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PROLOGUE


This is the story of a bike race.


Bike races are simple. Mostly, the riders start in one place, finish in another and the first across the finish line wins. Bike races are also complex: tree diagrams of events leading to outcomes leading to more outcomes and so on. They are possibly the best example of chaos theory in sport. They are more complex than that again. Compare the constrictive dimensions of a football field and the prescriptive tactical shape of the teams with the infinite possibilities of 200 riders on a road, out in the real world of weather, the landscape and human culture. More than most other sports, the narrative of cycling bleeds into the real world. To tell the story of a bike race is to tell the story of everything: history, geography, sociology and, in the end, a winner and losers.


For years, I thought that stage races like the Tour de France were the highest expression of sporting value in cycling. The grandeur and geographical logic of races taking in whole regions or countries were compelling to me, and my gateway drug into the sport was the Tour de France. I discovered the Tour in 1985 when Channel 4 showed edited highlights every evening during the race. I was an athletics fan, more specifically a middle-distance running fan (and even more specifically, a Steve Ovett fan); my dad was a French teacher who encouraged me into lifelong Francophilia. The Tour combined endurance sport and France, plus the mountains looked incredible. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. It was immediately apparent that the race was more than just sport, though the sport alone might have been enough to hook me in the first place. However, the overlap of geography and culture with the race added multiple layers of complexity – I didn’t just love the endurance side of it: it was clear that there was a depth and texture to the event that I couldn’t see in any other sport.


For a couple of years, as far as I knew, the Tour de France was the only bike race that existed, and I never stopped to consider what the participants did for the rest of the year. By osmosis I learned that there was also a Tour of Italy and a Tour of Spain – the Giro d’Italia and Vuelta a España. Then I started buying cycling magazines and realised that there was an entire cycling season, stretching in those days from February to October, and that there were many more races like the Tour: Paris–Nice, Tirreno–Adriatico, Critérium International, the Critérium du Dauphiné Libéré, the Tour of Switzerland, and a couple of abortive attempts at setting up races in Anglo-Saxon countries (the Kellogg’s Tour of Britain and the Tour de Trump). Some of the more obscure races were geography lessons in themselves – from these I learned where Romandy and the Basque Country were and what their relationship was to the countries of which they were part.


I also learned that there were other races in the cycling season. Dull-looking one-day races in flat countries where it pissed down with rain and the riders got covered in crap thrown up from the road: the Classics. The riders of the Tour de France danced up the beautiful mountains in bright sunshine, just like I wanted to; there was nothing particularly aspirational about watching square-headed thugs shouldering each other about on cobbled roads in northern Europe. The Tour was romance; the Classics gritty pragmatism. It was colour television versus black and white; Shakespeare versus kitchen-sink drama. The Classics were generally something I read about to pass the time between Paris–Nice in March and the Tour of Romandy at the end of April, though my interest flickered briefly when British rider Sean Yates had a good run of results in Paris–Roubaix and Steve Bauer – a Canadian but still, at that point in cycling history, an Anglophone rarity and therefore interesting to me – was beaten by a centimetre by Eddy Planckaert in the 1990 edition of that race. Paris–Roubaix stood out, along with the Tour of Flanders, for the fact that some of the roads were cobbled.


The Tour de France became less interesting during the 1990s. It was partly the increasingly effective use of drugs, which eliminated or reduced the effect of one of the most interesting things about sport – fallibility – and partly the baleful dominance of Spanish rider Miguel Indurain, who won five yellow jerseys in a row by being a boring square. At the same time, I started to realise that the tactics in the one-day events had a lot more finesse than the stage races and, in terms of culture and belonging to their region, the Classics were every bit as rich as the longer events. Richer, even. In order to belong to all of France, the Tour has to spread itself thinly, with regions taking uneven turns to host the race. The Tour of Flanders, on the other hand, is concentrated into the same small corner of Belgium every year.


The Tour of Flanders, also known as the Ronde van Vlaanderen or more simply, de Ronde, is more than a bike race. It sometimes gets described as the Flandrian equivalent of the FA Cup final or Wimbledon, but these clichés do a disservice to the event. The Cup final may be the traditional end to the English and Welsh football season, but at heart only the supporters of the two teams involved really care. Wimbledon is closer – there’s a particular strain of Englishness which the tournament represents, but still you have to like tennis to enjoy it. The Tour of Flanders has far more in common with Carnival, or with the matsuri of Japan – festivals that combine various elements of Shinto, fertility rites, booze, taiko drumming, fireworks, occasional violence and local pride. It’s this last element which is the most important. To think of the Tour of Flanders as only a sporting event is to miss its wider significance. The Ronde is the expression of an entire culture: its geography, landscape, people, society, meteorology, politics, history and self-image. The race meshes perfectly over its host region’s landscape and culture.


The first half of the Tour of Flanders, in its modern iteration, crosses the Flandrian plains, which are wide open to the prevailing west winds. These funnel up the English Channel from the Atlantic, bringing Belgium 200 days of rain a year. Then the riders, battered by the wind, come head on against the Vlaamse Ardennen, the Flemish Ardennes, a small ridge of cultivated hills, copses, narrow roads and quirky but functional villages. The Flemish writer Omer Wattez, who has been credited as the originator of the term ‘Vlaamse Ardennen’, described it thus: ‘My beautiful country, with broad horizons, a land of hills and valleys, where you can visit 10 or 12 villages on foot in one day . . . where you can see 20 villages, with their church towers, houses, homesteads and orchards, from the tops of the hills. My beautiful country with its wide vistas, strong green and long rows of trees.’


The Vlaamse Ardennen are a physical manifestation of the language border between Dutch-speaking Flanders and French-speaking Wallonia – the French language laps up against the southern ridge of the hills in this area of Belgium like a quiet sea. The Flemish Ardennes run east to west in a rough rectangle whose corners are formed by the towns of Oudenaarde, Ronse, Zottegem and Geraardsbergen. They are a small remnant of Arduenna Silva, the great Ardennes forest that existed in Roman times, though they are geologically distinct from the Ardennes region which straddles Wallonia and France to the south-east.


The Flemish Ardennes are a gentle range. The highest point geologically is the Pottelberg at 157 metres, though since this is over the language border in what the Walloons call the Pays des Collines, the Hotondberg – seven metres lower but, more importantly, within the official bounds of Flanders – is considered the highest point by Flandrians.


The route of the Ronde criss-crosses the Vlaamse Ardennen, looping north and south, east and west, over a succession of steep, cobbled climbs: the bergs, or hellingen (hills). The bergs are the biggest part of the iconography of the Tour of Flanders. They’re unpleasant to ride on – not only are they extremely steep and narrow in general but most of them are cobbled. Racing on cobbles is all about the fight – riders fight their bikes, the stones and each other. The cobbles (known locally as kasseien and to the greater cycling community by their French name, pavé) absorb the energy riders are putting into trying to propel their bikes forward and send it right back through the bike straight at them. The cobbles force the front wheel sideways in either direction, so the rider is constantly having to adjust his or her position and lean one way or the other, often right into the space occupied by another rider who is having their own private battle with the laws of physics. In the claustrophobic, sunken lanes of Flanders, the riders shout, push, grab and fall; the noise of slithering wheels on muddy cobbles and clumsy clacking from cycling shoes put to ground is a long way from the smooth and noiseless gliding of a Tour peloton cruising along a well-surfaced road in midsummer France.


The writer Robin Magowan wrote, in his book Kings of the Road: ‘To the Flemish imagination, cobbles are to a surfaced road what poetry is to prose.’ The kasseien are unpleasant and jarring to ride on, but they are what give the Ronde its rhythm, rhyme and metre.


However, there’s more to the race than the climbs and cobbles. The wind is often strong, and the roads zig and zag around enclosed fields, which means riders need to know when to be on one side of the bunch, to shelter from the wind, and when to be on the other. The climbs are spread unevenly along the route, so riders need to know when to be near the front to reduce their chances of being brought to a standstill by a crash or congestion. Everybody therefore spends the five or ten kilometres before a climb trying to elbow their way to a position near the front, all the time trying to obey the first commandment of cycling, which is to save energy wherever possible (these two processes are exactly contradictory, so something has to give). The rider Geraint Thomas told me of some advice given to him by Scott Sunderland, a former team manager: ‘Sometimes you have to spend a bit of energy to save a bit of energy.’ And since the roads are narrow, moving around the bunch is harder than in most other races, which means – more than in any other event – knowledge of the terrain and the way the race interacts with it is essential. This makes the tactics very complex and the race very difficult to win. Strong riders also have to rely on their brains; clever riders also have to rely on their strength. The organisers tweak the route every season, so a lesson learned one year may not be useful the next.


In 2013, on the occasion of the 100th anniversary of the first Ronde van Vlaanderen, Belgian newspaper Het Nieuwsblad polled its readers to ask which was the best Tour of Flanders ever. The two frontrunners were 1969, in which Eddy Merckx won alone by five minutes in filthy conditions, and 1985, when Belgian champion Eric Vanderaerden won in even more extreme weather. It’s a generalisation but I think a lot of cycling fans have two inclinations – a tendency towards enjoying the epic and heroic (weather, terrain, exploits etc.) and an idealised image of the past. So it’s no surprise that 1969 and 1985 stand out as memorable editions for the photogenic misery of the protagonists. The muddied faces of the winners remind us of life’s struggle – it’s easy to draw a parallel between the idea of a rider setting off in a long race and the daily reality for working-class Belgians in the first three-quarters of the 20th century, of setting off to work in the fields or in the coalmines. Look at a photograph of the dirty face of a rider at the end of a long, wet bike race and the begrimed face of a coalminer after a day down the pit and there are similarities: the idea conveyed is that through work and dirt we can lift ourselves out of poverty – or at least survive to work another day.


But there’s a distance between then and now. Flanders isn’t some pre-industrial rural backwater; it’s a 21st-century service economy. If we’re going to look at the country through the prism of its most important cultural event, we have to look at more recent times. Flanders is a region with a complicated history and, while it has one foot in the past, it has the other firmly in the present. That tension between history and the future, between old Flanders and new, found perfect expression in the 2011 Ronde. This edition of the race happens to have been the last one held on the ‘old’ route before a new circuit-based race was introduced in 2012 (though ‘old’ in this case is relative – the route of the Ronde has been fluid throughout its whole existence). It wasn’t epic in the way that the 1985 and 1969 editions were – the weather has been generally kind to the riders in recent years – but the 2011 Ronde was an object lesson in how bike races work. It involved complicated tactics, unpredictability and excitement featuring a broad range of characters, culminating in a 12-man free-for-all through to an exhilarating denouement. Through the story of this single edition of the race, in my opinion one of the best bike races of the last 25 years or more, I will tell the wider story of the Ronde van Vlaanderen, its history, geography and culture.


It started, as the race had done for the previous 13 editions, in Bruges.





CHAPTER 1


Bruges


Sunday 3 April 2011


Nick Nuyens is cutting it fine. While most of the 199 starters in the Ronde van Vlaanderen have already signed in and made their way to the start line on the broad expanse of the Markt in Bruges, the Belgian rider is sitting on his team bus, alone.


The impression we get, reinforced by the habit of professional bike riders to cocoon themselves inside the bus at the start of any race, is that the bus is a haven. The outside world is where autograph-hunters, fans with phone cameras and worse, journalists, lie in wait. The raison d’être of a cyclist is to get efficiently from A to B in the shortest possible time, and the best way to do this is to travel the shortest possible distance. This is why riders take bends on the inside. The unsolicited distractions of the outside world mean riders take a sideways step for every two steps forward, like a knight on a chessboard.


So we assume that the bus is an escape from this. But actually, team buses can also be stressful environments. Put eight or nine riders, two managers, a bunch of soigneurs, mechanics, PRs and corporate hangers-on in a narrow space like that, and at some point you’ll find yourself squeezing past somebody who is getting a leg massage, trying to get to the coffee machine when somebody else is making themselves an espresso or scrabbling around for your shoes.


However, with Nuyens’ team-mates all gone and the race starting very shortly, the Saxo Bank team bus is every bit the escape from the outside world, and Nuyens is making productive use of the solitude. It’s a last moment of rest, he’ll say later; a few minutes where he can collect his thoughts. He’s been working with Rudy Heylen, a mental coach whose other clients include the Club Brugge football team; the pair met at the team hotel two days before the race to do some psychological exercises and Heylen had Nuyens write down the ten words or ideas which defined the race for him:




1. Small roads.


2. Understanding the road/wriggling.


3. Knowledge (parcours and tactics).


4. Unpredictable.


5. Attractive/thriller.


6. Very hard race.


7. Never give up/perseverance.


8. Heroic/history.


9. Good legs needed to go hard.


10. Incredible crowd/fans/arena.




Nuyens is an outsider for the Ronde. Second place in 2008 promised much, but he’s followed up with a 15th place and a non-finish in the two years since. He rides for a Danish team, Saxo Bank, and is mostly ignored by the Belgian media, who divide their column inches more or less equally between stories about Tom Boonen’s form and stories about Tom Boonen’s private life. Boonen is a favourite for the Ronde – at this point he’s won it twice. He’s a thoroughbred, unlike Nuyens. A rider of class, confidence and power. Both are Belgian – Flemish in fact – but they occupy different places in the hearts and minds of the local fans and media. The fans’ hearts tell them Boonen is their best chance of a home win. So do their minds.


What you need to know about Nuyens is that he wins bike races by being a weasel. This is in no way a criticism. They say that there are only seven basic plots in literature; there are even fewer ways of winning a bike race – you can be the strongest, or the luckiest or the cleverest, or more likely a combination thereof. (You can also be passive, or aggressive, in any of these three areas.) Nuyens mainly operates in the intersection between clever and lucky. He is physically strong, but the power in his legs and the efficiency of his cardiovascular system are merely conduits for his strongest assets: his brain, and an arse-coverer’s instinct for flicking his rivals and looking out for number one. Some people watch bike races and get upset when the strongest rider doesn’t win, as if life were that simple. Bike races remind us that life isn’t fair.


A case in point: the 2011 Dwars door Vlaanderen 11 days before the Ronde. (The race’s name means ‘Straight through Flanders’, or ‘Across Flanders’, although barely anybody in the peloton calls it Dwars door Vlaanderen; they prefer the more prosaic ‘Waregem’, which is the name of the finish town. Waregem is entirely nondescript, except for a large circular brickwork water tower on the edge of town with a moving electronic display upon which the words ‘Welkom in Waregem’ rotate in kitsch and luminous perpetuity for 24 hours a day.) Nuyens and a youngish Welsh rider, Geraint Thomas, were away, just seconds ahead of the field in the final kilometre. Thomas was strong but he has a fatal weakness – a sense of fair play and a reputation for burying himself for the cause. This makes him an excellent team pursuiter but he’d never make it as a politician. To Thomas, Nuyens is an equal partner in a shared enterprise. To Nuyens, Thomas is so much expendable muscle. The most crucial difference is that you might get the impression Thomas would be happy with second place while Nuyens would not.


With 500 metres to go, Nuyens attacked. Thomas slowly came back to him. Advantage Thomas because he was now sitting in the Belgian’s slipstream, saving energy for the sprint, and there was a headwind blowing down the finishing straight. If Nuyens kept working, Thomas would win and Nuyens come second.


So Nuyens started to freewheel. If Thomas didn’t take over at the front, they would be caught; if he did, the Welshman could still get second in the sprint. From a situation where he would definitely finish second, Nuyens had engineered a position where either both would lose or he would win – his chances of winning had just gone from zero per cent to 50 per cent, maybe more. Sure enough, Thomas took over at the front. Nuyens slotted in behind him. Thank you very much. Nuyens won the sprint.


Nuyens thinks those two seconds of freewheeling constitute one of the best moves of his career. He didn’t exactly weigh up the options; the voice of experience just told him to stop pedalling, and he’d won enough previously that he could gamble a definite second place against a possible first.


On the team bus in Bruges, Nuyens tidies up his post-race bag, eats a cake, and heads off to the Markt sign-in. The emcee is Lieven Van Gils, a television presenter and sports journalist. ‘Will the last to sign in be the first to finish the race?’ asks Van Gils.


‘I hope so,’ replies Nuyens.


The people of Bruges have an uneasy relationship with outsiders. The city, described variously as the ‘Venice of the North’, the ‘City of Swans’ or less edifyingly by symbolist novelist Georges Rodenbach as ‘Bruges la Morte’ (Dead Bruges) – has to reconcile the economic necessity of attracting thousands of visitors to its medieval streets and canals with the fact that its people just want to be left alone. Flemish cultural historian André De Vries wrote: ‘If Bruggelingen are not at all pleased by the invasion of foreigners, they nevertheless do very well out of the tourist business.’ (De Vries added: ‘Take away the tourists and Bruges looks a great deal more attractive, and a lot deader.’)


But Bruges is well used to the influx. In medieval times, Flanders hosted five fairs every year; the Bruges fair in spring lasted six weeks. So what the locals think on Tour of Flanders Sunday is anybody’s guess. At least the event – the biggest bike race in Flanders – only happens for a single day every year.


People have been trading goods at the Markt, the city’s focal point, since the tenth century. It is where announcements of importance were made and, in more febrile times, was the site for public executions. These days, it’s a shrine to tourism: on the surface of it a functioning local marketplace but subtly geared to attracting visitors from outside and separating them from their money.


Historically, Bruges was a port, and from the start of the second millennium to about 1500 it traded with Portugal, Venice and the Genoese and was a major international cultural centre, gaining its wealth from the production of woollen cloth. Its primacy had visual representation in ‘The Arnolfini Portrait’ by Jan Van Eyck, though it was given much more ambiguous treatment by Geoffrey Chaucer as a den of permissiveness, gambling and dancing in ‘The Shipman’s Tale’. It declined in the next 400 years – its port and access to the sea having silted up – but in a very 20th-century piece of reinvention, developed a second life as a tourist destination from the early 1900s.


For one day a year, the Markt is the focal point of international cycling for the start of the Ronde. The 2011 race begins in the central square of Bruges, where Nuyens has just been the last rider to sign in and take the start line. For this one day a year, it’s a nervous cauldron of pre-race excitement, and people who should know better are already on their second or third beer of the day. The previous year’s winner – Swiss rider Fabian Cancellara, whose victory over Tom Boonen had been so emphatic that a corner of the internet was feverishly speculating about him having fitted a small motor to his bike, which he denied – is the centre of attention. A fan, presumably Flemish, has gone to the trouble of painting a large sign, reading ‘Fabian, please have mercy’ which he holds aloft in supplication.


The Markt, in a gentle warning of what is to come for the riders, is cobbled, though as the riders start, still neutralised behind a race vehicle, there is none of the fighting and straining that characterise the bergs – the cobbled climbs of Flanders. That will come in time. For the moment, the tension holds and the peloton leaves Bruges.





CHAPTER 2


Flanders


The Tour of Flanders races south from Bruges. If the prevailing west-south-west half-wind had been blowing in, this part of the race might have been difficult, but it’s dry and mild and the benign weather imposes a grateful, albeit uneasy, truce on the peloton.


The terrain here, within the province of West Flanders, is flat and typically Flandrian. The riders will reach Kortrijk and then head east, covering two sides of a square formed by the towns of Roeselare, Kortrijk, Tielt and Waregem. This square is known as the Flemish Texas for reputedly having the densest concentration of millionaires in Belgium, though in the past the region has seen harder times than now.


The first notable break is a quintet of expendables who should really have been allowed to build a good lead. Koen Barbé of Landbouwkrediet, Steven Caethoven of Veranda’s Willems–Accent, Skil–Shimano’s Roger Kluge, Nuyens’ Saxo Bank–SunGard team-mate Jaroslav Marycz and Movistar’s Jesús Herrada would have been the mix of chancers, self-publicists, no-hopers, journeymen and surreptitious achievers that constitutes the perfect early break. Barbé came fourth in the 2006 edition of Omloop Het Volk, a shorter Flandrian race held in February, but he hasn’t bothered the top 50 in four previous attempts at the Ronde. Caethoven has won the occasional, small race but never a Classic like this. Kluge and Marycz are both second-year professionals and domestiques (the latter is Nuyens’ room-mate at the team’s accommodation, the Parkhotel in Kortrijk). Herrada is in his third month as a pro. Spanish riders, with one or two exceptions, have not thrived in the chilly and physical environment of the cobbled Classics any more than their tall and burly north-European counterparts have thrived in, say, the mountains of the Vuelta a España.


One of the most enduring fictions in cycling – propagated by journalists, reporters, television commentators, fans and some riders – is that the early break in a bike race is either trying to win the race or has a chance. (Actually, sometimes it does, just often enough that the fiction can continue to be maintained – it has even happened in the Ronde.) But the real function of the early break in most instances is to impose structure and discipline on the race. The dynamic between the teams represented up the road and those in the peloton provides an equilibrium that would not exist if the bunch just rode along together.


Smaller teams put riders in the break for the publicity value of having their sponsor’s logo on television, on the understanding that they probably won’t have their sponsor’s logo on television during the finale because their riders aren’t strong enough. This is why Caethoven, Barbé and Kluge are there. Barbé and Caethoven’s teams are small Belgian outfits, which makes it even more important to be represented. Marycz is there to work for Nuyens. Since Saxo Bank have a man in the break, they won’t have to contribute to any pace-setting in the peloton. Herrada’s more likely trying to avoid trouble – when the peloton starts hitting the bergs in the Tour of Flanders, it’s an absolute shit-fight. The best way to not get involved is to be up the road.


A few more things about breaks: the big teams would love to have a rider there, but they know that if they send a man up the road, all their rivals will chase him down to save themselves having to do it later when the gap is much bigger. Their rivals will also want to make sure that when it’s time to chase the break, those same big teams will not be able to avoid the responsibility of contributing. If all of the big teams get a man in the break, that changes things, but it still might or might not succeed in getting away – many more riders may see the opportunity to try to join, and that will upset the feng shui. ‘Big teams’, in Flanders, mainly means Quick Step and Omega Pharma–Lotto, the two Belgian squads, plus maybe BMC, Garmin–Cervélo, Leopard Trek and Sky. Quick Step have Tom Boonen, and Lotto have Philippe Gilbert, who has twice won Omloop Het Volk. BMC have Alessandro Ballan, who won the Ronde in 2007, while Leopard are the team of defending champion Fabian Cancellara. Garmin are following an overly-optimistic strategy of three leaders – world champion Thor Hushovd plus sprinters Heinrich Haussler (second in 2009) and Tyler Farrar (fifth in 2010). Three-pronged strategies don’t tend to work in cycling. Sky are there with the experienced Juan Antonio Flecha, a third-place finisher here in 2008.


David Millar, the now-retired British rider, described how the break formed in the 2014 Ronde, which he rode for Garmin, in his book The Racer: ‘Certain teams [try] to get in a break while others are more concerned about preventing a dangerous group slipping away. We fall into the latter category. That means choosing two or three teams and marking them. We choose Quick Step and Lotto, so if one of their riders attacks, we go with them. We know that if those two teams aren’t in the break then at some point later in the race they’ll assume responsibility for chasing it down.


‘By keeping it to two prominent teams it is relatively simple. You stop thinking about individual riders and only concentrate on the jersey of those teams. If a Lotto jumps, you jump.


‘The majority of big teams will be employing a similar tactic. Lotto will mark Quick Step and vice versa. Both of these teams will be marking Sky and Trek. And Sky and Trek will be marking Quick Step and Lotto and each other. So it will end up being quite a protracted shoot-out until finally a move slips away, minus the key teams and of the right size.’


Millar added that many of the riders involved in the attacks have absolutely no interest in escaping themselves, but play an important role nonetheless: ‘On average after 45 minutes they’re all quite fucked from marking each other out and an invisible white flag is flown and the perfect small group gets out.’


The perfect small group will consist of five to eight riders. Any fewer and there won’t be enough fire-power, which means they’ll get caught too soon. More than eight or nine and it will be too hard to bring back, so it won’t be let go in the first place. Caethoven et al, who go after 15 kilometres, seem to be that perfect small group.


But for whatever reason, they are not. They are chased down and everything starts again from square one, except everybody is a little more knackered. Caethoven goes again. Is brought back. And then, 50 kilometres in as the race passes Zwevegem, a suburb south-east of Kortrijk, another quintet goes: Garmin’s Roger Hammond, Sky’s Jeremy Hunt, Caethoven’s teammate Stefan van Dijk, Kluge’s team-mate Mitchell Docker and Europcar rider Sébastien Turgot. Two Brits, a Dutchman, an Aussie and a Frenchman, and not a single Belgian. The balance looks bad, and Hammond is theoretically a very dangerous rider – he’s lived in Belgium his entire professional career and come third in Paris–Roubaix and second in Ghent–Wevelgem, as well as seventh in Flanders the previous season (though what most people watching don’t realise is that Hammond is not on form). But sometimes the right break fails and the wrong break succeeds. The peloton chases for about ten kilometres, but while it’s not ideal that Sky and Garmin both have riders up there, Quick Step and Lotto have both missed the boat. The hive mind of the main bunch decides enough is enough, somebody stops for a piss, and that is that.


I met with Rik Vanwalleghem in the café of the Centrum Ronde van Vlaanderen in Oudenaarde. Vanwalleghem is a former cycling journalist for the Flemish daily newspapers Het Nieuwsblad and De Standaard; these days he runs the Centrum, which is a museum dedicated to the Ronde. The Centrum is a functionally brutalist one-storey building just off Oudenaarde’s main market square, with yellowing slabs of rain-damaged concrete arranged in wide, flat horizontals. The Markt is quaint and attractive; next door to the Centrum there’s an eclectic terrace of buildings dating back to the 16th century with tall windows and steeply sloping roofs, while opposite stands the town’s Sint-Walburgakerk, a gothic church whose main tower was built in the 15th century and can be seen for miles around. These juxtapositions might grate but this is the country that has spawned a Twitter account named Ugly Belgian Houses. Belgium does discordant coexistence very well.


There’s a boxy Volvo permanently parked outside the Centrum – 1970s shape, 1970s orange-brown colour – with decals from Eddy Merckx’s Molteni team. Inside, there’s another relic from the 1970s: Freddy Maertens, one of the greatest Belgian riders never to have won the Ronde, works behind the desk, officially as a greeter, guide and receptionist but unofficially as a kind of living exhibit. The building itself might also look a bit 1970s but it was actually constructed in the early 2000s. There are displays of retro team jerseys, race memorabilia, old bikes, photographs and a computer rigged to a stationary bike on which you can pedal furiously while a video screen shows your progress up the Ronde’s most famous climb, the Muur van Geraardsbergen (the ‘wall’ of Geraardsbergen).


I’d gone to Belgium to search for the soul of the Tour of Flanders, and this shrine to the race’s history – which happens to be in the town where the current iteration of the race finishes – seemed to be as good a place to start as any. Over coffee and cake, Vanwalleghem told me what the Ronde is, or rather what it represents.


‘In Flanders, when you show a bike race on television you have an audience of two or three hundred thousand people,’ he said. ‘For the Tour of Flanders, that doubles or triples. The two hundred thousand are the people who love cycling and know how the sport works. The other group included my mother-in-law, who knew nothing about cycling and didn’t know the difference between the front and the rear wheel of the bike. She didn’t know the names, except maybe Eddy Merckx. But on the day of the Ronde, she went to what we call the “high room”, the salon, and she had to watch the race.


‘It’s a race with a big history and big names. But it’s also something visceral, and you have the feeling that something important is going on. You live it and talk about it with other people. The Ronde fulfils a role of being the cement of the population.


‘Every human population needs certain symbols where they can come to gather,’ he continued. ‘There are historical reasons that in our case it’s a bike race, but in the USA you have the Superbowl, in the Middle East you have camel races on certain days of the year. It’s a sociological event.


‘In the first place, the meaning for the people of Flanders is that on the day of the Ronde, you have the luxury of nothing else mattering. Human beings need a totem, to acquire a social identity. It’s partly an accident that it’s a bike race, but if it hadn’t been the Ronde it would have been something else.’


There have always been religious undertones to descriptions of the public’s attitude to the Ronde in the past. The race is held on the first Sunday of April and this often coincides with Easter, which makes it easy to link the two. What could be more religious than the idea of a gathering of hundreds of thousands of people on the holiest day of the Christian calendar? Cycling revels in religious iconography, most overtly in Italy – the Madonna del Ghisallo, the apparition of the Virgin Mary at the hill of the same name, is the patron saint of cyclists; the Tour of Lombardy, one of Italy’s two biggest one-day races, crosses the Madonna del Ghisallo every year. Various surveys put the proportion of Italians practising Catholicism between 80 and 90 per cent, so maybe the link between religion and cycling there is no surprise. Belgium is also a predominantly Catholic nation, albeit to a lesser extent than Italy, but for Vanwalleghem, if the people who watch the Ronde are celebrating anything at all, it’s their own identity rather than something external.


‘The event projects values to the population,’ he said. ‘The myth of the Flandrien. You know, we Flandrians don’t complain; we go on, with the grey skies and the mud and the dreadful weather. We don’t speak that much but we go on. All these things are then seen in the race, and that is our identity. That’s us.’


The myth, or stereotype, of the Flandrien developed along with the race, and with a burgeoning sense of regional pride in the first half of the 20th century. A Flandrien is a rider or individual who endures pain, fatigue and bad weather uncomplainingly (there’s also a French term, Flahute, which means the same). A Flandrien is unflashy, tough, ascetic and works hard. In a bike race they are aggressive and honest in their efforts. As the roots of the description go back to the Flandrian farm workers in the 1800s and early 1900s who crossed the border into France to do seasonal work in the fields or factories, there is also an undertone of class to the term – a Flandrien is a definitively working-class stereotype.


The archetypal Flandrien was Briek Schotte, who won the Ronde in 1942 and 1948. He was born in 1919 to a family of farmers who owned a smallholding of ten acres and had five brothers and sisters. At the age of ten, he watched on the roadside as the 1930 Tour of Flanders passed by and decided he wanted to be a bike racer. As a teenager he worked in a factory in Kortrijk, starting his shift at 5 a.m. and working through to the afternoon then cycling in the afternoons. Or waking up to go cycling at 3:30 a.m. before work.


The cycling journalist Adam Glasser compared Schotte’s Flandrien attitudes with those of some of his rivals – who’d started going to the Côte d’Azur to train and who preferred to make money racing in kermis events (local races around Flanders) than to train – in Cycle Sport magazine in 1995:




‘True Flandrien hard men would not go to the Côte d’Azur to train. Instead they had their own classical method. With leather crash hats over black berets, folded-up newspaper under thick jumpers, socks held up with garters, rolled raincoat under saddles they would set off in wet and freezing conditions across the endless cobbles, along canals, past windmills with their huge lumbering vanes, struggling against the blast of relentless sea winds until they reached the coast. As the light faded they would return after long hours in the saddle taking in the lung-bursting walls of the Kwaremont or Kruisberg. This was Schotte’s lifestyle and it made him as hard as leather.’





Schotte had his own advice for aspiring cyclists about how hard they should be training: ‘Ride until you don’t know what village you’re from.’


Schotte’s record in the Tour of Flanders is extraordinary. He started it 20 times between 1940 and 1959, in a career of unusual longevity. As well as his two wins, he finished on the podium a further six times, twice more in the top ten, six more times in the top 25 and pulled out on the other four occasions. (The Tour of Flanders is unique among major bike races in that it continued through the German occupation of Belgium during the Second World War. The Germans decreed a ‘business as usual’ policy, although this was predominantly used to foment existing tensions between the Flemish and Walloon communities in Belgium and might more accurately be described as ‘divide and rule’.)


Schotte himself either took being a Flandrien extremely seriously or played up to the stereotype. He formulated a list of ten commandments for Flandriens:




1. Be happy with what you’ve got.


2. Determination and patience get you everywhere.


3. If you’re tired, go to bed.


4. Never lose your freedom.


5. Stay who you are.


6. Watch and you’ll learn a lot.


7. Let yourself go and you lose yourself.


8. Never forget your roots.


9. Never believe in dreams you can’t make come true.


10. Speak ill and ill will come of you.





I’d also met the current sports editor of Het Nieuwsblad, Guy Fransen, at the Centrum Ronde van Vlaanderen. Fransen, whose background is in news and politics, also understood the event as an expression of Flemish character: ‘It’s a religious day for us. It’s a happening; it’s everyone on the roads; it’s community. It’s Flanders showing its best side.


‘We have the perception that the Ronde is telling our story: a bit shy, working class, working hard, in bad conditions sometimes. This is a country with a lot of rain and wind, and when you go cycling here you never have a day like you do when you are cycling in the south of France in nice weather. You have to put power into your pedals.


‘It’s the working guy with lines in his face. It’s our land. It’s us. We have success, but success never comes without hard work.’


The gap between the break and the peloton swells to eight minutes, which means that between the Hammond–Hunt–Docker–Turgot–Van Dijk group and the peloton, there are a clear five kilometres of road. Neutral observers might be thinking Hammond’s Garmin team have really put themselves in a strong position: not just three leaders – Hushovd, Haussler and Farrar – safe in the bunch but another potential top-ten finisher eight minutes in front. They also have a two-time winner of the race, Peter Van Petegem, giving tactical advice from the team car.


Garmin’s general manager Jonathan Vaughters has less confidence in his team. The three leaders are okay; the rest of the team less so. They have a rider on the team, Andreas Klier, who knows the roads so well his team-mates call him ‘GPS’. He was instructed to move to the region by the management when he signed with a Dutch team, TVM–Farm Frites, in 1999, and he’s lived here ever since, on the course with three kilometres to the finish in Meerbeke, a southern suburb of the city of Ninove. He came second in the Ronde in 2005. But he has less horsepower these days, even though the management trust him to captain the team and make the quick decisions on the road that the team car doesn’t have time to process. The reason Hammond is in the break is that the team know he doesn’t have the form to make the definitive selections once the Ronde hits the climbs, so giving him a head start means he’ll at least be able to help the team in the third quarter of the race.


Of the three leaders, Vaughters thinks Hushovd has the best – or at least the least worst – chance. Farrar struggles on the hills so he will have to rely on the race coming back together after the final climb, which rarely happens in the Ronde, and Haussler isn’t at his best.


The race follows the river Leie through Kortrijk, passing towns that are famous for bike racing and not much else: Wevelgem, finishing town of the previous week’s Ghent–Wevelgem Classic; Harelbeke, home of the E3 Prijs.


In past times, the Leie was the main conduit for the flax industry that thrived in this part of Flanders. They used to soak the flax in the waters of the Leie, which gave it the nickname the ‘Golden River’. These days it’s more grey-brown than golden, hemmed between concrete walls through Kortrijk and beyond while huge industrial barges drift up- and downstream.


In a homage to the history of the race helling number one, of 18, is the Tiegemberg, not long after Harelbeke. The Tiegemberg – 750 metres long, not that steep, and tarmac – is not a hard climb, but it was the first climb the race ever used, in 1919, in the third edition. It’s followed a few kilometres later by helling two, the Nokereberg, which is cobbled, but no harder than the Tiegemberg. It’s a town-centre climb, rather than a sunken banked lane in the middle of nowhere.


After the Nokereberg, the race rattles over the cobbles of Doorn, then takes a diversion through Oudenaarde, passing the Centrum Ronde van Vlaanderen. The lull continues until Zwalm, when the gap slowly starts shrinking back from eight minutes. It’s not a chase – the five riders aren’t dangerous enough to justify the energy expenditure. But the peloton is stirring, as the riders head east towards the Paddestraat. The Paddestraat is a narrow two-kilometre stretch of flat cobbles built over the old Roman road which ran from Boulogne-sur-Mer in France to Cologne in Germany. The race comes here most years, and a monument has been erected: a cobblestone suspended within a circle, and the names of the winners of the editions of the race which visited the road engraved in order. The Paddestraat comes to a finish in the village of Velzeke-Ruddershove, where the route kinks right then left, and the riders hit another stretch of cobbles on Lippenhovestraat.


The run-up to the Paddestraat is where many of the big leaders start to move towards the front. Though few are as extravagantly lackadaisical as double-winner Peter Van Petegem (who was known for spending almost the first three hours of the race sitting in last position in the bunch), the aim until now has been to hide away. Nuyens prefers it at the back – he thinks that, while sometimes it’s physically harder there as the accelerations affect riders at the back more than those at the front, the mental relaxation he gains from it is more beneficial. BMC’s American rider George Hincapie has slowly started moving up as the race nears this section – he aims to be one of the first 40 or so rather than right at the front. He’s seen the race split on the Paddestraat before, and the back half of the field is a risky place to be.


Garmin lead over the two sections of cobbles, along with Australia’s Robbie McEwen. McEwen lives between Brakel and Geraardsbergen, in the heart of the Flemish Ardennes, but while his local knowledge is impeccable – if he’d turned right instead of going straight on at the Paddestraat, he’d be at his front door in 16 kilometres – he is not a specialist in this kind of race. McEwen’s a bunch sprinter, a three-time winner of the Tour de France’s green jersey, but this is only the second time in 16 professional seasons he’s been drafted in for the Ronde, and he’s on domestique duty at the RadioShack team for Grégory Rast. The Australian is a master of the dark arts of moving around a peloton and saving energy – he used to float in the wash of riders just behind the front of the peloton, then drift imperceptibly back and forward as the riders at the front rotated, to keep himself near the front but never on the front. He calls this surfing the peloton. His appearance at the front of the Ronde has little to do with any ambitious tactical plans and everything to do with saving energy by avoiding the chaos that ensues when the peloton is stretched over a narrow, cobbled road. The more energy he saves, the further into the race he can be useful, but he’s fully expecting to blow up around 40 kilometres from the finish. Being at the front also gives him a clear view of the road ahead, which means he has the pick of the lines, the best of which is on the smooth pedestrian path to the right of the cobbles. McEwen, a former BMXer, bunny-hops over the gutter to the path, then back, when the way ahead is blocked by fans.


The effect of the two narrow cobbled sections is to draw the peloton out into a line two, at most three, riders wide. This is simple maths: on a wide road the bunch spreads out to six, eight or even ten riders wide, but there isn’t space for that on the Paddestraat. In addition, the riders at the front are going faster, which thins the line out even more.


A peloton of 200 riders on a very wide road might measure ten riders wide by 20 riders long – so a rider at the back could make his way to the front quite easily. When the same bunch is two riders wide, it will be 100 riders long. A bike is about 175 centimetres in length, so add a ten-centimetre gap between each rider and it’s now the best part of 200 metres from back to front. Needless to say, the riders at the back at a pinch point like the Paddestraat are in the race but they’re not in the race.


At the end of the Lippenhovestraat, there’s a 90-degree right turn, which slows the riders down and compresses the back end of the peloton into a barely moving traffic jam. Bernhard Eisel, who rides for HTC–Highroad, is the first round the bend. By the time the last rider, Rob Goris of Veranda’s Willems – a former professional ice-hockey player who is riding with a broken hand sustained the week before in Ghent–Wevelgem and held together by six screws put in during an operation – gets round, 28 seconds have passed and there are attacks flying off the front of the peloton.


The circumstances and territory are perfect for attacking. The peloton is between two physical states, moving from strung out and fast back towards slower and bunched up, and there is a draggy curving rise which takes the riders towards the main road from Elene to Zottegem. While the momentum of the peloton slows and the climb slows the riders further, Rabobank’s Maarten Tjallingii accelerates. Attacking on climbs is easy to get wrong – too early and the rider risks blowing up; too late and there isn’t time to build an advantage. Tjallingii chooses a point close to the apex of the climb, which is where the bunch often decelerates slightly, to give himself a bigger differential in speed to the bunch and then to push home his advantage as the road flattens out.


He is followed by a Garmin rider, Matt Wilson. Then four more: Klaas Lodewyck of Lotto, Koen de Kort of Skil, Gert Steegmans of Quick Step and Mathieu Ladagnous of FDJ.


Then eight more. Then another quartet. As the bunch rounds the corner onto the Elenestraat, one more rider goes, and then a Sky rider, to make 20 in the break.


That’s a lot of riders. Considering the effort the peloton goes to in order to ensure that no more than six or so riders get away at the start of the race, 20 is potentially dangerous even if there are still 138 kilometres to ride. It’s not so much that they’ll stay away but that they’ll need to be chased down if they do make good their escape, and that will use up resources that teams would rather not spend at this point. Tjallingii hasn’t just chosen a good spot to attack; he’s also chosen a good stretch of road to hinder a chase – as the escape passes through Zottegem and Strijpen towards helling three, the Rekelberg, the roads narrow with roundabouts and road furniture, which bully the peloton into slowing down.
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