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  To the love of three women, my mother Avril, my sister Frances,

  and my wife Nicole. Thank you for being so kind.


  And the peloton, I treasure the small amount of time I have left

  with you, even though you can be so cruel.







  ‘It is very difficult to know people . . . For men and women are not only themselves; they are also the region in which they are born, the city apartment or the farm in

  which they learnt to walk, the games they played as children, the old wives’ tales they overheard, the food they ate, the schools they attended, the sports they followed, the poets they read,

  and the God they believed in. It is all these things that have made them what they are, and these are the things that you can’t come to know by hearsay, you can only know them if you have

  lived them.’


  W. Somerset Maugham, The Razor’s Edge, 1943


  ‘The man is greater than his victories and defeats. The man is worth more than the cyclist. In the champion, beats the heart of a boy, a heart that needs normality and

  that cannot be sacrificed at the altar of exploitation.’


  Bishop Antonio Lanfranchi’s eulogy at the funeral of


  Marco Pantani
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  FOREWORD




  Life is about making decisions and my relationship with David Millar has informed some of the toughest and most critical decisions in my career. Looking back, his experience has also been

  pivotal in fuelling my passionate belief in clean sport.




  I first crossed paths with David in 2002 at the World Road Championships in Belgium. I was working as Performance Director to Team GB and he was riding for the British team. It was clear from

  the outset that he was different to any other bike rider I’d met before. Hugely talented, ambitious and extrovert, Dave was a thoroughbred.




  He was intelligent and strong-willed, yet also very vulnerable. It is rare for me to mix personal with professional, but we got on immediately and he is one of the few riders that I have also

  become close friends with.




  Dave was already clearly frustrated with the ‘old school’ thinking of the European scene. We talked about working together, developing new ways of thinking about racing and

  equipment, and about taking those ideas into Europe. I knew that with the right environment he could go on to great things.




  Yet in hindsight, I can look back and see that there were nagging worries. Dave was something of a wild child, living life to the full, lacking the kind of mentoring that he needed at the time.

  I knew he had doubts about the team that he was in, that he was under a lot of pressure, that some aspects of his lifestyle were extreme, but I didn’t know how far that extreme lifestyle had

  gone, or that there was another side to his life that he couldn’t share.




  I had just come back to Biarritz with him, after watching him race in the build-up to the Athens Olympics, when it all came tumbling down. I looked on in horror and

  disbelief as the French police arrested him, just as we settled down to dinner in one of his favourite restaurants in Biarritz. It was a shocking moment, something I never want to experience again.

  Only then, did I begin to understand his secret life and how deeply ashamed he was of betraying his ideals and his family and friends.




  Dave’s arrest put me in a difficult situation. I was advised, in no uncertain terms, to leave as quickly as possible, to ensure that British Cycling was not tarnished by scandal.

  Ultimately though, I had nothing to hide and had done nothing wrong. I was warned that it could be damaging to my reputation but I felt that I had a duty of care to Dave. I decided that the right

  thing to do was to stay.




  He was in custody for seventy-two hours. The French police were brutal and very aggressive. I was interrogated for almost five hours, but they finally completely acknowledged that I had no

  involvement at all. I waited until Dave was released, exiting through the back door of the police station to avoid the media. Then I told him to tell me everything.




  Over the next few days, as we talked openly about what he had done and what he had been through, the murky world of doping – something I had never encountered – became real. It

  opened my eyes as I learned how the culture of doping had poisoned his life. It was a steep learning curve for me, but his experience has given me valuable insight and helped me to further develop

  the strong ethical values that are now the foundation for Team GB and Team SKY. I have seen first hand how doping can almost wreck an athlete’s life – I am determined it will not happen

  to any athlete in my charge.




  Dave and I came close to working together a couple of years ago, when Team SKY was being developed. The team would have benefited from his racing knowledge, from his performances and from his

  experience as a captain on the road. In the end, however, the premise of Team SKY, emphatically founded on creating a team that exemplifies clean sport and that has a zero tolerance on employing

  anybody with any doping history, made it impossible for him to come to the team.




  I am convinced Dave has learned his lesson. Since his comeback, he’s become a reformed character, a voluble contributor to the anti-doping debate through his work

  with Garmin-Slipstream, UK Sport and WADA. More remarkably, his passion for cycling is undimmed, despite everything he went through. It’s very clear to anybody who knows him that he will

  always love riding his bike. That alone probably tells you more about who he really is, than any number of speeches.




  Most importantly, Dave’s story reveals what I have long believed – that, in the wrong environment, under the wrong influences, even people with the greatest integrity can make the

  wrong decisions. Although the culture of doping in sport is often depicted as black and white, it can be insidious and subtle; on the one hand, it exploits the vulnerable and pressurised athlete,

  on the other, it enables the cynical to clinically cheat. That’s why the David Millar story is so valuable and so instructive to all those who care about ethics in sport.




  David Brailsford, CBE




  Performance Director, British Cycling and Principal, Team SKY




  Manchester, May 2011









  22 JUNE 2004, BIARRITZ




  It is early morning.




  I have been dozing. I open my eyes.




  For a moment, I don’t know where I am.




  Then I remember the night before, the hands on my shoulders, pushing me, shoving me, the rage and the abuse, my heart racing, my palms sweating.




  And then, my guts in sudden freefall, I recognise where I am, the bare walls, the rough blanket, the hanging light bulb.




  I am in a French police cell, below Biarritz town hall, in an empty basement. A smell of piss and disinfectant hangs in the air. A drunken man shouts relentlessly in a cell

  somewhere down the corridor.




  It is six in the morning. The morning of a new life. Only I don’t know what kind of life it will be. What do I feel? Relief, shame, terror, emptiness, loneliness.




  And tired, I am so tired.




  Outside, the sun is already up, warming the rooftops. The dawn surfers will be heading down to the beach, the patisserie near my flat opening for business, the nightclubs emptying.

  This place has been my home. They liked me here. Not any more. Now they will look the other way. Now I don’t belong.




  I don’t belong here, in France, where they have arrested me and where they will shame me and break me, nor in Britain where they will disown me for who I have become. Now I

  don’t belong anywhere. Now I float, cast adrift, out to sea, a speck in the distance.




  Now I know it is finished.




  There are no good reasons, no easy excuses. There is no redemption. Instead I am blinded now, dirty, unshaven, red-eyed – they took my phone, my belt,

  my shoelaces – just in case, they said.




  Just in case.




  I bury my head in the hood of my sweatshirt, understanding that I’ve lost everything I had once dreamed of, but feeling nothing but acceptance. There is no sadness –

  simply the recognition that I have been unhappy for a long time.




  I close my eyes, pull the hood over my head and turn towards the wall. I want darkness, but here the lights never go out. The opposite wall, the one with the locked door, is made of

  perspex. Privacy is a thing of the past.




  I can’t sleep.




  I can’t sleep because I am guilty and I am all the more awake because of it. All I can do is think of ways to explain myself, to justify myself, but I know I can’t. It

  doesn’t stop me trying for hours and hours on end.




  I lie there on the wooden bench, motionless, wondering when it’s all going to start again, when will they come for me with more questions. Fourteen hours in this cell, no

  food, no company.




  There is a bang on the door. Finally. A bolt turns and the one with the gun, the one who laughed at me, comes in.




  ‘Bon. On y va.’




  The walk upstairs to the interview room is humiliating. I know some of the policemen who work here. They treated me as somebody special, asked for my autograph. I’m being

  looked at differently now. They are embarrassed for me. I can sense pity.




  For 24 hours the questions continue, in and out of the interview room. The good cop, the man in charge, seems reasonable. He plays his role.




  ‘David, I understand the stresses you’re under,’ he says. ‘This is all the fault of Cofidis and François Migraine. Not you. You know that?

  They’re the ones responsible for us being here – you must remember that.’




  After a while he leaves. I am on my own with the one with the sneer and the gun. And, in turn, he plays his role. He knows how to hurt me.




  ‘I know the type of person you are, David. It’s disgusting that you trick people who admire and respect you.’ He moves across the room, leans in closer. ‘All

  you are is a cheat and liar.’




  By the end of the second day, I’ve barely slept for 48 hours.




  I know I’m going to lose everything, my career and my sport, the house, the car, the prestige, the money, the lifestyle.




  I do not care if I lose everything, even though I thought that it was all that mattered. It is a relief. I am going to be free. It is an epiphany.




  They take me back to the interview room. I ask if I can talk to the other policeman, the third guy, the one who has never spoken to me.




  He has remained in the background, seemingly the lowest ranked of this elite drugs squad. He enters the room.




  ‘You must be tired,’ he says, pouring me a glass of water.




  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I am.’




  I look down for a moment, studying my hands, tanned and wiry from the hours spent gripping the handlebars, training and racing with my Cofidis teammates, for thousands upon

  thousands of kilometres.




  I lift my head and look at him. He is watching me.




  ‘You know, David, this is not going to go away,’ he tells me. ‘We’re not going to stop.’




  ‘I know,’ I say.




  Now, at last, I am ready.




  ‘I want to tell you first. I don’t want to give them – the others – the satisfaction.’




  And so I begin.




  Let me tell you who I am.




  My name is David Millar.




  I am a professional cyclist, an Olympic athlete, a Tour de France star, a world champion – and a drugs cheat.




  And I want to start again.









  9 JULY 2009, BARCELONA




  You might think, after everything that happened, after the bitterest humiliation, that I would have wanted to quit professional cycling. In fact, the opposite was true. I grew to

  love it more than ever. I realised how lucky I was that I had a second chance. I wanted to make up for wasted time. I owed it to myself and to the idealistic, romantic kid I’d once been.




  That was why, racing alone through the pouring rain, 30 kilometres from a Tour de France stage finish line in Montjuic, I still believed.




  The Tour peloton was chasing me, but I was still riding faster, clinging on to my lead. Time checks, encouragement and expletives came through my radio earpiece from Matt White, my

  Australian directeur sportif, at the wheel of the team car following in my wake.




  Television helicopters hovered above, flying low enough to send litter scurrying across the road, the rotors deafening me as they swept overhead. Screaming

  Catalan cycling fans were crammed onto the hillside. Press cars, race commissaires and media motorbikes weaved around and about me. The pain in my legs and my lungs gripped me, my face

  tightening with the strain, as I neared the top of the final climb.
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  It was intense, it was excruciating.




  It was wonderful.




  I have lived in Girona in Catalunya for a few years now. In the past, many other professionals – Lance Armstrong, Bradley Wiggins,

  Floyd Landis – have also based themselves there. Even so, I never expected a Tour de France stage to start there. Stage five of the 2009 Tour, however, did, tracing a 182-kilometre route

  south to Montjuic in Barcelona, using roads that I trained on day after day. The Tour was in my backyard.




  During the winter, prior to off-season training rides, the handful of us living in Girona often met in a café on the peaceful Placa de Independencia. This was only a couple

  of hundred metres from where the Tour’s team buses were now lined up and where, overnight, the Tour’s sprawling start village had sprung up, taking over the city centre. Those grey,

  cold winter days seemed a lifetime ago.




  It was a hot morning and there were thousands of people milling around. I couldn’t distinguish between the pavements, roads or car parks. The juggernaut of the Tour owned them

  all now. The biggest circus in cycling had come to town, and I was one of the performers.




  Nicole and I sat in the start village with Brad and his wife Cath, their kids running circles around us. The energy levels of Brad and Cath’s son Ben, a Garmin racing cap

  perched on his little head, reminded us of our one-year-old terrier Zorro.




  At the same time, the ‘performer’ bit, fuelled by Nicole’s prompting, was playing on my mind. The following day we would ride to Andorra and climb to the ski

  station at Arcalis, the first of three Pyrenean mountain stages. The previous week of racing had been very demanding; in the team time trial we had ridden out of our skin to finish second.

  I’d gone particularly deep that day, making myself physically sick and being unable to eat for almost 7 hours after we crossed the finish line. It had already been

  torrid, and horrifically hard – and there were still eighteen days of the Tour remaining.




  Nicole didn’t care about that. ‘Should we dedicate our afternoon to Tour viewing?’ she asked. ‘You have to promise me you’ll try and win. It’s

  your home stage – you have to try!’




  ‘Of course I will,’ I said, indulgently. ‘Just for you.’




  Then I set her straight. ‘Of course I’m not. In fact, if everything goes to plan you won’t see me once. A sprinter will win and we’ll all have a relaxed

  day.’




  Ben tugged at his mum’s sleeve. ‘Mum! I need to pee,’ he said. Brad put down his coffee cup and got to his feet.




  ‘I’ll take him,’ he said. ‘Come on, Ben, let’s go find the toilets.’ He climbed onto his bike and set off, Ben sprinting through the journalists,

  VIPs and hangers-on in his wake.




  An hour and a half later, I was back in that world of pain, teetering close to my limits. The peloton was racing hard, lined out on the

  climb exiting Sant Feliu, at the start of a corniche road familiar from those winter training rides, that twisted relentlessly for the next 25 kilometres.




  In the off-season, I would struggle up the climbs and gingerly tackle the damp descents. Now, with riders cursing and spitting all around me, after just 2 of those 25 kilometres, I

  was already close to my absolute maximum. We were going much faster than I thought was possible on roads I knew so well. With a speeding peloton attacking each twist and turn and change in

  gradient, they took on a new, far more menacing dimension.




  Matt and the team car were far behind us, as the peloton snaked around the jagged coastline. Instead of tactical advice or information crackling over the radio, for the time being

  there was only silence.




  As an athlete, it’s amazing how focused it’s possible to become when you’re managing your body close to its limits. As I balanced between maximum effort and total

  collapse, every corner, every change in gradient, engraved in my memory from training, suddenly became more detailed than I would ever have thought possible.




  Yet in the ebb and flow of the race, it was difficult to tell whether I was moving up through the peloton or whether the peloton was sliding backwards around me. At times like these

  – when you’re ‘on the rivet’ – the riders become desperate, clinging on to the pace by their fingernails, fighting, scrapping even, to claw

  themselves back into contention.




  Soon, the cream rose to the top. Alberto Contador, the Schleck brothers – Frank and Andy – and Lance Armstrong started appearing in these moves, a clear sign that the

  peloton was now close to breaking point. Such riders only show their cards if they sense the race entering a critical phase.




  I knew that the only way to escape the grasp of the peloton now would be through strength and will. Buoyed by the excitement of home advantage, any ideas I’d nurtured of

  taking it easy were now a distant memory. I just hoped Nicole was watching.




  I couldn’t suppress the romantic kid, the teenage boy who’d raced around the country parks of Hong Kong pretending to lead the Tour de France, only these days I was a

  born-again cycling geek racing in the world’s biggest bike race. The 32-year-old battle-hardened pro sighed in resignation. He had no choice but to take a back seat as the big kid came out to

  play.




  Another move slipped clear and the remaining strong riders at the front of the peloton surged forward again in one last effort to chase and reel it in. We hammered on the pedals

  again in desperation. But it was plain to see – everybody was fucked.




  Perversely, now – with everybody beyond their limit – was the moment. I had lactate building up through my body – legs, arms, shoulders – and my heart rate

  had been over its controllable threshold for over 20 minutes. Yet there was a good chance that if a strong move went clear of the peloton it might just make it to the finish line in Montjuic.




  The fittest men in the world had cooked themselves and I knew it was now or never. It was time to go.




  When you take on a lone attack in professional racing, you have to commit and show utter conviction. There are no half-measures. So I

  changed up through the gears, used the power of my bodyweight to crush the pedals and attacked with everything I had. My body, screaming at me to stop, was overruled.




  After about 30 seconds of effort, I looked under my arm and saw that nobody was following me. I switched into time trial mode, controlling my power so that I

  could continue for the next quarter of an hour, until a decent gap formed and hopefully an elite group of riders, capable of sharing the pace, were bridging up to me.




  The reality was that my attack backfired. Everybody was so wrecked and so happy to see me go that they relaxed. Only two other riders, two of the strongest French pros, Sylvain

  Chavanel and Stéphane Augé, broke free. But I knew that however hard we rode, three of us were not going to get to Barcelona ahead of a pursuing peloton.




  Behind us, the peloton regrouped. One by one, the riders dropped during those crazy 30 minutes on the corniche reattached themselves to the back of an ever-growing bunch. They would

  take a breather, snack on something, have a drink, talk tactics. Once rested, tactical decisions would be made based on the race situation.




  All our efforts would probably be for nothing, yet at the same time we were live on television, our sponsors and the world were watching, and we were now under obligation to race.

  So we had to plough on. But we were in a kamikaze attack with close to zero chances of success. I was furious with my impetuosity, pissed off for allowing my emotions to lead me into such a

  hopeless situation.




  The gap came down to 2 minutes and it began to rain. Now my confidence ebbed away. I started to drop behind on the descents and in the corners. For some reason, my ability to handle

  my bike on the slippery Catalan coastal roads had deserted me. I prayed the peloton would reel us in and put us out of our misery rather than prolonging the agony.




  But cycling plays with the mind. One moment you can be in a pit of despair, the next, spirits lifted by some barely perceptible positive sensation, buoyed by optimism. Thirty

  kilometres from Barca, the rain started to fall more heavily than it had all day, and as the downpour intensified, I began to feel replenished.




  We still had a minute’s lead. There was one more climb, followed by a descent into the suburbs of Barcelona and then just 15 kilometres through the centre of the city. As we

  tackled the last hill, I drifted behind my long-time companions and, instinctively, launched a massive attack.




  The TV motorbikes drew alongside and the helicopters buzzed overhead. The sky grew darker and the rain came down, yet I was in my element. I knew that if I

  stayed clear over the top of the last climb, then, as a lone rider using the full width of the road, I would be able to take time back on the descent.




  After that, I’d just have to ride on a wing and a prayer.




  It was eerie, deserted and dark coming off that final hill. I felt serene as my pain subsided and I rediscovered the bike-handling skills

  that earlier had deserted me. Ahead of me, as I sped into a corner, one of the race motorbikes wobbled and then slid into the gutter. All it would take was one little patch of oil or dirt washed

  across the road and I’d be on the ground too.




  Now the radio came to life, and Matt White’s excited voice crackled in my earpiece. ‘Dave ,’ he told me, ‘ you’ve taken time on the climb,

  you’ve got over a minute. Astana are controlling, they’ll play it safe on the descent. You know what to do.’




  Now I was committed again, racing into each corner with a caution that only just outweighed risk. Once I’d made it through upright, I would sprint, stamping furiously on the

  pedals, until I was back up to speed.




  As I headed on alone, into central Barcelona, I became more and more aware of the sheer number of people everywhere. The noise was loud, very loud, and I felt the whole of the city

  willing me on.




  Matt (a.k.a. Whitey) was yelling now. ‘Dave, mate – you’re on a stormer, they can’t bring you back. You’re holding them at over a minute. It’s

  chaos back here.’




  Ten kilometres remained. Ten kilometres of long, broad, boulevards, stretching ahead of me, glistened in the gloom. Now I felt Catalan, as the crowds willed me on, helping me

  through every corner, shouting me back up to speed in every sprint and urging me to not slow down.




  My earpiece crackled again. ‘Fuck me, Dave – you can do this! There are crashes everywhere behind, the teams are at their limit to bring you back. DON’T FUCKING

  SLOW DOWN!’




  Five kilometres to the line and still, there I was, 45 seconds ahead of the Tour de France. Now it became a straight pursuit: David Millar versus the peloton, in the biggest moment

  of my career since my comeback, with the world watching, my mum biting her nails at home in London, Nicole, my fiancé, barely able to watch in a bar in Girona, both of them surrounded by friends, the anxious texts flying back and forth.




  But inevitably, I was tiring. I had fought to keep my speed at 50 kilometres an hour on those never-ending boulevards, but my body had stopped listening. My cadence ebbed, as the

  strength seeped out of me. The seconds tumbled like dominoes.




  Matt wasn’t throwing in the towel though. ‘Thirty seconds, Dave, thirty seconds – fucking amazing, mate. You’re so close! DO NOT GIVE UP!’ he

  bellowed. ‘Anything can still happen behind, you would not believe the carnage back here.’




  But no matter how much I wanted to win, no matter how much power I wanted to generate, I couldn’t do it. Even the thousands of Catalans that lined the streets, imploring me to

  fight on, couldn’t help me. I wasn’t in control any more; now it was just a matter of time until the soaked and swearing bunch swept past.




  I rode into Placa d’Espanya and was faced with the magnificent spectacle that is Montjuic. Momentarily, I was taken aback, but the sight gave me a final snap of energy, as I

  rode alone up the steadily biting gradient, the peloton now eyeing my back wheel.




  I swung right as the road climbed to the line and battled to lift my speed, but I could hear them all now, emptying themselves in their effort to get past me, to surge ahead to the

  line, just a kilometre further ahead.




  Then, they were past me, swamping me and spitting me out.




  But they were red-eyed, vacant, broken men, who looked as if they had fought their own battle, just to catch me. It made me smile: there were only forty of them left in the front

  group and I knew they’d been pushed to the limit.




  As I exited the back of the front group, my body and mind shut down. I can remember one or two pats on the back, a couple of compliments on my ride. Maybe the day hadn’t been

  wasted. I was getting respect from the guys whose lives I’d just made hell.




  I was awarded ‘Most Aggressive Rider of the Day’, generally given to the most spectacular loser of the day and, rather wonderfully, sponsored by ‘Coeur de

  Lion’ (Lion Heart), a French cheese. There was a trip to the podium, a little trophy and a lot of handshakes.




  People rarely remember lone breakaways – only when they succeed perhaps. It was a mad move on my part. But cycling is mad, beautifully so. The beauty,

  suffering, grandeur and panache are what make it special.




  But that day taught me something else too: the manner in which one loses the battle can sometimes outshine the victory.











  1




  MY EARLY YEARS




  Even though I was born in Malta – for those who need to know, on 4 January 1977– I have always thought of myself as a Scot.




  My parents, Gordon and Avril, left the island when I was 11 months old and returned to Scotland. This was a homecoming, a return from abroad to our brethren. Yet because my father was in the

  Royal Air Force and subject to their postings, it wasn’t really his choice where we ended up.




  We lived in Forres. My earliest memories are of a housing estate, a school bus – with a metal bar across the top of the seat in front of me that I’d try to bite but couldn’t,

  because of the bus bumping around – and of my grandma giving me chocolate eclairs.




  The RAF housing estate was my playground. I could usually be found playing with my Star Wars figurines and space ships – a quiet little boy by all accounts, living in his own little

  world.




  

    [image: ]


  




  I’ve been told a story, by both Mum and Dad, about a birthday party they held for me at home. I disappeared early on, and was found playing alone in my room, asking

  when everybody was going home. I remember being like that when I was young.




  I liked drawing. In fact, I drew a lot. There was another toddler who I was best friends with, but I can’t remember his name now. My sister Frances – sometimes ‘Fran’,

  sometimes ‘France’; ‘Fran’ to others, ‘France’ to me – arrived a little less than a year after our return to Scotland and she quickly became my new play

  partner.




  Fran was a quick developer and walked and talked at a freakishly young age. When people learned that I, not Fran, was the older sibling, this confused them. I’ve never had a problem with

  it – Fran’s propensity for talking, that is. I simply point out that I’m older than her anyway and claim seniority that way.




  Dad was stationed at Kinloss, the RAF base not far from Forres. On occasions when he wasn’t flying, he’d take me to the base and I’d play on the grass-covered aircraft hangers

  and run around after him amongst the aircraft. Even now, it’s a vivid memory. Sometimes I’ll pass a garage that will have that same smell of warm metal and diesel and I’ll be back

  there, running among those big war machines, with my dad, in the grass-covered hangers. I wish more garages had that smell.




  I was too young to understand his job, but I remember him leaving for the Falkland Islands. He just disappeared one day and we didn’t see him again for what seemed like for ever.

  It’s the only time I can remember my mum telling my sister and me to pray at night. There was never any news and it must have been very hard for her.




  My godfather, Major Mike Norman, was involved in the Falklands War too. He and his wife, Thelma, were friends with my parents in Malta. Mike had given my mum a Royal Marine insignia to be flown

  above the house when she went into labour. She still has the flag.




  Mike was something of a war hero and, years later, while I was living in Hong Kong, I learned what a significant part he had played in the conflict when I saw a BBC film called An

  Ungentlemanly Act. Mike had been the commanding officer of the Royal Marines unit on the Falklands when the Argentinians invaded.




  When it became clear that the Argentines were mounting a full invasion, he was charged with defending the island by Rex Hunt, the island’s Governor. Although outnumbered, Mike led his men

  with courage and skill, but after hours of defending Governor’s House he was ordered to surrender.




  Two months later, when the Argentine army capitulated, he raised the British flag once again. Nonetheless, the war left its mark on him. Many years later, after Mike had retired, my mother spoke

  to Thelma on the phone and asked how he was.




  ‘Oh, he’s fine,’ she said. ‘He’s out gardening. But you know, Avril, his knees never really recovered from that bloody yomp.’




  In many ways, growing up as a forces child made us different from other kids. Our dads, whether in the RAF, army or navy, couldn’t just switch off their value systems on coming home and

  taking off their uniforms. They worked in an environment with hundreds of years of history and standards. It made for a disciplined and regimented childhood.




  My sister and I could be taken to any restaurant in the world and there would be no risk of us behaving badly. Without being too hard on us, my father was a disciplinarian. But he was also

  incredibly funny and loving when he was relaxed and happy, which was all the funnier because it was impossible to imagine him ever being the same when he was in his uniform.




  I remember one flyer friend never stopped calling him ‘Sir’, even when they were both in civilian clothes.




  ‘Why don’t you just call him Gordon?’ I asked him once.




  ‘I can’t, David,’ he replied, deadpan. ‘He’s my commanding officer.’




  Years later, after my dad had left the forces and joined Cathay Pacific, I appreciated what a change it must have been for him going from being a young wing commander in the Royal Air Force to a

  middle-aged co-pilot in a commercial airline. It couldn’t have been easy for him.




  My dad was reckless at times. I remember seeing him, around the time that he was a squadron leader, standing in the dining room looking out of the window, staring at his

  white Lotus Elite. There was something broken about his expression – he told me that he’d crashed his car and that he felt sad.




  I first learned to ride a bike in Scotland. But it was hardly the most auspicious start to my cycling career, as I rode into the back of a parked car on one of those first rides.




  In fact, I was a little accident-prone. Playing tag at school, I managed to break my collarbone for the first time. It took my mum, bless her, three days to believe that I’d broken it.

  I’m not sure if that says more about me, or my mum.




  My mum is one of the most intelligent people I know, able to maintain a challenging conversation on almost any subject. She studied engineering at Glasgow university based on her admiration for

  her adopted father yet, forty years on, is now on her fourth different career. She came from a loving yet unorthodox family, adopted as a baby by a couple already in their mid-forties. Today the

  only family she has is my sister and me, and her fabulous piano playing neighbour Terry. Her background probably explains her absolute love for France and me, yet this collarbone incident also

  showed she was no pushover.




  Just before we left Scotland, I did it again. One of my best friends had a hill in his back garden that in winter hardened to a stony mix of frost, ice and snow. Naturally, we considered it our

  duty to ride down this. I must have taken it more seriously than him, because I was the one who ended up crumpled at the bottom of the hill, nursing a second broken collarbone.




  There’s a final memory of our time in Scotland – of leaving in 1984, and Fran and I, cocooned in the bucket seats of my dad’s Lotus, singing along to Yazoo. Dad had a new

  posting. We were moving on again, heading south to our new house in Stone, Buckinghamshire.




  It’s hard to imagine Frances and I arriving in England as wee Scots, the two of us arguing away with our strong sing-song accents. The years

  since, travelling and living in many different places, have left me with the most neutral of accents.




  If anything, what I have now is an expat Brit accent that morphs itself spontaneously to mimic those around me. It’s not something I’m proud of; I would much prefer to have held on

  to the Scottish accent that I had as a child, because I remain very proud of being a Scot.




  At times, I have to admit that, listening to my English accent while calling myself Scottish, I’ve felt like a fraud. But then I suppose our nomadic lifestyle made it important that we

  were good at ‘fitting in’.




  When I started school in Buckinghamshire, I would always play lunchtime football in Scottish national team kit. Looking back, I think losing my accent was a pivotal moment. Even so, I feel most

  at home when surrounded by Scots, and it was among Scots that I spent most of my time during my doping ban.




  

    [image: ]


  




  I didn’t enjoy school that much, but out of the classroom, I had a blast, particularly after I discovered BMX and became the proud owner of a Raleigh Super Tuff Burner. Dad would take me

  along to the BMX race leagues in High Wycombe every other weekend. I was 8 years old and it was the perfect introduction to racing.




  The BMX boom was at its height and movies such as ET and BMX Bandits were big box office. I still haven’t seen ET, even though, a few years later while on a family

  holiday in California, I was chosen out of a throng of children to ride the ET BMX against a blue screen at Universal Studios. I couldn’t bring myself to tell them I hadn’t

  actually seen the film.




  I loved the rush of BMX racing. The start gate would come crashing down and the ten riders in the field would hurtle with childish abandon towards the first ramps and left-hand banked turn, or

  ‘burn’. There was very little skill involved. It was more dependent on a lot of youthful courage and blind luck.




  I was still on my trusty Raleigh, competing against kids on special racing BMXs. This had never bothered me, until one day, when, after finishing in the top three and while pushing my Raleigh

  back up the hill for the next race, I heard the commentator remark on my less than special bike. I was upset to say the least.




  Despite that, in my first season I finished fourth in the county for my age group. This entitled me to a number 4 handlebar plate for the next season, but I clearly remember thinking that fourth

  in the county wasn’t really that good.




  I don’t know why I would have such high expectations or put such pressure on myself at such a young age. I was competing against boys who were clearly taking it much more seriously than I

  was. For my dad and I, it was simply a Sunday out together. He didn’t allow himself to get mixed up in ‘over-competitive dad’ syndrome. Any pressure or desire I had to perform

  came from me and me alone.




  But that number 4 plate was never used because my beloved Super Tuff Burner was stolen that winter, effectively ending my BMX career. I spent years looking in ditches and scouring bike racks

  searching for that bike, and it took me a very long time to accept that it was never coming back.




  As well as BMX, I’d taken to roller-skating much of the time, usually at roller discos. I can’t remember how often the roller discos were, but they were never regular enough for me.

  I was a roller disco king – Thame Leisure Centre was my kingdom.




  France, in true younger sibling fashion, had taken to copying everything I did, be it BMX or roller-skating. It was never long before France was, like me, fully equipped, tagging along. Most

  irritatingly, everybody still thought she was my older sister, which was not cool for an already quiet, shy, introspective boy. I’m ashamed to say that I did my best to make sure that skating

  was the last hobby of mine that Frances copied. At the time, I didn’t see the love, only the burden of a little sister.




  France was so confident, so able to talk to people. She would talk to anybody at any time on any subject. We – my parents and I – would hang back and send her forward to ask all

  sorts of things of all sorts of people. We didn’t need local knowledge or a tour guide when we were on holiday, because we had our own little search engine on legs. Frances was our

  Google.




  My mum and dad made a significant effort to improve us both. We were both given extra tuition outside of school and I was learning to play the trombone and the piano. I was trombonist in the

  school jazz band and now it amazes me that I pretended to enjoy it and persevered for so long.




  But there were problems at home. It became impossible to ignore the troubles between my parents. At first, it had been subtle, but now there were things that I couldn’t ignore. It became

  harder to pretend that the fights weren’t happening. I suppose it had been going on for a long while, but children choose not to see such things.




  Eventually, things reached crisis point. I was woken up in the middle of the night, my tearful mum and dad sitting on my bed, telling me that they were splitting up, that it wasn’t my

  fault and that I should look after my sister.




  I don’t think I cried. I certainly don’t remember being tearful, but I remember being incredibly fucking angry. My childhood had come to an abrupt end. I was 11.




  The next morning, I walked to school as usual, through grass covered in morning dew, my feet leaving a trail behind me.
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  THE MESS




  Things changed fundamentally over the next couple of years.




  Not long after Dad moved out, Terry, my mum’s new partner, moved in. With Terry came his children, Simon and Sarah. Simon was a bit older than me and Sarah was the same age. It was weird

  at first. At that time my dad didn’t have a home and was living in the officers’ mess at Northwood, while we were all under one roof in a little village 15 miles from Stone.




  Terry was nice enough though, and he soon won us over. He had met Mum through work, so we’d already met him before everything – my parents’ relationship – had fallen

  apart, but it was still a new family to me.




  Now, I can see that I wasn’t happy. I didn’t like our new home, school made me miserable and, to make matters worse, we had no money. Dad wasn’t around much, although he and I

  would get together on Thursdays, as he lived in Aylesbury and I’d stop by his house on the journey to and from school.




  Fran and I spent a few weekends at the mess in Northwood. This was not just any officers’ mess, but home of the combined commander and chief officer’s ward room, where we would be

  dining on special dispensation of the president of the mess committee.




  It was more like a gentleman’s smoking room, full of high-ranking older officers who’d be sitting, quietly dining with full silver service, while reading or simply enjoying the

  rarefied peace and quiet. France and I would be on our very best behaviour, knowing that we had no margin of error in such an environment. It was the last time such behaviour would be required of

  us.




  But France and I had started to argue more than laugh, perhaps as much due to our adolescence as to the tumultuous times that we were living through. And I was changing,

  rebelling.




  The upheaval caused profound changes in me over a very brief period of time. I began to doubt the wisdom of adults, and began to understand that my life was mine to control. But I was still a

  kid – I wasn’t ready for such big changes.




  School held little escape. Aylesbury Grammar’s intake was largely smart state-school boys being groomed towards public-school values. Football – which most of us loved and cherished

  – was not on the school games list, and rugby took its place. This did not go down well. To rub salt into the wound, the one subject I liked most, art, was held in little or no esteem.




  Mixing such a diverse bunch of boys together did not make for the most harmonious of classrooms. We made our French teacher cry more than once and our second-year tutor had a nervous breakdown.

  We were smart and rebellious, a terrible combination for a teacher.




  I was still keen on cycling – I just didn’t have a bike. My short-lived BMX career was already over, but I started to take an interest in mountain biking. I took on some odd jobs and

  dad said he would match whatever I earned so that I could buy a new bike. So on top of a paper round was added car-cleaning and lawn-mowing. My financial planning, targeting a new mountain bike,

  was ridiculously organised.




  I had a big wall chart taped to the ceiling where I would monitor progress, relative to weekly and monthly targets, while lying in bed. I would empty my moneybox and count it all out, like a wee

  Ebenezer Scrooge. (This was about the most sophisticated I would ever become in planning my finances, although in fairness, I should point out that things have got better recently.) At the end of

  the rainbow was a Marin Bear Valley ’89, black and gold and very handsome. I bought it in a shop in High Wycombe and my life in cycling began.




  Soon after that, Dad told us that he was leaving for Hong Kong. I knew he was leaving the RAF and training to be a commercial pilot but Hong Kong hadn’t been mentioned. We presumed he

  would be near us whatever happened. He immediately said that we could move out there with him, but we didn’t even know where Hong Kong was, let alone what it was like. It didn’t seem

  real, and although it wasn’t to have an effect on us for a while, affect us it did.




  Before he left, Dad and I went to Scotland together to look at boarding schools. I hadn’t been happy at Aylesbury since the beginning. The whole experience felt so miserable, from the

  cold, dark, silent wait at the bus stop, through the long journey on a double-decker bus, to the death march from the bus station to the school. And then there was the school itself.




  It was almost five hundred years old and had the foundations of a great institution, but it was dilapidated and frayed at the edges. Some of the teachers were wonderful, but there were also

  terrible teachers, young, inexperienced and badly trained.




  At the beginning of my second year at the Grammar our form groups were changed around. To my horror I found myself in a class of boys I neither knew or liked, and I wrote a letter to the

  headmaster expressing my unhappiness at being separated from my friends. A couple of days later, the deputy head asked to see me.




  He explained that the headmaster had read my letter and asked him to speak to me.




  ‘So, David,’ he began, ‘I understand you are not happy with your new form group?’




  I stood by my letter. ‘No, sir.’




  ‘Well, you understand that these form groups were created to help you? We are not in the habit of allowing boys to simply pick their form group. Why should we treat you

  differently?’




  I explained that I understood the reasoning behind the form groups, and agreed it was the best way to educate us. Then I said: ‘I think my situation is a little different from the other

  students.




  ‘My parents recently divorced and we have moved away from all my old friends. This has all happened in the last two years and I seem to be living in constant change. I don’t feel

  like more change, sir.’




  I hadn’t intended to mention my parents divorce, but as I spoke, I realised that it was a key element in my motives for sticking with my friends and being moved to

  a less academic class. He got up from his chair and moved back behind his desk.




  ‘Well, I will speak to the headmaster and give him my opinion. If we choose to make an exception and allow you to go to the form you want, you can be sure we’ll be keeping an eye on

  you, so make sure you don’t let us down.’




  ‘Thank you, sir.’




  There was a pause. ‘One last thing,’ he said. ‘I asked around about you before this meeting. Did you know you are thought of as, er, a bit of a “wide

  boy”?’




  I had no idea what a wide boy was, but I liked the sound of it. Hesitantly I replied. ‘No, sir, I didn’t. Should I say thank you . . .?’




  He smiled at that. Thanks to him my last few months at Aylesbury Grammar School were not nearly as miserable as they might have been.




  Dad’s new life took shape. France and I went to Hong Kong to visit him at half-term, enduring the YPTA (Young Person Travelling Alone) system of flying around the world.

  Even now, Frances and I feel a pang of empathy for these kids when we see them in airports with their little travel packs around their necks.




  You’ve probably seen them too, pre-teens chaperoned on and off flights by cabin crew. They label you, putting a packet around your neck containing ticket and passport. Then you board a

  flight, seated alone, often surrounded by other kids with their mums and dads, heading off on holiday – together. It’s a crushing experience. From the moment of leaving one parent and

  then meeting the other at the final destination, you are in limbo, between families.




  Yet it was worth that humiliation to get to Hong Kong, because from the moment the plane landed, I fell in love with the place. I’d stepped from a black and white world into life in

  technicolour and I knew that was what I really wanted.




  Frances and I were there for less than a week but it was enough time for me to decide that I wanted to move there. Dad had made it clear that it was an option for both of us, if we were

  interested. Hong Kong offered an escape and I didn’t hesitate, even though I knew that when I got back home I’d have to tell my mum.




  I can’t remember exactly how I told Mum, but I can remember the distress it caused. She cried every night for weeks. France was the collateral damage in it all. She didn’t want to

  leave Mum after seeing how upset she was, and this would be what always kept her from Hong Kong. My leaving her behind was to weigh on our relationship for a decade.




  Leaving Mum was hard, but I guess that part of me held her responsible for Dad moving out and for us moving houses. This wasn’t – isn’t – necessarily true, but believing

  it made it possible for me to even consider leaving.




  Now, from a distance, I look back and see that it was a lifechanging decision. I was a selfish, damaged 13-year-old determined to take his life into his own hands. It changed me, hardened me,

  and laid the foundation for the person I was to become.




  Hong Kong was my escape, I was going to the Far East for the same reason as so many before me – to start afresh in a faraway place. The dreariness of Aylesbury was made all the more

  profound by the knowledge I was leaving for a new life. I felt sorry for everybody who had to carry on.




  I didn’t return to live permanently in Britain for fifteen years.
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  FLYING BALL BICYCLES




  Hong Kong – ‘HK’ – is a strange and magical place, one of the wonders of the world. It was especially so during the years I lived there. The British lease on the

  territory was nearly over and the 1997 handover back to China was rapidly approaching.




  HK’s residents lived with the ever-present ticking of the countdown to Chinese rule as the backdrop to their everyday lives. It made for vibrant times. At first, I didn’t understand

  this – I just loved the atmosphere and thrived in the city’s electrified air. Everybody and everything seemed so much more alive than what I’d left behind in England.




  The people that I met were generally positive, dynamic people, and the two cities, Hong Kong on the island and Kowloon on the mainland, were ever-changing beasts in their own right.




  I never grew weary of sitting on the Kowloon waterfront, gazing across the harbour at that most famous of skylines, admiring the sheer scale of it all. I’d go to the far end of the Ocean

  Terminal car park, perch on a wall and look out over the water. It was an oasis of peace amongst all the chaos and noise. At night, HK was other-worldly, particularly if the clouds were low. The

  city’s neon lights would reflect off them and illuminate an upside-down, snowy mountain range shrouding the tops of the tallest buildings. It was, and I’m sure still is, sublime.




  Kowloon’s growth had been stunted because of the presence of Kai Tak airport. Development could not shoot skywards because of the planning limitations imposed by the flight paths. But what

  it lost in height, it made up for in intensity. The most densely populated place in the world, Mongkok, was only a 5-minute walk from where I went to school. Ten minutes in

  the opposite direction took me to the Walled City, a self-governed, mythical enclave that over a century had grown into what, to me, looked like the most ambitious post-apocalyptic film set ever

  created. It was governed by the triads and was a total no-go area for a gweilo like myself.




  I lived with Dad and his new wife Ally in the New Territories, near Sai Kung, in a marina development built into the sea on reclaimed land and comprising scores, maybe hundreds, of big terraced

  town houses. The development was brand new and had attracted many expat families. There was a big group of us who would hang out and have fun. My first few years there were some of the happiest

  I’ve had – K61 Marina Cove, the home and resting place of my adolescence. I’m sure if I were to return there now I would see the ghosts of my youth.




  School – the King George V, or ‘KG5’ – was a Hong Kong institution, built in the 1930s amongst paddy fields and farmland. KG5 sat under the flight path of one of the

  busiest airports in the world, sandwiched between two of the most densely populated places on the planet. We studied an English curriculum and were taught by mainly English teachers. We also wore

  English-style uniforms, and were the only school kids in HK to do so.




  The school itself was the antithesis of what I knew. I had come from a single-sex school and was essentially a well-mannered, chivalrous boy. I was something of a novelty to my fellow students,

  especially as I had started halfway through the year. I’d never had much attention before and I was surprised to find that I liked it. In fact, I loved it. Initially, the curriculum itself

  wasn’t challenging as I was about a year ahead of what was being taught, so I just sat back and luxuriated in my new life.




  Unfortunately, I continued to luxuriate for the next five years.




  It didn’t take long for my report cards to begin their slippery downward slope. First to tumble were the effort marks, followed, before too long, by my grades. But I was having too much

  fun to care or even bother to try to make a difference.




  I have to say that I wasn’t always well advised. One of my dad’s most memorable pieces of good counsel revolved around my decision to continue studying

  French.




  ‘Come on, David,’ he said. ‘It’s not something that’s going to be of any use to you in the future, is it?’




  I reminded him of that particular nugget of wisdom a few years later while eking out a lonely existence as a wannabe pro cyclist in a quiet French village, cut off from local society, barely

  capable of ordering a café au lait or buying a baguette.




  As having fun increasingly took precedence over learning useful things, Dad did a good job of kicking my arse into gear. After a while though, even he was having too much fun to be bothered by

  such trivial things as his son’s performance at school.




  Brit expat culture was a remnant of a colonial history in which good manners, smart uniforms and hard drinking were the only way to survive a Far East posting. It didn’t take either of us

  long to get used to the privileges offered to us on a daily basis, and in fact we slipped into that lifestyle with ease.




  The British community was small, but the majority of the locals regarded us as a ruling minority. Even the kids were treated deferentially, strolling around Kowloon in our colonial school

  uniforms. Perhaps it empowered us a little too much, but it also gave me confidence and any shyness I may have had dissipated rapidly.




  We used this social situation to our advantage and would act as if we could do what we wanted. Our parents’ underlying guilt for making us live in such a faraway place meant that, most of

  the time, we got off lightly. So we would push a bit further each time, seeing what we could get away with. In fact, we were all spoilt and indulged, adults and children alike, some more so than

  others.




  There were positives to growing up there. We became multinational and multicultural, so it was a very healthy environment in that sense. Yet the ‘special’ status we enjoyed in HK

  meant that many of my friends would never quite fit in anywhere else.




  But that was Hong Kong before the handover, a land of self-indulgence. We did what we wanted, when we wanted, without any thought of the future or past. It was the expat lifestyle at its

  purest.




  I had other interests though, beyond the expat circuit. I’d taken my new passion for mountain biking with me to HK, and surprisingly it turned out

  to be a great place for riding. Hong Kong and the New Territories are very hilly, almost mountainous, and beyond Sai Kung and Sha Tin were the country parks, where we were given free rein.




  Every Sunday in HK was like a scene from End of Days, as all the Chinese would board buses and leave the city to spend a day in the country. The KMB super big double-decker buses, always

  a hazard, were particularly likely to knock you off your bike on those days. They were equipped with a big red emergency ‘Engine Stop’ button on the back.




  Sometimes, adrenalin pumping after being brushed by one of them as it overtook me, I’d give chase, catch up, lean across and push the button. I’d ride on, looking back as the bus

  ground to a halt, the perplexed driver standing alongside his stalled juggernaut, trying to figure out what had happened. These were my first sessions of interval training.




  As I got more into riding, I was becoming a geek, a bike perv. I would hang out on a regular basis at the Flying Ball Bicycle Shop. It was a crazy shop, deep in the heart of Mongkok and the very

  definition of organised chaos. Tiny and with perhaps one of the most valuable equipment stocks in the world, the shop had bikes that I’d only read about or seen in magazines, kit that a bike

  shop in England would never dream of stocking.




  Mr Lee, the owner, kept long hours. He was there seven days a week, from nine in the morning, sometimes until ten at night. He lived in a flat above the shop with his family and must have had

  the patience of a saint, because I surely annoyed the hell out of him, hanging around the shop, getting in the way and not buying anything. It was here that I saw a notice for some races in one of

  the country parks. I told the boys about them and we all set about training for them.




  Back then, my idea of quality training was to come home from school, eat a bowl of cereal and then set out on my mountain bike up Hiram’s Highway, a 4- or 5-kilometre climb, starting not

  far from the main entrance of Marina Cove. I would shoot out of the blocks as fast as I could and be tasting blood by about halfway up the climb. This was a sure sign I was

  ‘in the zone’.




  At the top of the hill, I’d turn around and head back down, taking as many risks as possible to get back home as fast as I could. There was one corner where I considered myself a chicken

  if I couldn’t get around it at 30 mph. It served me well though, because in the races, I was usually able to finish in the top five. I was a very skinny, motivated 14-year-old, but I must

  have had something, because two of the guys there, Simon Roberts and Ted Remedios, decided to take me under their wing and convert me to road racing.




  We would all go mountain biking together, but they would use the time to educate me about road cycling. At first, like so many others before they are seduced by road riding, I was totally

  against it. I thought the road was a bit effete, old school – the Lycra, shaven legs and boring conservative mentality – but as time went on I began to pay more attention, mainly due to

  their persistence. I’m grateful to them for that.




  Ted was the main protagonist in this brainwashing. He told me stories and loaned me magazines, books and videos. Little by little, I became fascinated by it all. Road racing seemed purer than

  mountain biking, more mythical, and it made mountain biking seem childish and transient. There were few moments of technical genius, unlike football or basketball or cricket, but what it did have

  was epic human accomplishment on a grand scale, performances as seemingly close to super-human as I’d seen in sport.




  One story particularly touched me.




  In the 1990 Tour de France, Miguel Indurain was riding as domestique to Pedro Delgado, then still the great Spanish champion. Delgado was not at his best, yet Indurain supported him

  unquestioningly. Indurain lost any personal chances he had during one mountain stage by staying with Delgado and pacing him through the valley to the foot of the last climb. Indurain never claimed

  that he could have won the 1990 Tour, yet many since have said that he was fully capable of it.




  This was new to me, this culture of sacrifice and obligation. In other sports, champions were just champions – they hadn’t served an apprenticeship as a

  professional helper to other champions, before finally getting their own chance. I found this ideal, of working up through the ranks to earn your right to lead and to win, dignified, old-fashioned

  and romantic.




  I read two books that really seduced me, Kings of the Road and Bernard Hinault’s biography, Memories of the Peloton. Both seemed epic, honourable and sometimes tragic. The

  more I learned about it, the more it seemed that in professional cycling – unlike other sports – winning really wasn’t everything. It appeared to be as much about respect and

  panache as about winning. I really liked that.




  I’d never come across a sport like it, and my growing fascination with it – and the secret dream of one day riding in the Tour – was the final nail in the coffin of my mountain

  biking days.




  Yes – I know how this reads now: I was very naive and romantic, but my youth gave me that right. Idealism is a good thing and, at its purest and most passionate, it can take you a long

  way. The downside is that it can leave you incredibly unprepared for the harsh realities of that world when you get there.




  Before leaving off-road behind, I did manage to break my collarbone again. Out on one of the trails after school one afternoon, I catapulted over the bars, landing badly. I had a long walk back

  to the road and then a wince-inducing one-armed ride back to the house. That sealed the deal; within a few months I’d sold my mountain bike and, with the help of my dad, bought a road bike.

  It was a ‘no name’ frame in green and white, with a Shimano RX100 groupset – the perfect beginner’s bike.




  Things were changing back in England. Mum and Fran had moved to Maidenhead, in Berkshire. I flew back from Hong Kong, my new road bike with me, for my first school holidays.

  Mum knew that road cycling was my new thing and had done some research on local clubs, with High Wycombe CC the closest of any standing. Once again, High Wycombe was the centre of my cycling

  universe: from BMX racing as a small boy, to mountain biking before leaving for HK – now it would be where I first competed in road racing.




  Back then, road cycling in the UK was, at best, a third-rate sport. Funding was minimal, and the sport was amateur and old-fashioned in its attitude. After having my imagination fired by the

  romance and grandeur of Hinault, Indurain and the Tour, it wasn’t what I expected, but it did make it quite easy to jump in as a clueless enthusiast. Local time trials were the lifeblood of

  the scene and each local road club would have its mid-week evening ‘10’ – a 10-mile time trial – throughout the summer.




  Anybody could turn up, pay 50p for a number and a start time, and join the race against the clock. The courses, all with coded names, were on open roads and almost always

  ‘out-and-back’ as this reduced the number of volunteer marshals needed and made the whole event logistically simpler.




  In mid-summer, within a 25-mile radius of most towns, you could find three different mid-week club ‘10’s. It was strange to find out there were so many when you’d never

  actually seen or heard of them. But road racing had been forced into near secrecy for many years, after time trialling had become the only way to race bicycles in England following the ban on bunch

  road racing at the turn of the last century. Its cultural roots were those of a rebel splinter group, and close to a century of practice had turned it into the most staid of disciplines.




  My first-ever time trial was the Longwick ‘10,’ or HCC202 to use its codename, another lingering remnant of past secrecy. I rode the course in a time of 23:58 and lost by 2 seconds

  to Bob Addy, a Tour de France rider from the late 1960s, and a local legend for having even started the French race.




  After that debut, the club ‘10’ became a regular Tuesday night feature of my spells in Maidenhead. Mum and High Wycombe’s very welcoming club members took it upon themselves to

  support me as much as possible. I loved the time trials, but above all I wanted to road race, as this seemed like much more fun. The club didn’t have any road racers at the time and Mum and I

  were left to figure out my next move.




  After the Easter holidays, I flew back to Hong Kong determined to come back and road race during the summer. And so my double life began. I became an expat fun-loving

  teenager in HK and a dedicated serious cyclist in the UK.




  Life in the Far East continued in the same vein.




  Dad acquired a speedboat and many mornings at dawn we would scale the fence into the closed Hebe Haven Yacht Club, launch the boat and head out across the millpond that was the early morning

  South China Sea.




  I’d also got back into skating, only now on in-line skates. There was a small sponsored team that I belonged to (although why it existed I don’t know, as we never really did

  anything). The best fun to be had on the skates was by thrashing around the massive shopping malls late at night being chased by security guards, or by having a good old-fashioned sliding

  competition on the polished floors.




  I wasn’t into drinking or smoking. I’d go to the occasional house party and have a couple of drinks but I was having more fun riding my bike and skating. On top of that, drinking

  wasn’t exactly a rebellious act in our household, or in expat circles in general.




  Any self-aware drinker will tell you that booze is an easy way to remedy loneliness, alleviate boredom and make friends easily – all syndromes that can burden many people when it comes to

  living far from home. Dad and Ally were fond of a drink, and they had many British and Antipodean friends who shared their interest.




  Sometimes a night out would end with a drunken argument that climaxed with all their wedding photos being taken down off the wall. It became routine for me to put these back up in the morning

  while they slept it off. I hated them arguing and would just leave the house and then on my return pretend it had never happened. That was how I learned head-in-the-sand problem-solving.




  I went back to England in the summer and, at long last, was introduced to road racing. Mum had tracked down the British Cycling Federation calendar and had planned where the nearest road races

  would be. My new club, High Wycombe CC, even had their own race a few weeks after my arrival to look forward to. So off we went, blissfully ignorant, our only previous

  experience being the club ‘10’. We took it for granted that the road races would be much the same.




  We tracked down the village hall housing the race HQ and Mum left me to sign on while she went off to get the Sunday papers. As I looked around, two things struck me; first that everybody had

  better bikes, and second that they all looked really serious. I joined the long queue to get to the makeshift table with the sign-on sheet and the little boxes holding the numbers. When I finally

  got there, they just looked at me patiently while I stood, fiver in my hand, and told them I’d like to compete in their race.




  That was when they asked me for my licence. A licence? I had no idea you needed a licence to race, and went running off looking for my mum in a panic. Tantrum over, we found out we could

  buy a ‘Day Licence’ and so, finally, I started my first road race.




  I didn’t win it.




  Over the next two races, it became apparent that, although tactically clueless, I was definitely one of the strongest in the field. The week before the Wycombe CC annual road race, Mum gave me a

  book by a guy called Eddie Borysewicz – or Eddie B, a near-legendary Stateside coach. It was called Bicycle Road Racing: Complete Program for Training and Competition and it became my

  bible.




  I read it from cover to cover and the world of road racing opened up to me. When I turned up next time, at the inevitable village hall and makeshift table, in Stokenchurch, for the Wycombe race

  I was an Eddie B disciple, fired up and ready to test my newly acquired savoir faire on my peers. The race was one of the bigger ones in the British calendar due mainly to the higher than

  average prize money.




  The circuit was about 20 miles long, a hilly, demanding course with the finish on the top of Aston Hill, one of the longer climbs in the Chilterns, with a snaking European feel to it. This made

  the race a little bit more exotic and, along with the larger purse on offer, meant that the peloton was of a high standard.




  There was another start-line drama, when I was told I wasn’t allowed to wear my favourite red and blue full-zip jersey, so instead I pulled on a High Wycombe club

  jersey. It was the first race I had entered with any thought of tactics. Up to that point, I had raced every time with the same goal; go as hard as I could for as long as I could. Now I had a

  plan.
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