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			Chapter 1

			Sprint with the Panda

			We’ll walk rather than ride up the road, but I’ll still have the same sensations as that day. Jess, my wife, will be with me, as will Daisy and Ella, our twin daughters. They weren’t born when it all happened, so I’ll set the scene for them. Their fingers will be covered with sauce from the chips they’ve been eating when we reach the critical point high above the city, close to where I scored my craziest win in the ninety-­ninth edition of Liège–Bastogne–Liège. I won’t hesitate for long at the location that’s the reason for the visit, just enough time to show them the place, on the right-­hand side of the road, almost at the top of the Côte d’Ans, 300 metres before a left-­hand bend.

			The girls, always curious, will ask me: ‘Daddy, is this where you crossed the finish line in first place?’

			‘No, but we’re very close to it. You have to keep going around that bend.’

			‘So what happened here?’

			I’ll pause, because this is the best part of the story.

			‘It was just here that I was chased by a giant panda. Well . . . by a man dressed as a panda.’

			‘Why was he chasing you?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			This stretch of road isn’t the most picturesque in cycling’s small world, but it’s one of the most fascinating. This was the location of the finish of one of the most coveted races, one of the most gruelling to win, this incongruous spot reached after almost seven hours of riding through the hills of the Belgian Ardennes. Liège–Bastogne–Liège, my favourite race. It’s a 250-­kilometre race that reflected the way my career went. It was all or nothing. Black or white. I never finished it comfortably in the heart of the peloton. I won it once. I abandoned it more than once. I had two heavy falls. I experienced snow and, even worse, cold, penetrating rain. I left blood and joy on the tarmac.

			The race ended on this wide road running between terraces of brick houses. The huge white carcass of the railway station, which looks like a dinosaur skeleton, can be seen below. Yet the Côte d’Ans was a ‘Ghost climb’. The organisers didn’t deem it worthy of categorisation, considering it a mere false flat. However, it was an extraordinary psychological battleground. Your head would explode before your legs . . . On 21 April 2013, it was here that I distanced my last opponent, Spain’s Joaquim Rodríguez, before celebrating victory with both hands aloft. And it was here that I encountered the Panda.

			On the morning of the race, a thought popped into my head: ‘I’m going to win today.’ At first I felt embarrassed by the enormity of that possibility. This was nothing less than one of the five biggest Classics on the calendar and one of the most venerable: Liège–Bastogne–Liège, also known as ‘La Doyenne’, was first run in 1892, eleven years before the inaugural Tour de France. This thought, this vision, wasn’t an attempt at self-­persuasion on my part, and certainly not a moment of misplaced pride. It was a premonition of what I was going to experience. I accepted this omen that sprang from within me.

			The first time I’d had this kind of intuition was when I was racing the Giro Ciclistico della Valle d’Aosta in the French Alps in August 2007, at the very end of my amateur years. And I’d won. The thunder cracked overhead. A deluge came down on the last pass. I did the fastest, riskiest, most acrobatic descent of my career. Nothing could deny me.

			I don’t know if I won because my head imagined the prospect or if I imagined it because my body was sending out secret signals that it could win. Sometimes it’s best to leave the final word to chance. On other occasions, I think it was the fact that my belief in myself was so intense that I forced myself to draw on unanticipated resources, to watch for tiny details along the road, to avoid mistakes or crashing.

			On the morning of the Liège–Bastogne–Liège, I sent my parents a text message that summed up this strange and obsessive feeling: ‘Today, I’m going to win.’ Maria, my mother, has intimate knowledge of the uncertainties and brutality of cycling, even though she didn’t have a career in a peloton herself. My father, Neil, was a professional in the 1980s and raced until the early 2000s, purely for the pleasure of the sport. My parents were surprised by my text message but they always believed in me. If I said it, if I felt it, it had to be true . . .

			On the way to the start, something strange happened. I had the feeling that my mind had left my body and become a spectator of the day’s events. My body itself felt very light. I was driven by the sense that events had been preordained. What must happen will happen . . . But don’t get me wrong: I never waited with arms folded for fate to open the doors to victory. I always tried to commit with all I had to the task that lay ahead.

			I felt serene during the first part of the race, breezing over the climbs of La-­Roche-­en-­Ardenne, the Mur de Saint-­Roch, Wanne, Stockeu, Haute Levée, Rosier, Maquisard, Mont Theux and the mythical La Redoute . . . Liège–Bastogne–Liège is an authentic ‘Mountain’ race in Belgium. The Ardennes plateau, which we crossed in its entirety, features the highest points in this ‘flat country’. Not far from the course, at the Baraque de Fraiture, which sits 652 metres above sea level, there’s even a ski run. It’s a rugged region, covered with pine forests. The inhabitants are reputed to be hard-­working and tough. They have calloused hands, are sometimes gruff, but have big hearts. These are the same qualities that racing demands of cyclists.

			In the last half-­hour, I could sense a feeling of fear beginning to grow: palpable, voluminous, unbreathable. Fear has a form, a smell, a colour, a consistency. All around me, riders were starting to become afraid. They were afraid of crashing, of their teammates being too weak or their rivals being too strong, afraid that their legs would give out, or that their mind would. They were afraid of taking too many risks or not enough, afraid of producing the wrong attack or not pushing hard enough. Afraid of losing or of winning. Afraid of being afraid . . .

			Was I afraid? Yes, a little. Only the unconscious don’t feel any fear, but they’re the ones who put themselves in situations of terrible danger. I was reminded of something Mark Twain said: ‘Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear – not absence of fear.’1

			Fear is a taboo among cyclists, who are reluctant to disappoint the sport’s fans. I learned this the hard way when, during my last pro season in 2022, I criticised the decision made by the Giro’s organisers to test us out on a downhill section of the strade bianche, Tuscany’s white unsurfaced roads. The Italians also refer to them as sterrati (dirt roads). Gravel, holes in the road – it was almost as if the race had been transformed into a game where you had to guess who would be the first to hit the deck. Some fans supported me, but another section were unhappy. According to them, I no longer had enough hunger for cycling to take risks, and I also had a real nerve complaining when I was paid well to do what I did. These people insisted that I needed to be a superman, but I’ve never regarded that argument as valid.

			It’s rare for a racing cyclist to open their heart and share their truths. Well, here’s one: this job has at least as much to do with suffering as with fear.

			With 5 kilometres to go in La Doyenne, fear turned to panic on the Côte de Saint-­Nicolas. The peloton was reduced to a small group. There was movement on all sides. There were always one or two who attacked, but it was important not to respond to them. Any rider who made an effort to close a gap had lost. His last drops of paraffin would be burned up within a minute.

			At this point in the race, I was content to follow. My ­Canadian teammate Ryder Hesjedal, winner of the Giro d’Italia a year earlier, was a handful of seconds clear on his own, which had forced our rivals to chase behind him. Because it was my teammate who had moved, I wasn’t tempted to make the fatal mistake of closing the gap. Ryder’s acceleration put some important riders out of the picture, including former Tour de France yellow jersey Alberto Contador, and Philippe Gilbert, racing on his home region’s roads in the rainbow bands of the world champion.

			Two kilometres further on, we reached the Côte d’Ans. The road was too long and too wide at this point. We could see an inflatable arch, the flamme rouge, that marked the start of the final kilometre. It felt like it would never end. We climbed it in the larger 53-­ or 54-­tooth ring, in slow motion, in an almost dreamlike state, our bodies starting to slip inexorably out of our control. Our legs were on the verge of paralysis.

			The fear was still there, but it was of a different nature to what we’d felt on the Côte de Saint-­Nicolas. You’re no longer afraid to let a rider attack, but you’re afraid of making an attack yourself. Your nerves are on the point of giving out. They could shatter at any moment. To be on the safe side, it would be better to rely on the sprint. You could end up finishing somewhere back in the group but have all the excuses you want. On the other hand, a badly timed attack on the Côte d’Ans will produce an immediate backlash. But there’s no way of knowing if your attack is presumptuous until you try it . . .

			My fear was very contained. I delineated reality by using numbers. Rather than telling myself that there were, at a glance, 500 metres to go before I reached the flamme rouge and thinking that this damned climb was endless, I could already see myself passing beneath the inflatable arch and knew that there was that turn to the left; from there, only 200 metres remained. The remaining functionality in my brain gave me a head start. I turned reality to my advantage. I didn’t make any calculations about the last and most painful few hundred metres we had left to face; I thought instead of all those kilometres behind us, pushing us like wind in our sails.

			In the same way, I turned my opponents into numbers. I didn’t think about ‘who’ they were but ‘how many’. I worked out the probability that they would devour each other. I knew that if I was there, alongside them, it was because I’d been spared the race’s pitfalls, from crashes to extreme fatigue. I’d earned the right to fight as an equal. I was as strong as them. But was I stronger than them?

			There were only five of us left. Spaniards Alejandro Valverde and Joaquim Rodríguez, Italy’s Michele Scarponi, all riders at the top of their game, who had won a Grand Tour or held the world number-one ranking. They had the power, the craft and the confidence. Carlos Betancur, a rising star in Colombian cycling, was also in the picture. And then there was a rider who was relatively unknown to the general public, Irish on his mother’s side, British on his father’s, formed in France (in Marseille), resident in Spain (in Girona), racing for an American team (Garmin–Sharp) – me.

			I had cycling history bubbling up inside me. I went to my first race when I was one month old, in a pram. Almost a year after I was born, my uncle, Stephen Roche, my mother’s brother, won the Giro d’Italia, the Tour de France and the World Championships in the same 1987 season, a rare feat known to the British as ‘the Triple Crown’. I knew the weight that victory at Liège–Bastogne–Liège would have in the balance of history. I knew it, but didn’t think about it. My mind remained detached from my body and exclusively focused on the sequence of gestures and reflexes. Thinking about something bigger than yourself is bound to crush you.

			Normally, as the finish line looms, a cyclist is afraid of his fate. This is the case in all races, whether big or small. You can feel the enigma unlocking, but sometimes you don’t want to know . . . The race is a door and most riders fear the moment when it opens, afraid of the truth that lies behind it, of the fate that will tell them if they have won or lost. But in those final moments, whatever happened to be on the other side of that door, I wasn’t scared.

			With 1,200 metres to go, Joaquim Rodríguez fired away, making one final effort. Michele Scarponi started to react, then backed off. A critical moment. We were waiting for Alejandro Valverde to chase down the rider ahead. He was the favourite. But he didn’t move and Rodríguez extended his lead, victory escaping with him. We were riding on a knife-­edge. Then . . . With a thousand metres to go, I attacked. According to my power meter, I was putting out 1,000 watts initially, a big burst of energy at a point so far from the finish line.

			I caught Joaquim Rodríguez with 600 metres to go. In these situations, the ideal tactic is to go by your opponent at high speed, taking advantage of the effect of surprise and discouraging them. But I wanted to know for sure. For 300 metres, I sat to his left-­hand side. I let him know that I was there. This was the beginning of the duel. The pace slowed down. Our legs were turning smoothly, without pulling or crushing the pedals excessively. For ten seconds or so, we pretended to ignore each other, but we both cast piercing glances backwards through our sunglasses. Our faces became waxen. We concealed our fatigue and our strength within us.

			Suddenly, I ended the wait, just as it appeared to have gone on for too long. I stood on the pedals to attack, perfectly balanced on my bike, feeling twice as tall as usual. Joaquim was no longer with me. On the final straight line, beyond the left-­hand bend, I turned around to assess the extent of the gap. Ten metres! It was as wide as the sea. It was then that I knew: today I had won.

			My mind returned to my body. Emotions came flooding back to me. There were hugs with my teammates, bouquets of flowers, cheers on the podium . . . Twenty minutes after crossing the line, I turned on my phone and saw the first messages of congratulation. Amidst the ‘Bravos!’, I could see a few saying, ‘That was really funny,’ or ‘We had a good laugh.’ I didn’t understand. Why had they been laughing? A friend who had watched the race on TV told me: ‘Didn’t you notice anything? There was a panda with you. While you were watching Rodríguez, he was behind you on the road.’ So there were two winners of the 99th edition of Liège–Bastogne–Liège: the Panda and me.

			

			
				
					1 Mark Twain, ‘Pudd’nhead Wilson’ in The Century Magazine (December 1893).

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Blood on the Pedals (The Fear of Not Getting Up)

			When I felt the rear wheel slide away on the final corner, I had no idea what was happening. Time seemed to slow as the catastrophe unfolded. I registered the microsecond when the tyre lost its grip on the road surface, the bike slipping to the left so quickly that my body had no time to react, so fast that I couldn’t put my hand down first, a reflex action that would have softened the impact of the crash. I hit the ground with my two hands still on the bars. I dropped like a stone, taken completely by surprise. But my brain understood everything that was happening and the damage that would ensue. Not physical damage, but it resulted in me losing a second Liège–Bastogne–Liège. As a consequence, it was the most painful crash of my career.

			The Garmin–Sharp team had done all it could to get its defending champion ready for the race. We’d made a little video that featured a guy in a panda costume preparing meticulously for the race, having its breakfast and checking over its bike. What’s more, there was once again a panda behind me – literally this time, because it was on the back of my jersey. It was the logo of the environmental protection organisation the World Wildlife Fund, with which the team had forged a partnership. The panda, which was both the emblem of the WWF and my personal mascot, had facilitated the agreement.

			History seemed to be repeating itself on the Côte d’Ans. I imagined two films running concurrently on the same screen. 2013 and 2014: a game of spot the difference. A year on from my victory, I once again attacked on the final climb, once again close to the flamme rouge, once again with a rider from the Katusha team in my sights – Giampaolo Caruso, filling the role previously played by Joaquim Rodríguez. But there were two significant differences from the year I’d won. The first was that the Panda, My Panda if you like, had disappeared. I noticed this when I moved from the left-­hand side of the road, where I’d launched my all-­out effort, and switched across to the right into the ‘Panda Zone’: there was nobody there. The second variation was that on the bend where I flew away in 2013, I crumpled in 2014.

			I slipped going into this wide and seemingly harmless turn, just at the moment when I’d gone clear of Domenico ­Pozzovivo, an Italian rider who’d been with Caruso. I was only a metre behind Caruso. If our speed curves were to be compared, I would have caught my rival coming out of the bend and then sprinted the remaining 200 metres to the line. Instead of which I fell, got back on my feet, having sustained no injury at all, and stood looking bereft in the middle of the crossroads, contemplating the finish and watching the other riders sprint to the line. I was now a spectator. I wanted to do an about-­face and start the race again from scratch. I wanted to be sucked into the road, to disappear completely. I shouldn’t have been in the position where I finished 39th, my gap behind race-­winner Simon Gerrans officially recorded as a minute and thirty-seven seconds. I barely had a mark on me, and I didn’t have an explanation either.

			A rumour started that a pen had been lying on the road and my wheel had gone over it, but there was no evidence to confirm this, and I don’t recall hitting anything at all. Fans on the internet who analysed photos and video footage suggested that my left pedal had touched the ground and caused the accident, but that’s an impact that I would have felt, plus we couldn’t find any scratches on my pedal.

			The most rational hypothesis was that there was an oily residue on the road at that point and the dampness in the air had made it slippery. The irrational hypothesis was that it was down to fate. This explanation was both comforting and unsatisfactory, but I liked it. It was ‘written’ that I would win in 2013 and lose in 2014.

			The mysteries surrounding my crash and the Panda were interlinked. The probability that either would happen was very small. That events like these would occur in exactly the same spot was even more improbable. Luck clearly came into it . . . How had I managed to win that year when I had a giant panda on my heels? Why did I crash in such an abrupt and humiliating way on 27 April 2014?

			Victory and falling are inextricably interlinked. They are two sides of the same coin.

			There’s always a moment when you’re ‘bound to’ crash. I realised this in 2008 during my debut appearance in Flèche Wallonne, Liège–Bastogne–Liège’s little sister. This Classic takes place in the same week and in the same region as La Doyenne. In what was a baptism of fire, I ended up in a big crash 50 kilometres into the race. I shut my eyes. I was sure I was going to fall. It’s an instinctive reaction: you close your eyes to protect them from a piece of plastic or metal. Or perhaps it’s just down to the fact that the body refuses to register that split second when it believes that pain is imminent. It saves you from a single second of suffering.

			Miraculously, though, when I opened my eyes I saw my front wheel spinning in the air, both hands gripping the bars and a foot on the chest of one of the unfortunate riders who had crashed. I hadn’t fallen. I was the only rider to escape this fate in the part of the peloton where I’d been riding. It simply wasn’t my time . . . That came a dozen kilometres or so further on, when a rider in front of me somersaulted and I couldn’t avoid him. My hip hit the road hard, as did the index finger on my left hand. I thought that I’d broken something.

			I was in pain. I was alone. The peloton was disappearing into the distance, the team cars following it. I never wanted to abandon. I reached the Mur de Huy, a climb we tackled three times, several minutes behind them. It’s one of cycling’s sacred places. One of the bends reaches a record gradient of 26 per cent. Even walking up it, you have to battle against the slope. Fans picnicking in a field beneath a giant screen urged me to hang on. Blood ran down from my knee onto my pedals. I loved that day.

			Even though I think I can safely say that I’ve got a rational mind, I ended up developing an almost mystical rapport with the bike. I accepted that invisible forces were moving against us, with us, around us. As a consequence, I’ve often found that crashes don’t occur completely by chance: you’re actually drawn towards them. You know that they’re going to happen, but don’t do all that you possibly can to avoid them. You accept them. In certain situations, you even hope for them. There are good reasons for this unconscious acceptance.2 People talk about ‘the wrong place’ or ‘the wrong time’, but I’ve experienced something even more disturbing: my bike being drawn towards a crash like a magnet with an uncontrollable pull, as if it were absolutely necessary for the crash to happen.

			The first time I experienced this phenomenon was at the 2003 World Junior Championships in the Canadian city of Hamilton. At that time, I still had British nationality and was racing in a jersey adorned with a Union Jack. During reconnaissance rides on the race circuit, I’d noticed a particularly perilous section: a wide piece of road, which ran fairly straight and downhill but curved gently to the left . . . As a precaution, I sat behind the peloton to give myself time to brake. The crash happened exactly where I suspected it might, on the very first lap. I had enough time to see thirty-­odd riders misjudge the corner and plough into a safety barrier, only to find my bike was going 3 or 4 metres off the line I’d intended. Instead of swerving around the heap of cyclists on the ground, it went straight into them. I escaped from the incident without injury but shocked that I hadn’t been able to avoid it.

			Some crashes are the fruit of ‘destiny’. Riders are at the mercy of the smallest grain of sand; it might be a rider whose handling is usually exceedingly good but who ends up falling just in front of you; or a dog, a vehicle, a spectator or another moving object in the road . . . We’re not always responsible for what happens to us.

			Other crashes have a more enigmatic side to them. Are they really down to your bike? I suspect there is a more puzzling possibility: that a part of my subconscious was actually determined to crash . . . I needed it or even wanted it. Every cyclist has this hidden desire to fall from time to time. A rider who (by some remote chance) had never ended up on the ground would be an incomplete rider.

			Don’t get me wrong, I hated crashing, I hated the pain that came with it because it wasn’t a pain that I’d chosen, like the pain that resulted from pushing myself to my limits in training. I’m not one for misplaced masochism. Yet I have to admit that crashes built me up more than they broke me. They taught me about myself, about my profession, about others, about the world.

			I didn’t have any more frequent crashes than most of my peers, but I can remember each of them in microscopic detail. I could open a Museum of Crashing, perhaps in one of the brick houses on the Côte d’Ans. I would recount the science and art, the philosophy and poetry of this mystery. Nothing is more different from a bike crash than the next bike crash. Each has its own profound identity. There are so many variations, in the speed, the effect of surprise, the aesthetics, the character – funny, tragic – and the feeling you have at the time – guilty or victim, hero or fool. I should underline that when I talk about crashing I don’t mean the moment you get back up; I’m talking about those brief seconds when chaos is looming, and then that eternity when you find yourself in between your bike and the road, suspended in mid-­air.

			My first crash during a race was in August 2002, a few days after my sixteenth birthday, at an event near Birmingham in the UK, where my family and I lived then. I was very proud to be riding in a new jersey and shorts, which I’d received as a gift. But after 5 kilometres, I was one of twenty or so racers who found themselves on the deck. My father, who was in the same team as me in what was an all-­categories event, was looking for me. The last thing he wanted was to see me on the ground. Then he noticed me and asked, ‘Are you OK?’ I told him, ‘Yeah.’ We set off again, now in desperate pursuit of the peloton. Looking back, I realise that that ‘yeah’ may have determined the rest of my career. If I’d abandoned, if I’d been reluctant to get back on the bike, if I’d been afraid of crashing again, I would never have become a racing cyclist. I should also add that, after that first incident, I never again wanted to wear a new jersey in a race.

			But my very first crash had actually occurred four years earlier. I’d received a wonderful bike for Christmas. It was flame-­coloured and would be my future companion on many epic rides. It had Look clipless pedals, a Campagnolo groupset. Santa had cheated a little bit; he’d reused one of my grandfather’s steel frames, had it enamelled in orange, then added the Pinarello logo to it by hand, with all the meticulousness of a forger. On Boxing Day I wanted to try it out. I walked down to the front gate. I climbed onto the saddle. Clack – first pedal engaged. Clack – second pedal engaged. Crash! I fell without having moved a single metre. My father leaned over and picked me up. He asked me: ‘Do you really want to do this?’

			‘No, no, no. Not today,’ I responded.

			My father then imparted an important piece of advice: ‘OK. This is what cycling is all about: you must be ready. We’ll put the bike in the garage; it’ll be waiting for you.’

			

			
				
					2 See Chapter 12.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			There’s No Such Thing as a Small Climb (The Fear That the Earth is Flat)

			My first Tour de France stage was gruelling, mind-­blowing, transcendent. It covered 78 kilometres and included two Pyrenean passes, and then the same route in the opposite direction. Nine hours of cycling. The sun suffocated me, but I didn’t burn. My skin stayed ghostly white. I was hungry, thirsty and shivering. Miraculously, I managed to keep my legs turning. I couldn’t have been happier in what was the summer of my seventeenth birthday.

			In 2003, I was still British and the National Championships were in Scotland. The course suited sprinters and didn’t appeal to me. So we went on holiday in south-­west France, in Luz-­Saint-­Sauveur, not far from the sanctuaries in Lourdes. It was a long drive from Birmingham for my parents, my brother Tom and me. We rented a tent at Camping International, with a pool and a looming presence above us. We just had to look up: ‘he’ was there. He knew that, sooner or later, we wouldn’t be able to resist trying to scamper up his flank, out of greed, out of pride, out of recklessness. The Col du Tourmalet was the lord of the valley. But would he be a gentle giant or an ugly monster? I think I could hear him whispering: ‘I’m waiting for you.’ On 20 July 2003, the Tour de France raced into Loudenvielle, a small village located between the Port de Balès and the Col d’Azet. In order to see the finish, I planned out my own Tour stage with my Dad, starting with the Tourmalet.

			I’d read in a book about the pass that his name means ‘Bad little detour’ in the local patois, because the valley’s inhabitants were afraid of his ravines, his storms, his blizzards and even his bears. In 1910, the first time the Tour de France tackled this mountain, a rider called Octave Lapize had yelled, ‘You’re assassins!’ at the race organisers as he passed them. With that in mind, I attacked this giant of road passes with a great deal of respect and humility, riding at an easy pace. At the summit, the signpost told me that I’d reached an altitude of 2,115 metres. I was almost surprised. Was that all it took? The effort didn’t seem to take much out of me at all. However, although I didn’t know it, the Pyrenean giant had laid the foundations for the suffering that would wrack me on the way back, when I would become well aware of its impact as I battled fatigue and pain. That’s the mark of the Tourmalet.

			The following pass, the Col d’Aspin, is a gradual climb that didn’t test me as much, even though it’s still far from being a doddle. The main adversary was the heat. The summer of 2003 was one of what the French describe as canicule, which left the country roasting in a heatwave. I searched around cemeteries behind mountain churches to find fountains where I could fill my bottle. We then rode up the valley to the foot of the Col de Peyresourde, where we would stand and wait for the riders to descend, a handful of kilometres from the finish line in Loudenvielle. Initially I saw a small breakaway group that included Gilberto Simoni, who would win the stage, and then a counter-­attack that featured Alexandre Vinokourov, who had distanced Lance Armstrong and Jan Ullrich. What stood out, though, was the rush of air as the favourites flashed by just a metre away from me. I read about events on the road in the paper the next morning at the campsite, but knowing what had gone on in the race wasn’t my primary focus. The Tour de France was a pretext. I’d gone there for the Pyrenees. To see the passes up close and to discover myself. In fact, my primary concern after the stage had finished was getting back to the campsite before nightfall.

			On the way back, I was still looking for water when I could. The temperature wasn’t falling much even towards the end of the afternoon. Then came the Tourmalet again, which whispered into my ear: ‘Do you understand now? This is what cycling is all about . . .’ When we got to the hardest part of the climb at the ski resort of La Mongie, we were stopped by the gendarmes. The Tour de France was due to pass through there the next day and they had orders to block the road to any vehicle, car, camper van or even bike . . . I remember them saying, ‘You’ll have to turn back.’ This would mean going back down and riding around the pass through the valleys, which would mean an extra 65 kilometres. It was getting dark. It was impossible to pedal for another three hours. My father attempted to negotiate. He explained that we were sleeping on the other side of the mountain, at the foot of the descent. But the gendarmes didn’t want to know. My father insisted. I watched the summit growing darker and felt the evening wind picking up around the mountain. Finally, we were allowed to continue. It was another 5 kilometres of climbing, then a long descent. I was on the verge of falling asleep on the bike when I arrived back at the campsite. I revived myself by jumping head-­first into the swimming pool. Ffffiiiizzzzzz . . . I dissolved in the water like an aspirin. To this day I am not sure if my mum was concerned or proud.

			Tamworth Pass (altitude: 65 metres)

			I’ve always felt the need for the mountains to motivate me, to fill me with energy. But I was a long way from them in Birmingham . . . I was born there on 20 August 1986, a city whose industrial heritage was partly due to the innovative mind of James Watt, the inventor of the steam engine, a man whose name has gained sacred status among cyclists as our unit of measurement, the unit that records and analyses our every effort. Birmingham doesn’t have any mountain passes, and neither does Tamworth, the satellite town of 75,000 where we lived on a housing estate. But I was lucky. Our house stood right next to an empty piece of land with a small, grassy lump in it.

			My first Tourmalet was a metre high. The top could be reached on a ‘road’ 50 metres long. The average gradient was almost 4 per cent. I was five years old. The hardest part was sprinting uphill on little wheels and preventing my bike sliding away downhill. My mother and Joy, my grandmother, were my fan club. My father would wait at the top of the pass with a bottle of fresh water. My grandfather, Vic, a former grass-­track racer, would be there too, with a stopwatch. On beautiful English summer days, a tan line would appear just above my socks.

			My brother and I built another course, a cobbled sector worthy of Paris–Roubaix, although it was only 2 metres long. The bricks we buried in the garden made our wheels vibrate. Here too, I was keen for someone to use the stopwatch just so that I could see how long it took me to get across the cobbles. Then I’d head for our mountain circuit, where the imaginary finish line was located at the bottom of our little hill. In my head, my rivals were numerous and redoubtable.

			I used to watch as many bike races on TV as cartoons. I liked the sprints, and the Flemish Classics too. Above all, though, I felt there was something both grandiose and exciting about the mountain stages, where you watched the riders weaving back and forth on the switchbacks, their heads bobbing as they duelled with mountains far, far taller than they were. I was immersed in cycling. It was and still is my natural element. But I didn’t have any posters of riders hanging up in my room. I didn’t cut out any pictures from the magazines that were always on the coffee table in the living room. As a child and teenager, I never had a hero in the peloton. Except for my father.

			I was my dad’s most fervent supporter almost from the moment I was born. I was at the roadside of my first race when I was just a month old. My mother would set up the pram in the shade of a tree, ideally at the top of a hill. She was careful not to hand my father a bottle of milk and give me a can of energy drink. As a result, I watched the end of Neil Martin’s career. He had represented Great Britain proudly at two Olympic Games, in 1980 in Moscow and 1984 in Los Angeles, and won the National Road Championship in 1984. Everyone said he had the potential to join a strong team in Europe, but he had to settle for second-­rate outfits in the Netherlands and Luxembourg. My father didn’t have any luck in that regard.

			Martin senior officially retired at the end of 1988, the year I turned two. His UK-­based pro team was on the verge of disappearing. He had received an offer to race in the newly emerging discipline of mountain biking that was being imported from the US to England, but the project didn’t come to anything. So, at twenty-­eight he quit bike racing to, as he says, ‘put food on the table’ for his family. He went back to being a printer, his trade when he was younger. Consequently, my first memories of him on a bike are of him riding not a racing model but his ‘work bike’, fully kitted out with mudguards and lights. He got up every morning at six o’clock to go to work. He rode between 60 and 80 kilometres a day. His passion for racing hadn’t deserted him; he would pin on a number and ride in amateur events at the weekends and on holidays. In 1994, he went into action for the national team again at the Tour of Belgium. After that, he called a halt to his amateur racing career. He didn’t have enough time to prepare himself for the beautiful races that he loved. But he started again in the year 2000, when I started riding, so I raced alongside him. He was my role model. My father taught me all about hard work, honesty and courage.

			Alpe d’Huez (altitude: 1,850 metres)

			I set off without warming up. Right from the off, Alpe d’Huez is steep, a tough test, a climb that you have to take seriously, hauling yourself slowly and inexorably upwards. The road extends for 14.4 kilometres, at an average gradient of 7.9 per cent. On each bend, where the slope flattens out considerably, I could pick up my pace. There are twenty-­one of them, and as I rounded each one I convinced myself that I was going faster and faster, bouncing from one to the next like a pinball. Bend 10: I passed what would a few years later become the ‘Irish Corner’, the tarmac and kerbs at the roadside painted green, flags fluttering, the atmosphere noisy, but not quite as agitated as the ambience three corners higher. Turn 7: I went through ‘Dutch Corner’, which takes on an orange hue when the Tour de France heads for the resort above, an infamous gathering point where boisterous hordes smelling of beer fill all but a narrow corridor of the road. Above it, the numbers on each bend clicked steadily downwards until I reached Alpe d’Huez itself and the climb’s finishing line on the Avenue du Rif Nel, overlooked by a ridge of soaring peaks.

			It was the summer of 2000. My father had told me the good news over the winter. ‘For our holidays this year, we’re going camping on Alpe d’Huez. You can ride up there if you want to.’ He’d got a few days off from his employer, Motul. My mother had also been able to take a few days away from her job in a shopping centre. Of course I ‘wanted’ to try it, but I hadn’t really used my bike that much up to that point. My father laid down one condition: he made me prepare for it. We did ten or so training rides on the flat around Tamworth. The eleventh ride was up to Alpe d’Huez. 

			As was the case in 2003 on that crazy day over the Tourmalet, my father accompanied me, sometimes riding next to me, sometimes following my wheel, letting me find my natural rhythm. I went there determined to give all I had. I wanted to record a respectable time. The climb took me an hour and eight minutes, twice as a long as a pro rider. ‘At thirteen and a half, that’s great,’ my father said encouragingly. He bought a photo from one of the photographers who make a living out of taking pictures of riders on the climb. ‘Here’s a present for you!’ he said. In the photo, my legs and arms look very long. I’ve rolled up the sleeves of my jersey to increase the extent of my cycling tan. I have my hands on the tops of the handlebars, which helps me to release the tension in my arms. My gaze is fixed straight ahead, rather than peering upwards. My expression is one of intense concentration. There’s no indication of the euphoria that I could feel building. I was focused on the next turn, savouring the time I had left before the summit. I felt like I was listening to the music from a James Bond movie, pushing me to go faster, to escape my pursuers. Just as he was my cinematic hero, the mountains had become my favourite action-movie setting.

			Mallory Park Climb (altitude: 121 metres)

			My first attack on a climb in a race was on the Mallory Park motor-­racing circuit, between Hinckley and Leicester, near Birmingham. I felt proud about the fact that I was making my initial strides as a racer at what was an institution in motorsport. Mallory Park had been built during the Second World War and was first used for horse racing, before becoming a racetrack for brand-new Lotuses and other racing cars. More than twenty thousand spectators used to fill the grandstands. In the 1990s, the record lap speeds were shattered: 204.58km/h by a Formula 1 car and 157.49km/h by a motorbike, on a 2.173-­kilometre (1.35-­mile) lap. It was around this time that I discovered the circuit. I initially attended rounds of the British Superbike Championship, coming back on my bike, but with the mindset of a motor pilot.

			I was counting on Mallory Park’s ‘Iconic climb’, a 200-­metre-­long ascent that averaged around 4 per cent, to provide a surprise verdict, one that would go against the peloton’s routine logic. The first time I raced on the circuit, at the age of fourteen, there wasn’t a single attack. We all went through and off, at high speed, two lines of riders, one working their way towards the front to maintain the pace, the other comprising those who were dropping back to the end of the line in order to start their relay again, just as if we were in a breakaway. But this wasn’t a breakaway. We were the peloton. Obviously, my rivals, who were used to racing in this way, wanted to set speed records on the flat and then fight it out in a sprint.

			Initially, I stayed towards the back of the pack and followed the well-­established pattern. Nobody knew me. I kept a low profile until the last four laps. Then, when we came to the climb, I accelerated with all I had. I got clear, but was soon caught by the ‘breakaway’. On the next lap, the same scenario, which prompted some riders to talk to me for the first time: ‘Why are you attacking? We have to ride together.’ Did we really? I recovered for 2 kilometres. Then came the last lap: I made another attack on the climb. I was caught in the final straight and took second place in the sprint.

			Two years later, on the day I turned sixteen in the summer of 2002, I stepped up into the junior category and started to take racing more seriously. I won several times at Mallory Park, sometimes drawing on my ability as a ‘climber’ and at other times as a finisseur. One day when my father was competing alongside me, I said to him: ‘I want to do the bunch sprint.’ So he went to the front on the last lap and raced as if he were leading out the green jersey at the Tour de France. I was on his wheel, ready to launch. We went up the hill so rapidly that nobody could dare to attack. I jumped. My little legs were pushing the restricted junior gear fitted on my bike with all their might. I managed to finish towards the front of a lead group of around ninety riders.

			Each race differed significantly in the way that it unfolded, but the route was always the same, as was the ritual that accompanied them. The races took place on Tuesday evenings at 7 p.m. for riders in the youth and junior categories, and on Thursdays for the elites. I’d rush home from school (having done as much homework as I could on the bus), eat my beans on toast as fast as I could and we’d be off in our van to the circuit. We’d meet at a wooden hut to collect laminated numbers – they’d been in use for more than ten years. After the race we’d go back to the race HQ to order tea and cakes and catch up with rivals and teammates. This was the kind of cycling I liked and tried to stick with until the end of my career: a sport where the social aspect was a fundamental part.

			Axe Edge (altitude: 497 metres)

			One of my first moments of cycling truth arrived on the climb of Axe Edge. It was one of two on the Junior Tour of the Peaks. It was a pretty straightforward test, extending for around 4 kilometres at about 4 per cent. The battle on its slopes would rage for about a quarter of an hour as the aspiring climbers shook off the peloton’s shackles. The sprinters would be dropped for good. The main difficulty was the wind, which was well capable of pinning you to the tarmac because there are no trees protecting the roads in that part of the Peak District National Park. My mates from the CC Giro, a Birmingham-­based club where we were all good friends, had assured me that I’d do well: ‘You’ve got a climber’s build,’ they told me. ‘I’ve also got a climber’s mindset,’ I replied.

			I felt in my element on Axe Edge. Alone on the road, turning my legs at my preferred cadence, with time enough to reflect on the kind of rhythm I wanted. I was counter-­attacking behind the breakaway rider, Tim Wallis, who was a good minute ahead. Unfortunately, I made a beginner’s mistake on the penultimate lap: I decided that I needed an energy gel to refuel, when I should have downed the contents of my bottle. As a result, I ended up becoming dehydrated and was reeled in by the group chasing behind me on the descent into the finish, where I finished third.

			But that counter-­attack had attracted the attention of a very particular spectator. Dave Brailsford, British Cycling’s performance director, who was responsible for creating a deluge of Olympic medals, had parked his car at the top of Axe Edge. It was the first time I’d seen him and vice versa. He had a stopwatch in one hand, a pad of paper in the other. As we passed by each time, he was evaluating the comparative strength of the talents emerging among the coming generation of racers, marking down the numbers, making a note of the names, shouting encouragement. Although my counter-­attack didn’t have the result I’d hoped for, it would lead to my selection for the World Junior Championships at the end of the 2003 season.

			The Tumble (altitude: 482 metres)

			My first duel with Geraint Thomas took place at the Junior Tour of Wales in August 2004 in the year that we both turned eighteen. I’d finished fourth the year before, when he hadn’t been in the field because he was participating in the World Track Championships in Moscow. He had immense endurance and, although it was hard to imagine that he would be capable of winning the Tour de France one day, he impressed with his strength, his class and his tenacity. Many coaches and journalists described us as the two biggest talents of our generation in Britain, but we didn’t often get the chance to take each other on.

			Geraint was from Cardiff. He was riding in his own backyard and he could count on the support of two regional teams, more than ten riders in all. I was in a team of one, the only rider in CC Giro’s colours. On the opening day, I won the uphill time trial on the Tumble, which was also set to be the finale for the road stage on the last day. A Welsh giant, the climb rose like the tail-­end of a dragon, fairly gentle to start with, then steep, before easing off as you crested its ‘back’ towards the summit. The time trial ran between the town of Brynmawr and The Keeper’s Pond, so called because the local gamekeeper’s hut was in that vicinity. In the 10-­kilometre test, I beat Geraint by forty-four seconds.

			Three stages later, we went head-­to-­head again on a stage running through the former coalmining area of Bryn Bach. The old shafts had been submerged beneath a lake and the industrial site had been turned into magnificent parkland, planted with beautiful trees, the air now pure. However, due to some strange phenomenon, on rainy days particles of coal came back to the surface. The closed circuit we were racing on featured two steep climbs and two technical descents, and it was wet. As our duel progressed, we became blacker and blacker, the grime coating our legs to start with, then our kit, and finally our faces. We looked like two miners. Geraint attacked relentlessly. Every assault he made, I retaliated. Finally, he said to me: ‘You’ve got the yellow jersey, let me win the stage.’ An agreement was made, although he didn’t really need to strike a deal because he was stronger than me in the sprint. At the line, we were almost a lap ahead of the peloton. 

			Our last duel was on the Tumble. I was convinced that I was the better climber, but I was wary of Geraint, who was very motivated, and clearly wanted to win. The big hill looming ahead of us had an average gradient of 8–9 per cent for 3, 4 or 5 kilometres – there’s no clear agreement on where it actually begins. Racing towards it on the Abergavenny road, we went into a tunnel of trees. Then, as we emerged from the woods, moorland stretched ahead, the realm of wind and heather. Two kilometres from the summit, I realised there was a cattle grid just ahead, its metal bars potentially treacherous in the damp conditions. I went to the front approaching it and, as soon as I’d got across the obstacle, I attacked, knowing my rivals were still juddering across the slippery barrier, using surprise to my advantage. The road gets rough and steeper at this point, and I gave it everything that I had.

			I reached the summit and the roadside sign that effectively announces the end of your effort and, at the same time, is the gateway to memories of unforgettable deeds. The mountain’s name is written in English and Welsh: ‘The Tumble’ and ‘Y Tymbl’. I’d won the Junior Tour of Wales, finishing a minute and fourteen seconds ahead of Geraint Thomas and two minutes clear of the Irish rider Martin Monroe, who won this ‘queen’ stage from the breakaway that had gone clear in the valley. A Dutch rider, Steven Kruijswijk, finished just off the podium at two minutes and one second. A few years later, he wore the race leader’s pink jersey in the Giro d’Italia and finished on the third step of the Tour de France podium.

			In those beautiful early years, the mountains were already on my horizon. Not a dream, but a goal. Not an obligation, but a reward. Climbing hills and passes justified my commitment to the road. Unlike many British riders of my age, I refused to commit to track racing. I only tried it once. That was long before my years as a junior, even before I climbed Alpe d’Huez. I was eleven years old when I took part in an introductory track day at Manchester Velodrome, a two-­hour drive from my home. I signed up for the keirin, a mini-­peloton sprint event that’s very tactical and very fast because you sit in behind a motorbike to get up to speed before the racing starts. It didn’t start well, as I had trouble keeping my front wheel slotted in right behind the rear wheel of the motorbike. I didn’t understand anything about the little world of the track, its rules, its laws, which extended to the laws of physics and gravity. Why did the riders insist on not using brakes? Using a fixed gear was fine. I quickly came to terms with the idea that I would fall if I stopped pedalling. But why race without brakes? What’s more, by what miracle did the bikes maintain their equilibrium on 42-­degree bends? The only slopes that I wanted to tame were in the mountains.
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