body than in your deepest philosophy.’

			—Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra
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			Introduction

			You Are Not Your Brain: On Cycling and the Transcendent

			From the first time I rode my neighbor’s yellow Schwinn Varsity down the street, I was determined to become a cyclist. My hands deep in the curve of the handlebars, every pedal stroke transformed into speed as the road silently retreated beneath the narrow tires of the bicycle. Like most children, I’d ridden bicycles before, but with their flat bars and knobby tires they had always seemed clunky and utilitarian. This bike was different – so fast that it felt tantalizingly close to the freedom of flying – and riding it was perhaps the most beautiful sensation I’d ever experienced.

			I started racing the summer after that fateful ride on the Schwinn, just before my thirteenth birthday. Progressing quickly through the junior ranks, I moved to the U.S. Olympic Training Center while still a teenager – trading proms and homecoming for an insular world of Eastern Bloc coaches, travel, and physical pain. Turning professional with a top-ranked American team, I became just good enough to realize first-hand that my cycling heroes of the late 1990s were hiding the secret of their doping. By the time I stopped racing in my mid-twenties, I’d decided that the sport I’d once loved beyond reason was rotten to the core – comprised of people who espoused the virtues of fair play and hard work all the while doing and putting into their body whatever was necessary to win.

			Now far removed from the younger version of myself who had pined after the external validation of winning, I began to ride again after not touching a bicycle for nearly a decade – discovering with each successive ride that the positive aspects of the sport had come to eclipse the toxicity of the doping era. Cycling has since regained a different sort of luster – harder won and more complex. With the perspective afforded by the passage of time, I’m able to see not just its shortcomings, but also the innumerable moments of beauty and insight which, regardless of winning or losing, came from my attempt to do something as well as I possibly could.

			Every choice carries with it the sentimental shadow of everything else that might have been and I still remain uncertain about the ways in which the sport of cycling was invaluable to shaping who I am, how it deformed me, and who I might have become had I not pursued it as intensely as I did. My only response is that on some level, caring deeply about anything eventually leads to the great pain of loss – be that the loss of your sport, or the loss of self which results from becoming so identified with something that other aspects of your personality which might have flourished, wither on the vine.

			Slowly, I’ve come to regard cycling as not simply pleasant, but even redemptive, and can reflect on how riding has always been able to return me to the realm of the embodied and physical – if only temporarily, releasing me from the egoistic striving of what Buddhism aptly terms the ‘small self.’

			As I write this, I’ve just returned from a ride. Still fresh in my mind is the feeling of my bike swaying beneath me as I climbed the same winding mountain roads I trained on when I was a racer. My breathing is more labored than it used to be, and I consciously no longer concern myself with how far or fast I’ve ridden. I simply try to notice the sensations; the feeling of the thick morning fog passing over my skin; the hum of my tires as they roll over the chipseal road, and the slight burning in my legs as I muscle my way over the last meters of a steep climb – my sensitivity to the innumerable inputs from my bike and body having been honed by tens of thousands of hours of training. Like a beach at low tide, words and ideas recede, and suddenly everything seems possible again.

			In the pages that follow, my purpose is to address all of the ‘little things’ – all the aspects of the sport which at first appear superficial and banal. In dealing with the surface of things however, my aim is not to obsess endlessly over them, but rather to understand them sufficiently so that they can become so natural, so engrained in the subconscious, that they fall away – so that you’re no longer merely pedaling a bicycle, but doing something far more interesting, significant, and meaningful: remembering, with every pedal stroke and heartbeat, that you truly exist.

			 

			Upon learning that I both studied philosophy and used to be a professional cyclist, people often asked me what I thought about during the many hours I spent training alone. Usually, I’d say something about how time passed quickly, or how I occupied my mind by looking at the power meter on my handlebars. While none of these answers was untrue per se, the most compelling – even beautiful – aspect of cycling is that when riding I’m able to think about very little. Through philosophy I’d sought answers to life’s mysteries – to ultimate questions of life, death, and meaning, but in Descartes and Nietzsche, Husserl and de Beauvoir, I’d only encountered its limits. Ultimate things could be approached from every direction, but like trying to learn the floor plan of a house in total darkness, there seemed no way to think or speak rationally about those things I cared about the most.

			Cycling forced me to reframe the problem itself. In many ways the demands and challenges of being a cyclist were the antitheses of those I found in philosophy. With the solitude afforded by the bike, the questions remained, but I was changed. My once all-consuming desire to understand and bring words to all things evaporated – rationality itself seeming to grow silent as I pedaled. Cycling provided an escape hatch from my own head and the bicycle grew to be sacrosanct. Visceral and immediate, riding drew me back to the physical world: the play of the sunlight as it filtered through the leaves of a tree onto the surface of the dark asphalt or how the cork tape on my bicycle’s handlebars felt underneath my hands – pedal, breath, pedal, breath, pedal, over and over again in an unremitting pattern of repetition which even among the cerebral and strong-willed, forces your higher-order faculties to capitulate.

			Like so many others, in my attempts to outthink and somehow get ahead of life’s uncertainties, I have the habit of endlessly assessing this or that idea, plan, or concept. As if I were contesting a never-ending chess match, hypothetical scenarios feverishly unfurl until my own abstractions come to eclipse all that’s proximate and near. The real threat is that just often enough, this sort of thinking works – or at least it serves its ostensible purpose – and increasingly life came to feel like little more than a series of events to be dissected by the scalpel of logic. Coupled with the distracting allure of the internet at our fingertips, it’s tempting to be induced to live much of your life in a trance-like state, seduced by the short-term dopamine victories provided by the consumption of easily digested bits of information. As a result of both rational thought and electronic distraction, the ‘blooming and buzzing confusion’ of life is tamed and held in abeyance, but with this power (and its material benefits) comes a gnawing detachment – a feeling that a basic element of what it is to be alive has been lost.

			This sort of rational calculation, which reduces the real world to little more than abstraction, is so pervasive that for many it has become the default lens through which all of life is understood. From the decisions you make at work, to how you speak and present yourself, to who you choose as a partner – the operating fiction of modernity is that if you have enough information it’s possible to maximize the utility of every choice and push aside misfortune for yourself and those you care about. When you’re technically attuned, the world becomes a series of disembodied cost/benefit analyses – data being extracted and profits being maximized – and those who are unable to cast the world in these terms are often regarded as whimsical romantic reactionaries. However, with so many concepts of progress lacking any endgame or achievable ideal, it’s neither ­depressive nor irrational to feel bound by a set of conceptual constraints not of one’s own making and wonder what the point of it all is.

			For nearly as long as I can remember, I’ve had the inexplicable feeling that just beyond the purview of the rational was not mere nonsense and superstition, but an alternative way of confronting existence which had become obscured – eclipsed not just by social constraints, but by my own predilection for endless thinking. In many cases, the vague sense of loss over this way of viewing the world goes back to the basic question of who you are – deep down and outside of an ever-calculating frame of mind. It’s easy to conflate your very existence with the processes of your brain – ideas or symbols for reality itself – and when you do, something fundamental about what it is to be alive is bound to be lost. You’re distanced not just from your own body (a sort of machine which is ultimately doomed to failure), but the particulars of the world are substituted for universal concepts – in other words, abstractions which have been drained of their vitality and dynamism. There is little doubt that abstract modes of thought which ask pointed questions about the function of the natural world have elevated vast swathes of the population from ‘short, nasty and brutish’ lives of superstition and premature death, into the light of reason, but it’s naïve to think that this has been without cost.

			These costs, and the natural and age-old conflict between the rational and romantic temperaments came to the forefront in twentieth-century philosophy with central figures making claims about what philosophy could, and perhaps more importantly, could not hope to make sense of. In many ways, this question as to the limits of rational thought is at the root of the division which took place between so-called ‘analytic’ or Anglo-American philosophy, and the school of ‘Continental philosophy’ which grew out of the intellectual milieu of post-war Germany and France. Attempting to delimit and circumscribe all intelligible and therefore ‘legitimate’ questions, Ludwig Wittgenstein – undoubtedly one of the most important philosophers of the twentieth century – begins his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus with the grounding statement, ‘The world is all that is the case,’ proceeding, brick by brick, to construct the logical terms of the world and to police the domain of valid philos­ophical inquiry. But Wittgenstein was not a mere ­positivist or materialist. With the sense that something ineffable remains outside the scope of rational language, near the conclusion of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein famously writes ‘There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.’

			By the time Wittgenstein was writing the Tractatus in the early 1920s, the West – particularly Britain and the United States – had already largely lost its taste for mystical, ‘ultimate questions’ about life and death, meaning and existence. Often construed as fuzzy, and conceptually sloppy, the very idea of the mystical had withered. Since the Enlightenment, progress had been the result of hard-nosed pragmatism coupled with Protestant practicality which sought to pose only the sort of questions which were amenable to empirical answers, and more often than not, that meant scientific questions. Ideas about the soul – about meaning and purpose – had necessarily retreated to art, religion, small corners of philosophy like existentialism, and, while it may at first appear unlikely, to the realm of sport. While the ascetic suffering induced by exertion and exposure to the elements is central to cycling’s connection to questions of meaning and purpose, it wasn’t merely the physical, experiential aspects of the sport, but also certain cultural elements which made the sport so attractive to those who remained attuned to the transcendent. Cycling has always been a bastion for romantic reactionaries – for outsiders who feel that perhaps something is amiss with modern society (or perhaps with him or herself) and it’s difficult to overstate just how connected the revival of the sport was in the English-speaking world to the 1960s and ’70s counterculture.

			Led by loners, hippies, and oddballs, the sport’s churches were cluttered bicycle shops where the grace of Tom Simpson’s pedaling style and exotic Italian bicycles with names like Masi, Colnago, De Rosa and Pinarello on their down tubes were discussed along with music, philosophy, and literature. This interest in cycling wasn’t merely technical or sporting, but instead spurred on by ideas of living differently and of rejecting mainstream consumer culture which for many had come to feel both ossified and vacuous. Simply put, at the time, normal gainfully employed adults didn’t ride bicycles for either pleasure or enjoyment. And, though several generations removed, it was this version of cycling, rather than the hyper-competitive sport that it now is, that I was drawn to.

			This convergence of cycling and the counterculture with its famous edicts to ‘question reality’ and ‘turn on, tune in and drop out’ had strong roots in the San Francisco Bay Area where I grew up. Long before sports science, and Team Sky’s ‘marginal gains’ approach, mid-ride stops to smoke marijuana at the top of a climb weren’t uncommon, and as I experienced the solitary freedom of the bicycle the implicit message from early club mates and mentors was that spending one’s life behind a desk in service of a corporation’s agenda would be the worst sort of soul-crushing failure. It wasn’t only the abstract and heady desire to escape the hyper-rational, but also riding and racing a bicycle in a country which had little historical ties to the sport which engendered this outsider perspective, and my first cycling club, the Garden City Wheelmen, epitomized the links between cycling and the vestiges of the sixties which still remained in the Bay Area of the 1990s.

			With a distinctive jersey emblazoned with a yellow fleur-de-lis on the chest, the club was over a hundred years old and run out of a small shop in Santa Clara, California called Shaw’s Lightweight Cycles. The owner, Terry Shaw, was equal parts proprietor, cycling historian, and coach. With a long, dark beard, and a reputation burnished by having had several juniors from the club go on to race professionally in Europe, Terry was a local fixture both on the road and at the velodrome. He spoke Italian, and before taking up cycling and opening the shop, had played the clarinet in the U.S. Army Band. A Bay Area baby boomer, his interests were wide-ranging, and during rides he was just as likely to quote Herman Melville or Thomas Mann as he was to talk about the technicalities of training.

			Tellingly, making money never seemed to be Terry’s top priority, and he would often discourage neophytes who walked into the shop from buying anything too expensive – instead suggesting that they spend a few years riding and learning the sport before purchasing such a machine. From how one navigated the peloton, to whose advice was legitimate, respect was something to be earned and not merely bought. Like music, painting, or writing, cycling was an art, and becoming skillful was a pursuit with an ever-retreating horizon of proficiency which was shrouded in mystery.

			Sorely lacking in windows, the shop was dark and smelled distinctly of Phil Wood bearing grease and tubular glue. Rows of dusty frames and components hung from the ceiling and walls, interspersed with photos and jerseys of former club members who had moved successfully into the professional ranks. On the door was a large sticker from the legendary Italian component brand, Campagnolo, which seemed designed to appeal to the already initiated: ‘Campagnolo spoken here.’ Two books were always present on the shop counter: The C.O.N.I. Training Manual and Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations. Their pages both well thumbed and black with grease, Bartlett’s was employed to settle many a dispute as to the true originator of this or that memorable turn of phrase. The mostly forgotten C.O.N.I. Training Manual however, demands something more of an explanation as it very much speaks to what the sport was at the time.

			One of the only training manuals available until the mid-1980s, The C.O.N.I Manual as we referred to it, was a cycling bible of sorts. First published in the late 1960s by the Italian Olympic Committee, the English version was replete with awkward syntax and questionable translations, but was one of the only available sources of information about training, tactics, diet, and the care of equipment. Tellingly, even though it was written during what is now considered the golden era of the sport, it includes an introduction from the then head of the international cycling union which romantically recalls times past and lambasts the technological advances which were taking place: ‘the cold pigeon-holes of reason, allowed less and less space for the imagination. Adventurous sport, improvised and invented sport – whether we accept the fact with joy, resignation or regret – has gone for good, together with the mentality of an age past.’ Like all truly great things, it seems that cycling has perennially been in a state of decline.

			Beyond the typical sale of parts and servicing of bicycles, Shaw’s Lightweight Cycles also served as a meeting point for numerous club rides throughout the week, and we would often ride up the Santa Clara Valley to Palo Alto, climb Alpine Road, and descend into the small, coastal town of La Honda which felt like a time capsule. Long before tech giants like Google and Apple dominated the economic and cultural landscape, the area south of San Francisco had been the epicenter of 1960s counterculture, but by the late 1990s, those wanting to think and live outside of the mainstream had for the most part been priced out of the Valley and driven to the rural mountains which separate it from the Pacific Ocean. On the narrow, deserted roads which were best for riding, one still encountered run-down mountain cabins, Volkswagen buses, and communes with Buddhist prayer flags strung across their entrances. Recounted in all of its psychedelic tumult and grand ambition in Tom Wolfe’s The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, it had been La Honda where the writer Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters had lived and famously hosted the likes of The Grateful Dead and Hunter S. Thompson.

			As I rode with my club mates along the silent, tree-lined roads, where some of my early literary and intellectual heroes had once roamed, the same sense of possibility I’d felt when reading the works of Kesey, Wolfe, Aldous Huxley, and Alan Watts, became intertwined with the version of cycling I found with Terry and the rest of the Garden City Wheelmen. Here was an alternative to the desk job of my father and my friends’ fathers – something romantic, grand, and significant; simply put, something that seemed to mean something more than what other adults appeared to spend their lives doing.

			Cycling was a way to have it both ways – to appear to be an upstanding citizen when deep down I knew I was anything but. I intuitively understood that my highest ideal wasn’t mere knowledge, but to lose myself in Dionysian drunkenness – in art and thought, madness, and music. However, I was internally divided. Conservative by temperament, I also wanted to be well thought of by precisely those ‘respectable’ people I told myself didn’t matter. Rage and pain, the breakdown of your own personality through physical exertion and sheer force of will, all played a central role in the sport and, best of all, no one else seemed to understand this – they merely took my photo for the newspaper when I won, lauding me for my hard work and dedication.

			 

			The months and years of training as an athlete are often not appreciated as the truly radical act of self-creation and will that they are. As Nietzsche said: ‘We however, want to become who we are – human beings who are new, unique, incomparable, who give themselves laws, who create themselves!’ In many ways this is the pinnacle of human will and action. Against the current of complacency and biological instinct, you impose your will and make the promise to yourself to become who you were intended to be. Every training ride was motivated by my desire to recreate myself, to adapt and change not just physically, but to mould myself into someone who could mentally endure more and more.

			For years I did the vast majority of my training on the back roads of Northern California’s coast, the damp salinity of the Pacific fog mingling with the sweet scent of redwoods which lined the narrow tracks of buckling pavement. At the time, I was so habituated to the geometry and fit of my road bicycle that it felt like an extension of my own body – so sensitive that I could detect a mere millimeter of change to the height of my saddle or degree of tilt of my handlebar. With my carbon fiber frame beneath me as I climbed and smoothly traced the gentle arcs of descents, my perceptions of reality would begin to shift. Progressively, over the course of a four- or five-hour ride, the thoughts would recede. A sense of not merely meaning, but of transcendence – ­Wittgenstein’s ‘mystical’ – would unexpectedly overtake me. When it happened, I was nearly always riding alone, having escaped to tiny towns which still had one-room schools and general stores. My legs turning beneath me as if by their own volition, the flow of time ebbed into an eternal present, all of life’s slights and failures suddenly felt insignificant and, as odd as it might sound for a professional athlete, worldly ambition suddenly seemed myopic, the winning or losing of a race of little consequence. In place of my thoughts – of my ‘small self’ which was striving, rational and afraid – another possibility would emerge. Ineffable, and not only beyond language, but beyond the rationally constituted idea I had of myself, suddenly I’d see the world around me as if for the first time.

			Whatever ‘I’ was, wasn’t reducible to my brain or thinking and had no purpose or intent involving me as an agent. I wasn’t merely part of a culture, a sport, or a period of time, but in the most basic sense, of existence itself. Freed from my habituated thinking and analysis which placed me in an adversarial position – always trying to extract certain things from the world to meet my wants and needs – other aspects of what it is to be alive would come to the forefront, and throughout my years of training and racing one particular instance remains etched in my mind.

			Once, after a point-to-point time trial, I was riding down a desolate mountain road at the base of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. A thunderstorm was fast approaching, blowing warm gusts of wind through the golden grass that blanketed the hills. As I started to make my way back down the road I’d just climbed, my lightweight racing tire went flat. With no way to fix it, I continued down the mountain slowly on the rim and waited for a support vehicle to drive by. Certain that one would eventually come, I was calm, but the air was electric. As the sky darkened, I heard the clap of thunder echo in the distance and seconds later, a flash of lightning above the mountains that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

			As a light rain began to fall, I got off my bike and sat down in the grass by the side of the road. Silent but for the cicadas and the gentle sound of raindrops falling, I had the strangest feeling that everything was okay. Not merely all right – but even loving – and for perhaps the first time in my life, I realized I was truly happy to be alive. Through the discomfort of riding in the heat and freezing cold and the burning pain of exertion, cycling reminded me that I was more than my thoughts. Again and again, my body drawing me back to the present and allowing me to see the world which I’d relegated to mere simulacra with fresh eyes.

			When forced to let go by the bicycle, a more basic truth emerged. The various processes taking place blended together, myself and the bicycle seamlessly interwoven – oxygen flowing to muscles, the beating of my heart melding with the hum of the tire on the road’s surface, the chain passing over the cogs, and the spinning of bearings – a single thoughtless entity speeding along towards nothing in particular but an escape from myself. Here there was no news, no internet and no politics, no spirit of the times springing forth to color and inform reality – only the long and incommunicable silence of an unspeakable ultimate, lurking behind the everyday and banal, every pedal stroke whispering over and over again to those with ears to hear it, you are, you are, you are.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			On Purposes and Origins

			In my beginning is my end.

			—T.S. Eliot

			 

			 

			I’m still not certain which of the three of us first had the idea to ride down the California coast. Now in our late thirties, we all had young children, and even though we’d all been professional road cyclists, there was certainly no one paying us to race our bicycles any longer. The basics of the ride were agreed to via text message: six weeks from now, we’d ride the three hundred or so miles from the San Francisco Bay Area to Southern California along the Pacific Coast Highway. We couldn’t shirk our jobs and family life for more than about three days, so to cover the distance, we’d need to ride at least a hundred miles each day. For a real cyclist this would be challenging but far from insurmountable, but as I contemplated what I’d agreed to, it was clear that I could no longer place myself in this category.

			I’d ridden very little since I stopped racing a decade and a half ago – mentally burned out and inexplicably unable to recover from hard training. Still, motivated by some lingering bravado which I’d thought I had long ago outgrown, I humored myself that, with a little training, of course I could still do three hard days in a row. By the time Jackson, Zach, and I were planning to leave in early November, the stream of tourists who make their way down Highway 1 during the summer would have subsided and with any luck we’d still be just early enough to beat the impending first rains of the year. I tried suggesting something shorter – maybe just one or two long days – but seemingly always our de facto leader, Jackson assured us confidently that for us to even bother, the route needed to be difficult enough to ensure that it was memorable. Deep down I knew that he was right, and hoped that even though so much had changed in the intervening years, the three of us riding would still feel like it once had.

			Zach still rode a little, as did Jackson who now worked as a directeur sportif – a team director for a top European cycling team – but in the years since I stopped racing, I’d never settled into riding on a regular basis. There had been fits and spurts, an exhibition race here or a group ride there, but I couldn’t recall the last time I’d even ridden two consecutive days. Trying to move on with my life, I’d tucked away the few old team jerseys and medals I’d saved and sold nearly all the rest of my equipment barring my prized track bike – an Eddy Merckx which had been hand-made for me at the now-shuttered factory in Flanders. As I looked down at my pale, hairy legs, the only remaining evidence of my having ever been a cyclist were the scars from long-ago crashes which ran across my hips and kneecaps, and as I thought about riding again, the person who’d once wanted nothing more in life than to be good at cycling felt incredibly remote. Why had I invested so much in this sport?

			 

			Through a certain lens, nearly every sport can be seen as not merely superfluous, but even entirely pointless. Much like art, when someone sees the world through the lens of concepts like utility and progress, no clear value is added from athletics. The hitting or chasing of balls, swimming, running, or in the case of this book, the nuances of cycling, can appear indulgent in the face of so many other existentially pressing social and cultural concerns. This begs the question – why care about riding bicycles? Such an answer can only be personal and, in some ways, artistic. For those fortunate enough to have had their basic needs of safety, food, and shelter met, other questions appear – questions of fortitude, perseverance, character, and meaning which for millennia have been answered through either religion or the elective hardships imposed by organized competition. This isn’t because sports are intrinsically meaningful – quite the opposite. Rather, the value of any athletic pursuit is derived precisely from the fact that they aren’t necessary for survival. Like the deepest meaning in any walk of life, the value of sports lies beyond practical considerations – its magnitude and scope proportionate to the investment and temperament of the participant. Each sport can be thought of as a personal answer of sorts, and much like an artistic medium, needs to be in keeping not just with the age and culture, but to fit with the particular personality of the athlete. In my case, the fit was cycling.

			The epitome of the forbidden sort of freedom I craved, I vividly remember being in middle school, walking to the periphery of the schoolyard and watching through the chain-linked fence, transfixed as a cycling team made its way down the wide boulevard in the slipstream of their team car. This would be my way out; my way to free myself from a future of sitting in traffic and of jobs that no adult seemed to like – my way out of the pain and stupidity that seemed to infect everything and everyone. I imagined hour after hour on open roads, and of being good enough to be exempt from the pointless and arbitrary rules imposed on children.

			It was only a few months later that I saw my first race at the local velodrome, Hellyer Park. There, on the banked concrete surface illuminated by the cinematic glow of the yellow lights that dotted the perimeter of the track, I saw tall riders and short ones, thin and stocky ones – all seemingly capable of competing successfully. There were races which went on lap after lap and others which only consisted of a frenetic sprint to the finish line. Perhaps most appealing to me, it seemed contained enough that it was possible to learn from and correct your mistakes. One lap identical to the next, the finish line was always in the same place, the bike straightforward, and the distances and rules codified each event in a way which made it feel more possible to control. I’d seen the Tour de France on television and, where road cycling seemed chaotic with wind and rain, flat tires, and courses that the riders would often ever only ride once a season, track cycling on a velodrome was precise – its variables limited in number. It melded the speed and mechanical precision of cars and airplanes (two things which I, like many other teenage boys, had an affinity for) with a psychological element which seemed the most fascinating of all – the ability to endure the physical suffering necessary to win.

			While I don’t recall the particulars of who won or lost any of the events that first night, I have a distinct memory of watching a cyclist come off the track and ride to the grassy infield at the center of the velodrome only to collapse – the agony of exertion and oxygen debt spread across his face as he heaved deep breaths. While the rest of life seemed ossified – polite, decent, and constrained by decorum, schoolwork, and good manners, the outcasts who I saw that night seemed to relish the collective disenfranchisement that drew them together. In the suburban world I knew, hurting, not only oneself, but exacting physical pain upon one’s competitors, felt primal. The velodrome was an outlet where much of what was repressed beneath a thin veneer of civility in other walks of life was not merely permissible, but rewarded – a stage upon which my furtive ambitions and hidden drives were made manifest. Years later, when I was at my strongest, I recall lining up for a race, surveying my competitors and thinking sadistically, tonight, I’m going to make all of you hurt worse than you’ve ever hurt before. Cycling wasn’t merely about enduring pain, but also taking pleasure in your ability to inflict it.

			I’d already begun riding on the road, and shortly after seeing that first race, my parents bought me my first track bike, a used Pinarello Amatore painted in a distinctive azure blue with the Olympic rings on the head tube; like so many others before me, years before I could drive, the bike became my escape. My parents’ marriage was far from good, and in the midst of screaming and fists through drywall, I would escape on my bike for long enough to ensure that I returned to a calm, darkened house with the telltale sign of shut bedroom doors indicating that, for now at least, the storm had passed.

			That first summer of 1995 I raced on both the track and the road, often setting out with my father before sunrise for far-flung road races and distant velodromes, and it was near the end of that season that I competed in my first junior state championships. Against a laughably small group of competitors, I won every event. Insignificant as it was in the grand scheme of the sport, this was all the validation I needed, and it was then that I decided that I was going to do whatever was necessary to become a successful bike racer.

			Obsessed with improving, I started working with my first real coach, Christopher Campbell. Hour after hour, through the cold winter and into the long, hot days of summer, he would watch my workouts from the infield of the velodrome. In his booming, baritone voice from beneath a sun hat and dark glasses, Christopher would shout not just times, but criticism as to how I sat or moved on the bike – ‘straighten your arms,’ ‘sit back,’ or ‘look through the rider in front of you’ – and it was from him that I started to learn what real training was like – not just going hard, but through endless repetition, baking into your nervous system how to ride a bicycle both naturally and efficiently.

			When I first began, the sport had appeared straightforward and my calculus simple: to excel I had to train, prepare my equipment well, and make sound tactical decisions about when to use my energy. However, the more I improved, the more complex cycling became. Was it the physical or the mental which was more important? Exertion or rest? Power or aerodynamics? It wasn’t merely that when you break any seemingly simple activity into its constituent components that it grows more complex, rather, at each plateau of competency – just when I thought I was close to mastering some element or other – I discovered that the very thing I thought I was near mastering was so enigmatic as to be self-contradictory. To improve it was necessary to stop wanting to improve: although training was necessary, it was of no use without rest and recovery and, perhaps strangest of all, I found that it was when I stopped trying to win that I seemed to perform the best.

			 

			With a little more than two months to train, I began to prepare for our ride down the coast. I’d kept some clothing, a few helmets, and a pair of shoes – but most importantly, I still had the road bike which had been sent to me by my last bike sponsor. Matte black, its set-up identical to my old racing position, the saddle height correct to the millimeter, and as they’d been for as long as I could remember, my handlebars exactly 61 centimeters from the tip of my preferred saddle.

			I fill my water bottles, change – or as we always called it, kit up: a plain black jersey and shorts, an old team helmet, and tighten the ratcheting buckles on my slightly scuffed cycling shoes – before giving my bike one last check, and rolling out of the garage and into the bright, midday light.

			Within seconds, I realize that the once smooth pedal stroke which I’d prided myself on feels choppy, and I stop repeatedly to measure and remeasure my saddle height – convinced that something is amiss with my bike. As I make my way down the circuitous series of sweeping switchbacks, I discover that somehow, I still know just when to brake and precisely how much speed to carry through the apex. Delivered to the valley below, I turn off the main road and, along with the late-afternoon joggers and dog walkers, meander through a tract of vaguely French-style houses with trim lawns and clean concrete driveways – each one nearly like the next – replete with pastiche and ready-made meaning.

			Having only recently moved back to the town of Morgan Hill where I grew up, I discover that while the roads themselves have mostly remained the same, the landscape has changed. As far as I can see, tracts of houses have gradually come to replace the orchards and fields of the Southern Santa Clara Valley. In the distance I can hear the busy highway that, like the railroad before it, bisects the town. A light breeze swirls, buffeting my bike and as I make my way past one of the few remaining farms, the sweet, sulfur odor of apricots being dried in the sun hangs heavy in the air.

			Past the barren, earthen face of a dam carved into a hillside, I turn back, heading south into a stiff headwind along a long straight section of road. In the distance, another cyclist gradually comes into view from the opposite direction – a lanky man in his forties with dark hair aboard a titanium Serotta – its front triangle painted the same shade of orange as Eddy Merckx’s famous Molteni team bikes. Having seen him before, I offer a smile and wave before turning around and starting back towards the hill I’ve just descended.

			As I start up the final steep climb which leads home, my legs burn, and my breathing grows deep and labored beneath my pounding heart. To my right, the road falls away steeply into an erosion-carved culvert and I remember that there’d once been a rusting Chevrolet hundreds of feet below, nested in the grass like a carcass – but now all I discern is the tall, late-summer grass and poison oak. Unable to keep the pedals turning over, I shift before standing up out of the saddle – one cog then another and another in quick succession as the pitch steepens, until the shifter will click no more. I glance back at the rear cluster – incredulous that I’m already in my smallest gear ratio. Just ahead of me, a crow lands in the road defiantly, only taking flight as my front wheel nears it. Without a heart rate monitor, I take my hand from the handlebar and feel my pulse: at least 175 beats a minute. It’s apparent that there’s a great deal of work to do in a relatively short amount of time if I’m ever going to manage three hard days on the bike.

			 

			As Alan Watts, the philosopher of Eastern religions, described in his lecture ‘The Nature of Consciousness,’ there are two fundamental types of people: the prickly and the gooey. Prickly people are essentially analytical, wanting to dissect the elements of a problem, while those who are gooey tend to see the world as an irreducible entirety which is inexorably linked to a greater whole. However, his categorization goes beyond a simple distinction between the analytic and artistic temperament. It’s not merely that there are two basic ways of confronting the world, it’s that each in fact demands the other, seemingly opposed outlook, for its own conception of the world to make sense. And while we all have our inclinations, we also embody these tensions and contradictions within ourselves, and if ever there was a sport which demands both prickles and goo, it’s cycling.

			To the casual observer the sport often appears to be all prickles – rail-thin gram-counting fanatics talking about drag coefficients and carbon fiber components – and admittedly this is an element of the sport. However, it is far from all of it, and the cyclists who have always struck me as most worthy of emulation were not those who were analytical and data-driven, but rather those who used the sport as a medium upon which to impose their own style and character – in Nietzsche’s terms, those who used cycling to ‘become what they already are.’

			Throughout his life, Nietzsche returns again and again to the idea of style as a means of self-creation and it’s important to understand that for him ‘style’ isn’t superficial or mere ornamentation as we may think of it now, but something far more fundamental. As he wrote: ‘“Giving style” to one’s character – a great and rare art! It is exercised by those who see all the strengths and weaknesses of their own natures and then comprehend them in an artistic plan until everything appears as art and reason and even weakness delights the eye.’ And it was in this Nietzschean vein that I came to assess my own strengths and weaknesses – both mental and physical – and to admire riders who seemingly had done the same; riders like Frank Vandenbroucke, who continued on in a rain soaked World Championship road race after breaking both collarbones in a crash, Viatcheslav Ekimov who, against all odds of success would attack the raging field alone in the closing kilometers, or the World Champion and World Hour Record holder Graeme Obree, an outsider to the cycling establishment who not only constructed his own bicycle, but also developed an entirely new, aerodynamically superior riding position. Such riders were rare – and only grew rarer as sports science progressed and races grew more controlled – but the beauty of cycling seemed to be in using the sport as a means of self-expression, of appraising your particular strengths and weaknesses, imposing your will and personality, and then, through the rigors and challenges of competition, elevating your very existence into a work of art.

			Counting grams and measuring your lactate threshold undoubtedly has a place in modern sport, but without the romantic gooeyness of chance, fate, and bravery, it seemed that you might as well just conduct races in the laboratory and compare power profiles in order to find the winner.

			 

			By the time I started in the mid-1990s, cycling in both Great Britain and the United States hadn’t been truly thriving for decades. Like a once grand family in decline, stories of cycling’s golden age abounded – tales of stands which had once been overflowing with spectators and Jazz Age cyclists being welcomed at the White House along with boxers and baseball players – of how Ernest Hemingway himself had attested to the beauty and grace of both the road and track racing which he’d witnessed during his years in France. From my earliest days of racing, I felt as if I was being brought into a withering tradition, the former glories of which were retained by the collective memory of nearly everyone involved in the sport. I heard stories of glamorous European riders – of Merckx and Gimondi, Simpson, and Hinault. Told on group rides and in cluttered bicycle shops like Shaw’s Lightweight Cycles, with faded posters of riders on the walls, the tales of cycling’s bygone era engendered a genuine reverence for the history of the sport. Maintained not just by the commonalities of equipment and events, but by way of a sympathetic understanding of the suffering and humanity involved in the achievements of the greats. And among the young and the bold, the hope of emulation and a belief – no matter how implausible – that, ‘If they could do it, then so can I.’

			 

			With each successive ride, the physical sensations on the bike began to slowly improve and, for the first time in years, I experienced the calm complacency which descends upon body and mind in the hours after a hard training ride. The bike began to feel familiar once again, and when I pedaled or reached for the brake lever, somehow everything was exactly where it was supposed to be. Not yet wanting to ride with anyone else, I traversed the same familiar roads I’d ridden when I’d been a racer – roads that by their very names reveal that they’re lonely and remote – leading only to mountain cabins inhabited by people who don’t want to be found.

			On the cracked, pockmarked pavement of Rodeo Gulch, Redwood Retreat, and Old Mt. Madonna, I smelled the same distinctive scent of oak and scrub pine carried upon the morning fog. The great German philosopher Martin Heidegger often spoke of the best sort of philosophical thinking as wandering – as traversing paths and roads – and even the English verb to ‘learn,’ when traced back through the dense thicket of its Germanic origins to the Indo-European, means nothing less than ‘to follow a path.’ On a bike, the road was always becoming – always suggesting some once-and-for-all destination but never conclusive or final – and it seemed that if there was anything great and redeemable in the mythos of what it was to be American, it was the idea of being alone on the open road; of cowboys on horseback traversing desert paths, and Cadillacs being driven down desolate, sun-drenched highways. American to its core is the idea of the landscape somehow becoming inscribed upon the very marrow of your being as it flashes by. And, as I began to ride again, I realized that these old roads, in their tree-lined darkness – circuitous and leading nowhere – had remained with me wherever I went.

			As pleasant as the hours spent riding were, it wasn’t just the actual time on the bike which consumed my days, but also an ever-increasing list of tasks related to cycling which I’d somehow forgotten the full extent of: stretching, washing and maintaining the bike, and laundering my riding kit. More time-consuming than anything else, though, was my ravenous hunger as my body again became accustomed to expending, and then replenishing, thousands of calories a day. I’d thought that riding would break up my day and perhaps help my work as a writer, but instead it merely monopolized my energy. Ever tolerant, my wife Denika asked why I’d agreed to this ride, while my five-year-old son Graeme, not used to seeing me in my cycling clothes, asked if I was trying to be a bike racer again and I assured him that no, I most certainly wasn’t. With a job and a family, training even this much felt indulgent although it was a mere shadow – not ever a quarter of what I’d once done on a weekly basis.

			As I sat stretching after a ride, I recalled something Zach had told me some years after we’d both stopped racing and had lost nearly all of our hard-won fitness: ‘Think about how strange it is that we spent years and years working at something and now it’s pretty much all gone. We’re no better on a bike now than someone who never did it.’ It was impossible not to wonder who or what we might have been had we given ourselves to something more permanent – to some skill or ability less transitory than cycling. Ever so slowly, I was feeling like a cyclist again, but there was no doubt that I would never feel the same strength on a bike that I once had.

			 

			At first, my trips to the Olympic Training Center had been sporadic: a short regional team camp, or what at the time they’d termed a ‘talent identification camp.’ Slowly but surely however, the camps grew longer and more intense and I still vividly recall my mother picking me up from school and telling me that the national team coach had phoned earlier with the news that I’d been chosen to be part of the team.

			Located high in the Rocky Mountains on a decommissioned Air Force base in Colorado Springs, the dormitory-style rooms of the Olympic Training Center had cinder block walls covered in numerous coats of thick white paint. We slept four to a room and each floor had its own central bathroom. All of our meals were provided, and in addition to mechanics and massage therapists, the velodrome was only blocks away. Wearing our national team jerseys, we would ride two-by-two as the team car followed our rides – each of us keenly aware that our every pedal stroke took place under the watchful eye of coaches who had the power to decide our future. But more than any other space at the Training Center, it’s the roller room where we did our indoor training that I still recall most clearly.

			Long before stationary trainers for indoor riding were hooked to the internet for virtual races, cyclists – in particular track cyclists – rode what are called rollers. Made of three drums, a frame to hold them in place, and a belt to turn the front drum, rollers require a rider to balance and apply power evenly throughout their pedal stroke so as to not fall off. It takes practice to even ride them, and while an amateur with a choppy pedal stroke will make a sound like a revving motor when riding them, a skilled rider with an even pedal stroke produces only a consistent monotone whirr. When the weather was too bad to train outside, we’d line up facing the wall and ride rollers for three or four hours at a time – just as we’d been told the Soviets and East Germans had – not only to become physically fit, but just as much to become mentally tough.

			With nothing to do but pedal, I’d fixate on the cinder block wall that filled my field of vision, spurred on by thoughts of the great East German track riders – of Michael Hübner, Lutz Heßlich and Olaf Ludwig, and the Soviet pursuit rider Viatcheslav Ekimov. We’d all heard what Eastern Bloc sports programs were like, and however hard the American system was, they’d undoubtedly had it harder than we did, and succeeded not in spite of the harsh conditions, but because of them. However accurate or hyperbolic, we heard about how they’d had to live under velodromes; and about workouts where the front forks of their track bikes had been mounted to the bumper of a Lada or Trabant and how with the riders unable to coast or stop pedaling, the coaches had mercilessly enforced the speed and duration of their efforts with the very real prospect of tendons being ripped from the legs of those who failed to keep up. These stories of success which were the result of hardship were often weaponized against us – how dare we complain about equipment or rest – by the standard which had produced so many champions, we had it good.

			We all internalized this – that having it too easy, having fallbacks, could be ruinous, and that we would be tempered by not just physical suffering, but just as much by monotony and boredom. Hour after hour, there was nothing but the sound of our tires on the aluminum drums of the rollers and our legs moving in concentric circles. Like meditating, I focused on what it was to pedal: innumerable muscles firing and tendons pulling, I learned as if for the first time exactly when in the stroke to start and stop applying power, and how to unweight my leg on the recovery stroke until finally, one day, something which had once been simple, at last became so again.

			Our lifestyle was monastic and cloistered, revolving around eating, sleeping, and training. While some of the riders left their local high schools and attended Palmer High which was right next to the Training Center, I stayed enrolled in my hometown school, stuffing my completed work into a manila envelope and sending it home every week. Although we weren’t officially permitted to leave the campus of the Training Center, we’d often hop the black wrought iron fence and walk to a convenience store across the street. It was nothing but a simple 7-Eleven, but somehow after weeks of training it always felt miraculous. There were real people there – people who knew and cared nothing about bicycle racing – and the simple fact of a world existing outside of cycling held an inexplicable mystery which only grew more pronounced the longer I spent at the Training Center. That people did things besides fixate on cycling came to feel strange and surreal, and as I watched teenagers buying beer or a woman purchasing a loaf of bread, I wasn’t sure if I should envy their apparent freedom or pity what I imagined to be a lack of purpose which as far as I knew then, could only be filled by cycling. It’s impossible for me to not think of the first lines of Tim Krabbé’s beautiful book on cycling, The Rider. As he prepares for a race, the bicycle racer protagonist observes with a degree of detachment characteristic of Jean-Paul Sartre or Albert Camus, ‘I take my gear out of the car and put my bike together. Tourists and locals are watching from sidewalk cafes. Non-racers. The emptiness of those lives shocks me.’

			Having grown up in a house that wasn’t at all religious, cycling provided not just praise, but the ready-made meaning and sense of purpose I deeply craved. And even though the life of an athlete was rigid – the polar opposite of the sort of freedom I held as my ideal – on the other side of some imagined success was a new sort of freedom, which in spite of being superficially similar, was as different as the acorn is from the oak.

			Of course I wouldn’t have put this in terms like this then, but similarly to how I would come to relate to philosophy some years later, the way towards what I wanted seemed to be through following that very thing’s antithesis until it failed under the weight of its own logic and delivered me to my imagined ideal. The sort of freedom I craved wouldn’t come from doing what I wanted or from simple hedonism, but from what superficially appears like unfreedom. Having intuitively absorbed our culture’s lessons of hard work and delayed gratification, I felt that any sort of meaningful escape would have to be earned. My choices – which perhaps looked masochistic – were compelled by projecting myself into the future and imagining that I was embarking on something great – something that would free me from my small town with its boring jobs, and identical rows of houses, and that cycling’s physical pain and psychological rigorousness would perhaps one day elevate me to a realm of the heroic.

			Regardless of our backgrounds, each and every one of the young riders who had been selected by the cycling federation saw the sport as a way out of something – a dysfunctional family life, poverty, or simply a way to feel as if we belonged somewhere. Both culturally and geographically, the pool of riders was a cross section of America itself, hailing from the Louisiana Bayou, South Florida, Texas, Pennsylvania’s Lehigh Valley, or nurtured on the languishing concrete velodromes which lie on the periphery of northern, rust-belt cities like Chicago, Kenosha, and Indianapolis. From our Stars and Stripes bikes and clothing, to the Training Center itself, we all sensed that we had been chosen and that, like our heroes, we too could achieve something lasting for ourselves through the sport.

			While I rode and experienced life away from home for the first time, the true purpose was to identify who among us possessed the physical traits and psychological grit necessary to be world-class athletes. We underwent VO2 max testing (which measured how efficiently our bodies carried oxygen to working muscles), body fat testing, as well as a test called a Wingate which involved sprinting for thirty seconds as hard as we could in order to determine our potential in shorter, more power-based track events.

			Like SAT scores or IQ tests, the results of testing were shared and whispered about. Most of us had heard about the VO2 tests of Lemond and Armstrong and how their exceptional results as young national team riders had foreshadowed their future successes and wondered if any among us might have the ability to follow in their path. But alongside this youthful hope was always the idea of ‘squandered talent’ – those now nameless riders who’d had one-in-a-million physical potential in the lab but who’d left the sport and faded into obscurity, never having been able to translate their physical ability into actually winning races. About those who washed out we heard rumors of working in coffee shops or food service – the implication being that this was our shot and that not just ruin, but far worse, anonymity awaited those who failed to work as hard as they possibly could to succeed.

			It was surprising who the best in the laboratory were – and how little this seemed to correlate to real-world success. The riders who carved out real careers all seemed to possess something which escaped measurement. Being tactically astute and able to read a race certainly played a role, but beyond this, the best were also endowed with an inexplicable ability to push themselves just that bit further when they were already hurting. There were a thousand terms for it, but we all knew when we were going ‘into the red’ and surpassing what we were physically capable of. What varied was just what this yielded – and how often a particular person could do it without getting sick or becoming overtrained – and I quickly learned that while my physical ability was only average, several times a month I was able to push myself exceptionally hard and, on occasion, even ride at the same rarified level as the truly gifted genetic outliers.

			While one of the national team coaches was a retired rider from Trinidad, the other was an imposing former track sprinter from Poland with a baritone voice and a crater-like indentation in his skull which was the result of a horrific crash in which his partner had died while racing the tandem sprint event at the World Championships. The training they prescribed was far harder than anything I’d done before and I quickly came to learn just what I was capable of physically. Our days typically began with an early morning session on the rollers, followed by a long road ride, or weight training, and then another training session – either the velodrome or on ergometers – lasting into the early evening. The older juniors frequently rode with seasoned European pros in their twenties and thirties and I’d often return from long, cold rides to far-flung Colorado mining towns so tired and hungry that I’d collapse in the shower, struggling to even stand as the warm water ran over my body and unsure of how I would possibly complete the next day’s scheduled training.
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