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  Team Sky characters




  Staff:




  Sir David ‘Dave’ Brailsford




  Conductor of the orchestra that is Team Sky, Dave Brailsford is Team Principal. Brailsford’s Midas touch extends both to Team Sky – seeing Wiggins ride to 2012

  Tour de France victory – and his role as performance director of British Cycling, leading Team GB to unrivalled cycling success including eight gold medals at the London 2012 Olympic

  Games.




  Rod Ellingworth




  After a short spell as a pro, Rod found his real talent was coaching. Now Performance Manager within the team and another of the British Cycling

  émigrés, Ellingworth has brought a generation of successful British road racers through his U23 Academy.




  Tim Kerrison




  Head of Performance Support, Kerrison is the sports scientist of the group. Coming from huge successes with the Australian swimming team, his arsenal includes a deep

  knowledge of the science but it comes with a humanity that allows him to be both man and genius to his athletic charges.




  Alan Farrell




  At the beginning of 2012, Alan Farrell was just a doctor with a passion for cycling; now he is Lead Doctor in the most successful pro team in the world. Covering all three

  Grand Tours in his first year, Alan was thrown in at the deep end but like a boy who’d run away with the circus, he was in his element.




  Mario Pafundi




  Hailing from Southern Italy, Mario Pafundi is Lead Carer. He brings his infectious Italian charm to everything he touches, including aching legs, sleepy hotel staff,

  colleagues at the dinner table. And because of how he’s lived his life, he sleeps on seven pillows.




  Gary Blem




  South African Gary Blem is Lead Mechanic. Humble and down to earth, Gary is a master of his craft and a dealer in respect and fairness. ‘Froomey,’ he says,

  ‘is a Kenyan and African.’




  2013 Tour de France riders:




  Chris Froome, 28




  Chris Froome leads the team into the 2013 Tour de France. A poly-national if ever there was one, this summer Chris flies the Team Sky flag, and he intends to plant it at

  the top of every mountain.




  Richie Porte, 28




  Richie is Tasmanian, a talented climber and comes into the Tour in the midst of an impressive season of racing including a win at Paris–Nice. What he lacks in height

  he makes up for in ‘small man attitude’.




  Geraint ‘G’ Thomas MBE, 27




  Flitting between track and road, this Welshman is no stranger to success. With Olympic gold in both Beijing and London in the team pursuit, G goes into the Tour hoping to

  show that in today’s Tour you can see tomorrow’s champion.




  Kanstantsin ‘Kosta’ Siutsou, 30




  Siutsou is a reliable engine from Belarus, useful for taking the strain for long sections of the stage. After leaving the 2012 Tour early due to a broken leg, Kosta has

  been eyeing up 2013 from a long way out.




  Vasil ‘Kiry’ Kiryienka, 32




  The second big Belarusian engine, Kiryienka is known for putting himself on the ropes to preserve his team leader’s legs. Easily the most stylish rider in the

  team.




  Peter Kennaugh MBE, 24




  Born on the Isle of Man, Pete Kennaugh is the youngest of the team and rides his first Tour de France in 2013. Not one to cower at big events, Kennaugh’s mettle

  earned him a gold medal at the London 2012 Games.




  Edvald Boasson Hagen, 26




  The only Norwegian in the squad is also the only rider to have made it to every Team Sky Tour de France in the right colours. So classy is Eddy that everyone wonders why

  he doesn’t win more.




  David López, 32




  This Spanish domestique is a new recruit for Team Sky after signing him at the end of the 2012 season from Movistar. Because Froome prefers to room with his

  friend Porte, López will be given the one single room available to the riders at the team hotels.




  Ian Stannard, 26




  The third big engine of the group, this time of a British stripe. Sporting some of the biggest pistons in the peloton, 2013 will be Stannard’s first ever Tour de

  France.




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  

    

      “Butterfly, don’t flutter by, stay a little while with me.”




      Danyel Gérard, ‘Butterfly’


    


  




  It is Thursday afternoon, 27 July, two days before the start of the Tour de France, 110 years after the first staging of this pilgrimage. Back then it was men and bikes, now

  the cyclists are just part of the commercial juggernaut that follows the money and takes over part of Western Europe every July. For the start of this year’s race, the Tour has set up camp on

  the island of Corsica.




  For me this Tour is the beginning of the end of an odyssey with Team Sky. Eight months before, team boss Dave Brailsford had said, ‘Come and live with us, spend as much time as you like.

  Look wherever you want, ask whatever questions you want.’ It started in Malaga at the end of January, a week there. Then there was a second training-camp week in Tenerife, a few more days in

  Malaga, two days in Nice, two weeks at the Giro d’Italia and now, the Tour.




  At the small airport in Figari, Marko Dzalo waits for me. It is the fourth time Sky has sent someone to pick me up. Always the designated driver is there before I land and the greeting is

  friendly and businesslike.




  ‘How was your trip?’




  ‘Yeah good. All well with the team?’




  ‘Think so.’




  It takes about twenty minutes to reach the hotel just outside Porto-Vecchio. Dzalo is a soigneur with Team Sky. Officially, the team prefers that he and the brotherhood of

  soigneurs are called ‘carers’. Superficially this distinction is nothing – ‘soigneur’ is the French word for ‘one who cares for’ –

  why should it matter that Sky has chosen to go with the English version?




  But it does matter. They prefer ‘carers’ because traditionally soigneurs have been carriers and providers of doping products and central to the culture that Brailsford,

  performance manager Rod Ellingworth and head of performance Tim Kerrison despise. First you change the name, then the habits. To their own soigneurs they are saying, ‘We employ you

  to care for the riders. Nothing more.’




  To the rest of the peloton there is a message that some on the receiving end will chose to see as a two-fingered salute. Like Sky is saying, ‘We are not like you.’




  Among themselves Sky’s rank and file staffers refer to the carers as ‘swannies’, which isn’t exactly a toeing of the party line.




  Dzalo and I got to know each other during the Giro d’Italia earlier in the summer. One short conversation stayed with me. We’d stayed at a hotel in Tarvisio, an Italian town close to

  the borders with Slovenia and Austria, and he had tweeted about his home country, the beautiful mountains he could see from the Italian side and the sign that said ‘12 kilometres to

  Slovenia’.




  Next morning he was loading suitcases onto the truck when he said, ‘You know my home town is just over that mountain. I could be there in no time.’




  ‘Does it make you want to drop everything and just go?’ I ask.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘I left home to work in this sport. This is my life, where I now belong.’




  He was sure about the road he’d taken, no interest in turning back. This struck a chord because I’d encountered the same sense of purpose a lot in Team Sky. It is common for people

  in this sport to fall in love with the milieu and their lives on the road. A lot of the Sky people don’t feel like that, but they do like the environment around their team: the good

  organisation, the intelligent approach to preparation, the behaviour demanded of both riders and staff.




  Though they often complain about having to work longer hours than any other team, even on the worst days they don’t speak of wanting to leave. Not many of the drifters who move from team

  to team stop off at Sky.




  ‘Room two-one-two, second floor,’ says Mario Pafundi as I pull my bag across the hotel car park. For two years running Pafundi has received the Team Sky staff award for

  ‘Happiest Ant of the Year’. Head soigneur – or ‘lead carer’ – and an important character on the team. Bright, conscientious, Italian Mario has charm and

  good looks but nothing compares to the trick he runs with the room numbers.




  Sky bring a team of nine riders and twenty-two support staff to the Tour de France and it is Mario who gets to the hotel early and assigns riders and staff to the available rooms. He then takes

  all of the suitcases to their respective rooms and, over lunch, he sits down with the room list in front of him and memorises it. So when riders and staff arrive at the hotel they will quickly find

  Mario, who’s never far away, and he will give them their room number.




  Sometimes the key will be in the room, often it’s at reception. Mario’s efforts mean no one has to check in. ‘Deux cent douze, s’il vous plaît,’ and

  on you go.




  From 212 I look down on the car park in front of the hotel and admire the matter-of-fact cycling people go about their work. Bikes are checked, cars washed and, because I haven’t seen some

  of these guys for five weeks, I wander down their way.




  ‘Did you see last night’s game, Spain and Italy?’ David Fernandez, the mechanic asks.




  ‘No,’ I admit.




  ‘Spain won seven-six on penalties, Jesus Navas got the winning penalty, the one who’s going to Manchester City.’




  There is general agreement that the mechanics and soigneurs work longer hours than everyone else in the team. For the mechanics, the Tour is a particular challenge as the riders all get

  new bikes for the race and they have to be set up exactly how each guy wants it.




  For the Tour each rider has three road bikes and two time trial bikes, except Chris Froome and Richie Porte who have three road, two time trial and one other bike that is especially light and

  the one they will use in the mountains. That’s forty-seven bikes and regardless of which mechanic gets a bike ready and passes it fit for racing, lead mechanic Gary Blem will then examine it

  and give it the second and final ‘Okay.’




  It is 7.30 on this beautiful Corsican evening when Brailsford returns from somewhere. Since I’ve been around the team he has been consistently friendly, helpful, at times disarmingly

  honest, and always interesting. The courtesies extended by the staff are in part a reflection of their respect for Brailsford. It was, after all, the boss’s idea, so they all more or less

  bought into it.




  We meet in the car park. Something’s playing on his mind. There had been a press conference that afternoon and it hadn’t passed smoothly. Now, a few hours later, he’s gently

  shaking his head as if by doing so he can clear it.




  ‘How did the press thing go?’




  ‘It was all right, except for Paul’s question.’ Paul Kimmage is one of my closest friends and three years previously he was in my exact position, all ready to travel with Team

  Sky on the Tour de France. The Kimmage/Team Sky marriage didn’t survive the honeymoon. Kimmage’s take on the divorce was straightforward. Brailsford had offered full access to the team

  but when he started to ask tough questions, they didn’t like it.




  Brailsford says he was deeply embarrassed by the way things turned out because he had given an undertaking that he couldn’t honour. According to him, Kimmage rubbed people up the wrong way

  and they came to Brailsford with their objections. Part of the difficulty was that, while the team’s policy precluded the employment of any rider or staff member with a doping past, not every

  rider or staff member was going to be comfortable with the kind of scrutiny that Kimmage wished to exercise.




  Feeling that Kimmage’s presence would negatively impact on the team performance, Brailsford withdrew the offer. Kimmage was furious. Their relationship never recovered.




  ‘What did he ask you?’




  ‘Towards the end, he asked a question about Eddie [Team Sky rider Edvald Boasson Hagen]. He said something like, “A few years ago Edvald was being spoken of as the next Eddy Merckx,

  why is he then not a contender here?” I expected Paul would ask a doping question and wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly. So I repeated Paul’s question back to him, saying

  “Are you asking why Edvald is not a contender here?” He said “Yes.” He asked the question quietly but I still thought it was incredibly insulting to Edvald.




  ‘He’s a young guy, he’s sitting there in front of hundreds of journalists and he’s being made to look like he’s some kind of failure. If the circumstances had been

  different, it would have been a fair question. Say Paul was interviewing me, one on one, or he was at a press conference where Tim Kerrison and I were being quizzed about the team performance, that

  question would have been fine.




  ‘It’s one we’ve discussed many times within the team. Eddie’s a bit of a conundrum. He started really well within the team, then didn’t progress as much as we

  expected but we feel like we’re beginning to understand him better. Last year he didn’t have a brilliant first half to the season, but rode really well at the Tour and finished second

  at the World Championships.




  ‘This season it’s been the same. Okay in the first half of the season but he’s improved as he did last year and comes into this race on very good form. He’s a very

  important member of the team and a really popular guy with the other riders. You could feel the other riders bristle when Paul asked that question because they would have felt it was disrespectful

  to Eddie. I thought it was too, and I just said, “You have your opinions and you’re entitled to them and I have mine.”




  ‘In terms of world ranking points, Eddie is twelfth. He’s a very good rider and I just wanted to lean over towards him when Paul asked that question and say, “Don’t pay

  any attention to this, Eddie, this isn’t about you, this is about this guy getting at me and getting at the team.” In that setting, I thought it was a cheap shot and I can understand

  why the riders were pissed.’




  I find myself in the unusual position of hearing about a small journalist/manager contretemps but from the point of view of the latter. Boasson Hagen thought the question slightly unfair but

  wasn’t bothered by it. Laid back and ultra calm by nature, it would take more than that to ruffle his Norwegian feathers.




  ‘After you gave Paul the answer about your opinion differing from his, I presume you then defended Edvald?’ I say, suspecting that in his anger at Kimmage he’d not done

  this.




  He looks at me silently, confirmation of what I’d imagined.




  Through years of success with the Team GB track cycling team, and more recently with Team Sky, Brailsford regularly lauded the influence of forensic psychiatrist Steve Peters who worked with him

  and a high percentage of the athletes who passed through the GB system. One important Peters contribution was his ‘chimp model’ analysis, that both athletes’ and managers’

  performances diminished when actions were inspired by the irrational side of their personalities. The ‘chimp’ is essentially an emotional machine that behaves independently of us. It is

  neither good nor bad. It competes with our ‘computer’, the logical and calculating side of our character, and if left to dominate can result in bad decision making. We are not

  responsible for the nature of our chimp but we are responsible for managing them. If you understand that part of your own brain, the part that reacts emotionally rather than logically, you will be

  more effective.




  It is a concept that has been embraced by Team Sky’s management, and within the team different individuals talk about the chimp and the need to keep it in its place. Brailsford is an avid

  believer, or at least he was until Kimmage asked that question. Then it was over to you, Mr Chimp, you tell Kimmage what you think of him.




  In 2012 Dave Brailsford felt his chimp straining at the leash a lot of the time on the Tour. He was taken aback at the ferocity of the questioning his team faced on the doping issue and this

  year he had assumed that the issue would have faded away.




  ‘Last year it seemed full on, and I had never been exposed to that level of aggression. I couldn’t get my head around how unjust it was, and this time last year I felt just rotten. I

  felt terrible for Tim [Kerrison] who I had persuaded to come into this sport.’




  Dave Brailsford is not often wrong, but on this assumption he was. Nothing had faded away. His antagonism towards Paul Kimmage’s edgy but not particularly disrespectful question at the

  pre-race press conference showed his chimp had made the journey to Corsica. It is remarkable a man so bright can so easily lose his ability to be rational and do what is best for the team.




  As the Tour unfolds there will be press conferences far more hostile than that opening salvo on the cruise ferry. And Brailsford knows he will have to do better.




  By now Brailsford is sitting on the low shelf that runs across the back of the camper van, SKY 18. He senses he’s made a bad start to his media performance at the Tour

  and though he barely shows the disappointment, it is there.




  Rod Ellingworth, the team’s performance manager, comes to where we’re talking. Affable, enthusiastic, an outstanding planner. He has been for a walk and arrives with beads of sweat.

  Most mornings Brailsford and Kerrison, and general facilitator Dario Cioni will rise around six and be out on their bikes before seven. A former bike rider, Ellingworth has previously said he

  wouldn’t be comfortable disappearing at that time in the morning, preferring instead to hang about, breakfasting with the carers and mechanics, available to anyone with a problem he can help

  solve.




  Empathy comes easily to him and underpins his role within the team. A lot of the staff find it easy to relate to him, and him to them, and as well as his people skills he is a master planner.

  Quickly picking up on the fact that Brailsford isn’t his usual self, Ellingworth makes a little small talk and soon carries on to the hotel.




  Chris Haynes walks from the hotel, as quietly and as unobtrusively as he does most things in life. He is softy spoken, polite, gentle even, and you wonder how he was ever persuaded to head up

  Team Sky’s media operation. His day job is in London with the ultra-successful Sky Sports television channels, where he is head of media and, though he consulted with and offered guidance to

  Team Sky, it was never more than an adjunct to his primary role.




  Bradley Wiggins and a moment of breathtaking madness changed that. After the finish of the eighth stage of the 2012 Tour, Wiggins was asked in a press conference what he had to say to critics on

  Twitter who publicly accused him of doping. Perhaps the journalist asking the question didn’t realise it, but this was one question guaranteed to evoke a vitriolic response from Wiggins.




  Two months before he’d won the Tour de Romandie but soon after, while recovering with his family, he’d gone on Twitter and was sickened by what he read. A lot of people, mostly under

  the cover of their anonymous Twitter names, accused him of doping. For all the cool, Wiggins needs to be respected, even loved, and he couldn’t just dismiss those accusing him as people who

  didn’t know what they were talking about.




  Instead he looked at himself as others were looking at him: dominant cyclist who wins time trials and occasional sprints, who stays with the best climbers in the mountains, yeah, he could see

  why there were suspicions. He thought it would be better if he didn’t win his next race, the Dauphiné Libéré, as another victory would only make things worse. He worried

  what winning the Tour de France would do to his reputation. He told his wife Cath that he didn’t want to win the Tour.




  Shane Sutton, the mate and Team GB coach who wasn’t afraid to stand up to him, told Wiggins to ignore the accusers. He said he wasn’t able to do that. Tim Kerrison told him to accept

  that he was going to get this kind of criticism. He stopped checking Twitter, tried to put it out of his mind, but it lay there, in a quiet corner, waiting to be roused.




  So the question comes at him like a grenade. He catches, pulls the pin, and flings it back into the crowd.




  ‘I say they’re just fucking wankers. I cannot be doing with people like that. It justifies their own bone-idleness because they can’t ever imagine applying themselves to doing

  anything in their lives. It’s easy for them to sit under a pseudonym on Twitter and write that sort of shit, rather than get off their arses in their own lives and apply themselves and work

  hard at something and achieve something. And that’s ultimately it. Cunts.’




  To get ‘fucking’, ‘wankers’, ‘shit’, ‘arses’ and ‘cunts’ in one answer must be a record, possibly even more rare than winning

  Paris–Nice, Tour de Romandie, Dauphiné Libéré, Tour de France, and an Olympic gold medal in the same season, as Wiggins did. You could rightly argue about how he

  expressed his frustration, but if he was clean, as he insisted he was, then it was easy to understand what drove him to say exactly what was on his mind, and in exactly the way he wanted to say

  it.




  Back at BSkyB’s headquarters, the corporate bosses may have empathised with the sentiments but they wouldn’t have liked the expletives. Wiggins’s targets could have been Sky

  subscribers! Chris Haynes was on the next plane to France. Wiggins once said, ‘I’m not a well-trained corporate dream.’ That much was apparent when he made the air turn blue in

  the small Swiss town of Porrentruy.




  Haynes, though, is a paragon of reasonableness and it is difficult not to agree with most of what he says. Before he took his place in the front line at Team Sky there had been accusations of

  Team Sky trying to influence what was asked at press conferences. They’d ask journalists not to ask about such-and-such doping case because there was always the fear that Wiggins or Cavendish

  might react badly.




  That desire to control the agenda irritated journalists and offered another reason to any journalist inclined to dislike the team. Of which there were plenty.




  Haynes came with a more grown-up attitude, extolling the virtues of openness and encouraging the riders to see doping questions as inevitable and understandable. He reminded Wiggins that his

  knowledge of, and appreciation for, cycling’s history was something that would endear him to fans of the sport, especially to continental Europeans. By the end Wiggins was in his element

  speaking with reporters, eloquent and utterly engaging, maybe even almost a ‘well-trained corporate dream’.




  The improvement changed Haynes’s life, as he was seconded from BSkyB to Team Sky and he now divides his time between both. We ran together one morning during the Giro d’Italia, up a

  hill from our Italian hotel, round a few corners, then down a long straight road and past an unmanned border crossing and into Slovenia. Alas, we didn’t have the stamina to reach Marko

  Dzalo’s home town.




  That morning Chris spoke a lot about his son who was about to go to his first Tottenham Hotspur game without an adult and Chris was both excited and nervous about this rite of passage

  experience. A few days before he had been speaking about his family and told me that although the boy was from his partner’s previous relationship, he loved him as if he was his own son.




  ‘Chris,’ I said, ‘what you mean is that you love him as a son, no qualification.’




  A couple of days later we were talking again and he said there was something he wanted to say to me. ‘You know what you said to me the other day?’ I knew. ‘That meant a lot to

  me. Thank you.’




  Such sensibility hardly goes with the media manager’s job but Haynes isn’t your common-or-garden PR operator.




  And when he came out of the Golfe Hotel in Porto-Vecchio, it was good to see him. We chatted for a bit; he then had to take a call, but when he came back a few minutes later he was excited.

  ‘You know what’s just happened?’ he said. ‘A beautiful butterfly came fluttering by, landed just there, and rose again and flew on. The butterfly was yellow-coloured,

  totally yellow.’




  He saw it as an omen, this papillon jaune, a portent of good things to come.




  The butterfly, which drops into Corsica on its journey from North Africa, is called Clouded Yellow.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  

    

      ‘The best executive is the one who has sense enough to pick good men to do what he wants done, and self-restraint enough to keep from meddling with them while they

      do it.’




      Theodore Roosevelt


    


  




  On the evening before the Tour begins, a staff meeting is called for nine o’clock on the team bus. This is the team’s fourth year and among the foot soldiers this

  gathering has taken on the status of the pre-Tour call to arms. By 8.55 most of the staff are in their places, the nine available seats filled, everyone else standing or sitting in the aisle.

  Excitement hangs in the air, tinged with apprehension for they know what they will have to do over the four weeks and whatever happens, it won’t be easy.




  At the front of the bus a digital clock with illuminated red numbers moves silently from 8.53 through 8.54 to 8.55 but in a team where everything is timed, it starts to draw attention.




  ‘Who’s not here?’




  They search for the missing.




  ‘He’s gonna be late, gonna be in trouble,’ someone says. There is laughter at the thought of imminent embarrassment.




  Those who arrive in the nick of time are not jeered because they have cut it fine, but cheered because they are not actually late. At 8.59 everyone is present. Where’s the fun in that?

  It’s like we’re in the Colosseum and the emperor has given everyone the thumbs-up.




  The real emperor stands at the front of the bus. Forty-nine years of age, so neatly built his shaven head seems part of his DNA, clean-cut genetics. He smiles easily and is a natural

  communicator. People listen. His lucidity will carry him through this meeting. It was curious that in John Dower’s beautifully made documentary about Bradley Wiggins’ victory in the

  2012 Tour, Brailsford claimed he didn’t really have friends and was by nature a loner.




  That’s not the person he seems to rank-and-file Team Sky staff, all of whom are comfortable in his company and most of whom like him. He takes out his iPhone and asks if he can take a

  group photo of everyone on the bus. There is something vaguely flattering when the boss asks to photograph the staff and, immediately, people are listening. They look towards him, the digitally

  reproduced shutter sound is heard among the grins.




  He then talks about the memories this photo might evoke in six months’ time and what each individual will think when he looks at it. ‘What you will want to say is that they were the

  best group of guys I ever worked with, as good as any team could have had. You also want to be able to say, “We were good together on that Tour, there wasn’t another thing we could have

  done.”’




  Brailsford then speaks of his role and their importance. ‘I am just the conductor of this orchestra, you are the guys who play the instruments and you were hand-picked for this job because

  you are the best at what you do.’ What he doesn’t say but everyone knows is that the road to this point could be paved with the bodies of those who were hired but just didn’t fit

  in.




  Team Sky isn’t for everyone and Brailsford believes it’s in all’s interests if the ill-fitting are politely offered the opportunity to continue their careers elsewhere.

  Turnover of staff was high in the first three years, but the boss is now much closer to the back-up team he wants.




  After identifying himself as the conductor of the orchestra, he then expresses one of the team’s core values. He deliberately picks a senior staff member, operations manager Carsten

  Jeppesen, to make the point. ‘If in our orchestra Carsten isn’t playing his violin properly it is my responsibility to come along and say, “Look, Carsten, we need to have a

  chat.”




  ‘What I mustn’t do is speak to Mario [Pafundi] and say, “You know what, Carsten’s fucking this up,” because then Mario might say, “Yeah, he’s always

  fucking things up,” and instead of my dealing with the problem we make it worse by talking to other people, who in turn talk to even more people.’




  So, in this team, bitching about colleagues will not be tolerated. Every suggestion is coated with a sense of what seems entirely reasonable. ‘We have come here without our wives,

  partners, children, and now for the next three weeks we have to make sure that we don’t allow our personal lives to affect our jobs.’




  During the course of the Tour different staff members will talk about how much harder they work in Team Sky than they have done in their previous teams and here, from the boss, is a warning

  about personal issues impinging upon their work with the team. Yet this isn’t as uncompromising as it seems, for when Rod Ellingworth’s little daughter gets sick in the first week, he

  is given the go-ahead to get himself home and take care of what matters.




  Brailsford wants everyone to know that he believes they have helped get the team into a position to win its second consecutive Tour. ‘We can look at what we’ve done and ask,

  “Could we have done more to this point?” I don’t think we could have. The team is in good shape, we have good results this year and the nine guys we have chosen are all fit and

  well. But now we want to have a really good three weeks.’




  He then gets into details that other teams mightn’t see as important. ‘Health is going to be a big issue. It is not a question of “if some of us get sick” but “when

  some of us get sick”. So we take every precaution to ensure we don’t help spread infection.




  ‘It is common practice in France to shake the hand of the person you are meeting. If you can, avoid shaking hands. Smile, whatever, but try to cut down on the hand-shaking. And make sure

  to use the alcohol disinfectant. Before you eat, before you get on the bus, use it. We had an issue in the Giro with three riders sick, including Christian [Knees] and Bradley who sat alongside

  each other on the bus.’




  He talks about security around the team. ‘We have to be really vigilant about this, especially in relation to riders’ food and drinks. If you see anybody, around the bus or any of

  our vehicles, who you’re not sure about, don’t let it pass. Ask him what he’s doing, mention it to Rod or me. One guy contaminating one drink is all it would take to give us a big

  problem, so you’ve got to stay alert to the danger.’




  The team doesn’t shy away from expressions of self-belief. When he left the Garmin team to join Sky in 2009, Wiggins equated it to ‘leaving Wigan [then a lowly Premier League

  football team] and joining Manchester United’. Once, in the car, Ellingworth complained about the team’s arrogance in that first year, saying too much about what they would do before

  they had done anything.




  ‘Like what Brad said about Manchester United and Wigan. You can’t say that, although on that I do agree with Brad. We are Manchester United and they are Wigan.’




  Brailsford was a shade more subtle in his closing message. ‘If you all do your jobs, we have the best support team on this race and you guys will show that.’




  He had spoken for about twenty minutes and then asked Ellingworth to run through some organisational and logistical issues. Ellingworth reminds everyone that just because they’ve got Tour

  de France stickers on the cars doesn’t give anyone a licence to drive irresponsibly and the gendarmerie have told all the teams they won’t tolerate it. (Brailsford had earlier reminded

  staff that anyone who drinks and then drives a vehicle will be fired, a rule that is non-negotiable.)




  Lead mechanic Gary Blem asked Ellingworth to remind all drivers to fill their tanks at the end of the day so that those staff members who take care of the cars don’t have to refuel them

  early the next morning. There was also a request to hand in the keys at the end of the day so that Neil MacDonald, the Jaguar mechanic in charge of the cars, can keep them all together.




  Dave Brailsford then asked Tim Kerrison, head of performance support and the man most informed on the minutiae of the riders’ form, to talk about what he expected from the team over the

  following three weeks. Kerrison is quietly spoken and thoughtful, a man who’d never claim to have invented hot water when all he’d done was stumble across a geyser. Deadpan tone and

  natural understatement lend weight to everything he says. Overall, the team were in very good shape. He spoke about some of the riders about whom there were worries. David López, who had

  been sick in the Critérium du Dauphiné, was fully recovered now, and Vasil Kiryienka, who seemed tired in the Dauphiné, was now back at his best.




  Kerrison also spoke about how Pete Kennaugh had come through and was showing what the management always thought him capable of. He talked about the excellent form of Richie Porte and Chris

  Froome; he considered Porte was in the shape of his life and when he mentioned Froome he said Team Sky had by far the best rider in the race.




  Kerrison delivers this verdict as if giving a weather report. Nicolas Portal, the young French directeur sportif, also spoke, as did Blem and Pafundi.




  Towards the end, Brailsford spoke about the media and how it was better if he dealt with most of the enquiries. This would happen mostly by the bus and, though there would be occasions when it

  might be necessary for Tim and Rod to offer their opinions on things, and while it was appropriate for the directeur sportif to handle questions related to that day’s race, most of

  the other stuff was best left to him.




  Brailsford made the point that when journalists didn’t get what they were looking for from him, they would go to Ellingworth or Kerrison trying to get what they actually wanted. Everyone

  needed to be aware of this and make sure there was as little leakage as possible. ‘While we want to be open and transparent and polite at all times, we also want to stay in control of

  this.’




  I’m sitting in the third seat on the left, listening and wondering if, unknown to myself, I am being controlled?




  The meeting peters out which seems disappointing as it had been almost inspiring when Brailsford was in full flow. I’d wondered what he might do for a final flourish. ‘I see you

  stand like greyhounds in the slips, Straining upon the start. The game’s afoot: Follow your spirit, and upon this charge Cry “God for Harry, England, and Saint George!”’ But

  this leader has come from the School of Dr Steve Peters and no need to rouse the chimps when a good night’s rest is what everyone needs.




  Seven months before, I’m sitting in the reception room at the Manchester velodrome waiting to meet Brailsford for the first time. Given what he has achieved with Team GB,

  it is strange that this is a first meeting, but my love for cycling had been destroyed by the Armstrong era and for six or seven years I’d given the sport a wide berth.




  Only a couple of weeks have passed since the Texan was kicked out of cycling, and the whiff of scandal still hangs in the air. Brailsford wants to talk about the stuff I’d written along

  the way. ‘What I can’t imagine is how you dealt with the sense of alienation from a lot of the guys you were working alongside at the Tour de France,’ he says. ‘Many of them

  must have hated what you were doing?’ That was, I say, the least of my problems.




  We watch a group of children ride little bikes round the indoor BMX track, kids of four and five learning to be comfortable on a bike. This new facility has been built off the success of the

  track teams that Brailsford nurtured and though he doesn’t claim any credit, he is due some.




  Team Sky was conceived in this velodrome amid unanimous agreement that they would replicate their approach to track cycling on the road. Sports scientists would work with the riders, everything

  that the team would do on and off the bike would be thought through and evidence based, and there would be no doping.




  He wants me to know where he’s come from. ‘I place a lot of trust and have a lot of confidence in Dr Steve Peters. We sat down and said, “Okay, well, our values and our

  beliefs, they are going to be unquestioned.” It was very clear we are very anti-doping and that’s how we’re always going to be. If we couldn’t do it that way, if it was

  impossible, then we’d stop. Winning is great but it’s not about winning, it’s the process that I like.




  ‘How do you help somebody to improve? That’s what we enjoy doing and we’re thinking about it all the time.’




  Depending upon your starting point this is either admirable or PR fluff, and I am inclined to seeing it as the latter. But I would remember Brailsford’s views on the process being more

  interesting than winning during the final stages of the 2013 Tour. Though Chris Froome had a healthy lead at that point there was still the 32km time trial from Embrun to Chorges and three tough

  Alpine stages to get through.




  Rain was forecast and with two longish descents on the course, the time trial couldn’t be regarded as a formality. Early that afternoon Brailsford retired to his room at the Hotel Les

  Bartavelles in Embrun to take an hour-long nap. More tired than he thought, he slept on and was woken by the France 2 commentary of the time trial, right at the point in the late afternoon when

  there was a spectacular crash.




  ‘I was woken by the commentator screaming “Chute, chute! ” Half awake, I thought it had to be Froomey. Then I saw it was the French rider Christophe Peraud who started

  the day ninth and was then out of the race.’




  We talked about how he could sleep through an important moment in the race; he thought nothing of it. It wasn’t his job to communicate with the team leader during the time trial. That was

  left to directeur sportif Nico Portal. If he had travelled in the car, he would have found it hard to stay quiet. In his management game, the conductor doesn’t whisper advice to the

  violinist during the recital.




  That afternoon in Manchester, Brailsford took me through his life. He left school at sixteen, determined to make something of his life but unsure about the direction. To get a qualification of

  some sort, he did an Ordinary National Certificate (ONC) and then Higher National Certificate (HNC) in engineering. He felt those certs freed him to do what he wanted, which was to ride the Tour de

  France.




  His dad worked every summer as an Alpine guide and when those engineering courses were done, he encouraged his son to come to France. Brailsford liked riding his bike and believed that with

  proper training, he might one day ride the Tour. He went to St Etienne, met people who saw him as you might see a stray dog and took him in. Long before the end of three years in France he realised

  he was never going to ride the Tour and would never be good enough to make his living from the sport.




  ‘I guess the most I got out of the time in France was the fact that I became fluent in French.’




  On his own, and with a lot of time, he used it to explore the worlds of physiology, sports science and training techniques. He wanted to find ways of making his training more efficient but he

  also discovered that no matter how intelligently and diligently he himself trained, it wasn’t going to be enough to allow him to compete as a professional.




  ‘I thought, “I’ve got to go back and work on my education.” I came back, went to university to study sports science and psychology which was funny because I had hated

  school. But I couldn’t wait to get back into education, loved every single minute of it, and went on to do an MBA because as well as the science of sport, I wanted to learn about the business

  side as well.’




  We talk about the principles that underpinned the setting up of Team Sky. ‘We had to be at the cutting edge of technology, and be up with the latest thinking in sports science, and ours

  was going to be a clean team. Our recruitment policy was simple: we would not hire any rider or staff who had tested positive or had any clear association with doping.




  ‘It seemed to me the recruitment of doctors was key. We agreed not to take any doctor from cycling, and would hire doctors from outside cycling and work from there.’




  I tell him that when it was revealed the team had employed Dr Geert Leinders from Rabobank, who was later shown to have been involved in doping, the question in my mind was, ‘How could

  Brailsford have done that?’




  ‘That’s been a very humbling experience for me.’




  Brailsford tells me the story of the June evening in 2004 when he and his pregnant partner Lisa were on a short break in Biarritz. He called David Millar who lived in Biarritz

  and was part of the Team GB track team. Unusually for him, Brailsford had allowed his professional relationship with Millar to also become personal. He and Millar were friends and that evening they

  decided to go to Millar’s favourite restaurant, the Blue Cargo.




  Intelligent and charming, Millar had just told an interesting anecdote about a long night partying with Lance Armstrong and two Aussies Matt White and Stuart O’Grady, when two men

  approached the table. ‘David Millar?’ The rider nodded, they flashed their police badges and asked him and Brailsford to come with them.




  Outside, a third police officer waited. Millar was taken in the police car with two of the policemen, the third travelled with Brailsford and his partner in Millar’s car. Heavily pregnant,

  Lisa didn’t understand what was happening and was crying. Told to follow the car in front, Brailsford presumed they were going to Millar’s apartment and knowing his way, he let the

  police car disappear. This infuriated the officer in the back seat of Brailsford’s car who thought he had deliberately allowed the car in front to get away. The officer began punching the

  back of Lisa’s seat which in turn infuriated Brailsford. He stopped the car. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’




  Not getting much by way of an apology, Brailsford drove on and Lisa was still deeply upset. After a stop at the Biarritz police station, they went to Millar’s apartment, put Millar in one

  corner, Brailsford in the other, ransacked the place and found two used EPO syringes.




  Brailsford was allowed take Lisa to a hotel before he reported back to the station for questioning. They grilled him for five hours, insisted he had to have known what Millar was doing and a

  female officer said, ‘Your wife is pregnant and she’s going to lose the baby because you’re a fucking liar.’ Brailsford said he didn’t know what was going on.




  A male officer showed him a little syringe, asked him what it was and when Brailsford said a syringe, it seemed only to make things worse.




  ‘Of course it’s a syringe, what kind of syringe is it?’




  ‘It’s a small syringe.’




  Exasperated, the officers pointed to a word on the side of the syringe, Eprex.




  ‘What’s Eprex?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘You must.’




  ‘I don’t.’




  In the end they told him it was EPO and he had to have known what it was. Brailsford said the truth was that he didn’t and what did they want from him. The truth, they said.

  ‘That’s what I’m giving you,’ he replied. They convinced him they didn’t accept a word he was saying.




  Then, half an hour after the questions stopped, one of the officers returned to the interrogation room and politely told Brailsford they believed him. He couldn’t believe what they’d

  put him through. ‘You knew I had nothing to do with this,’ he said. ‘We weren’t sure,’ the officer replied.




  He tells this story passionately, wanting me to understand he had been with Millar at the moment of his disgrace and that he had been treated like a criminal simply because he’d been in

  Millar’s company.




  Lisa wanted him to return home as soon as he could, advice reiterated by people back at British Cycling, but Brailsford stayed to support Millar who spent almost two days in prison before making

  a full confession in the 47th hour of a 48-hour detention.




  When he was released from prison, Brailsford was waiting for him. They shared a bottle of wine and Millar told his friend and the boss of Team GB, for which he rode, the full extent of his

  doping. Brailsford listened but didn’t judge, even though it emerged Millar had used drugs when riding for the GB team and by doing so jeopardised Brailsford’s position and the entire

  programme.




  After returning to Britain, Brailsford asked Steve Peters to go down to Biarritz and do what he could to help Millar through a difficult time. According to Millar, Brailsford paid for

  Peters’s flight from his own pocket.




  I listened without saying much.




  Brailsford wasn’t sure what I thought about Team Sky. Neither was I.




  ‘Do you believe we’re clean?’ he asked.




  ‘If you put a gun to my head and said, “Did Team Sky win the Tour de France clean?” I’d say, “Yes, I think they did win it clean.” Then the trigger is pulled,

  I hear the click of an empty chamber and I think, “Phew, thank God I’m still around,” because there would be a fair amount of relief. You see, I’m not sure. How can anybody

  be?’




  ‘I know we are doing things correctly,’ he said. ‘I know we are clean.’




  ‘If you are, why do you get so defensive when there are doping questions?’




  ‘We don’t get defensive,’ he said.




  ‘You do. Bradley’s explosion at the Tour created the impression the team wasn’t comfortable dealing with doping. Some journalists complained that the team was too controlling

  and occasionally tried to discourage journalists from asking about doping.’




  ‘I’m sure we didn’t do that,’ he says.




  ‘Certain journalists say you did, that they themselves were asked not to pursue a particular line at a Wiggins press conference for fear that it would upset the leader. And that was

  normally something to do with doping.’




  I felt he didn’t believe this had taken place, but it had.




  He then changed tack. ‘We have nothing to hide and if you’d like to come and live with the team, you’d be more than welcome.’




  ‘What do you mean, “live with the team”?’




  ‘You would have complete access. Stay in the team hotel, eat with us. Travel with members of the team, speak to who you want to, go into the doctor’s room, see who’s coming in

  and out of the hotel. Literally, whatever you want to do.’




  I hadn’t expected anything like this and it put me in a slightly awkward position.




  ‘You tried this before with my close friend Paul Kimmage and it didn’t work.’




  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I was hugely embarrassed by what happened. I invited Paul to come with us on the 2010 Tour de France and then I had to withdraw the offer after the first

  few days. I found myself in an extremely difficult position, but a few of the staff didn’t enjoy having Paul around. They found him intense and difficult to be around. We could have handled

  it better. He could have handled it better.’




  ‘What do you think is the key to it working this time round?’ I say.




  ‘Paul came to a training camp for two or three days before the Tour; it wasn’t enough. People didn’t know him, weren’t comfortable around him and I think he’d agree

  himself, he’s not the easiest guy. If you’re going to do this, you’ve got to come to our training camp at Mallorca in January. Spend a week with us there. Then you’ve got to

  spend a week with us in Tenerife, because it is regarded as the place teams supposedly go for doping. Come with us and see what we do there. Then come on the Giro and by the time the Tour comes

  round, you will know everyone and people will hopefully be comfortable with your presence. And don’t wait for us to ask you, you join up with us whenever you want.’




  Leaving Manchester that evening, I knew the offer had to be accepted. How could you be a journalist and not want to travel inside the world number one cycling team?




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  

    

      ‘He has drawn back, only in order to have enough room for his leap.’




      Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human


    


  




  If you are a Corsican separatist or if you just like a quiet life you had best swallow hard. The Tour de France is coming! The Tour de France is coming! Twelve hundred hotel

  rooms have already been annexed by teams and organisers. Half the population of the world are sleeping either in camper vans or on boats.




  The Tour is celebrating its one hundredth edition by staying at home. The French have reclaimed their race – at least in the geographical sense. For the first time in a decade the peloton

  won’t be straying outside French territory. It will be sunflowers, chateaux and blue skies all the way.




  So you are Corsican and proud. Instead of swooning and falling in line you make an enormous banner, CORSICA IS NOT FRANCE, to welcome the visitors and you drape it across a bridge overlooking

  the route. A message to all who wonder about Corsicans’ view of the motherland. But business is business, tourists are euros and you are out of step.




  This is the moment to offer the world thousands of moving postcards from Corsica. That is what this deal is about: a three-week advertisement in which bike riders fill up the moments between the

  landscape portraits. This is the first Tour of the post-Lance era. It will be cleaner and at the beginning, here in Corsica, it will certainly be pretty.




  So step up, Corsica. To make up for never having bothered to come here at any time in the last ninety-nine editions, Corsica is getting Le Grand Départ and two other stages. The island is

  rugged and beautiful but the roads are narrower, and when riders talk about the first three stages, the word carnage gets used a lot.




  Team Sky arrive, like most other teams, on Wednesday. This is the start of a month living in each other’s ears, dealing with each other under extreme pressure, a month of everybody being

  pushed to their professional limits.




  It’s life in the trenches, but Team Sky at least look like the best turned-out and best equipped army in the war. The bus is fit for the Dark Lord of Mordor, the uniforms and bikes

  uniquely in this era not festooned with the logos of dozens of companies. Restraint and good design pervade. The blue stripe, representing the thin line between success and failure, runs down

  everything from the back of the chef’s whites to the team-issue iPhones.




  The team are addicted to detail: pineapple juice to make water more drinkable; chemical weapons [alcohol disinfectant] deployed against germs; every bike checked and passed by two mechanics,

  working indoors to soft music in an airconditioned truck which keeps the space at precisely 23 degrees. If it snows, rains or freezes, their colleagues on other teams are out in the elements fixing

  bikes, cursing the weather.




  In the evening riders eat on their own, their dinner timed to start thirty or forty-five minutes before staff, so that the main men get a little privacy and the sense that though their days are

  hard, staff days are longer. Riders will eat food specially bought and prepared by their own chef, Søren Kristiansen. If any of this nutritious food is left over, provided the riders have

  left the dining room, Søren will invite the staff to help themselves. Otherwise it is hotel food.




  Over dinner the second directeur sportif, Servais Knaven, will hand out the following day’s plan. Sky’s daily plan is produced by the performance manager Rod Ellingworth and

  is a work of art. It lists who will travel with whom from the hotel to the start, then who travels with whom from the start to the finish and, finally, how everyone gets from the finish to the

  hotel.




  It can happen that a staffer will travel in three different vehicles for those three journeys and everything is underpinned by the need to make sure nothing encroaches upon the team performance.

  What never happens is someone stands around the team bus and vehicles at the end of a stage and asks who he is travelling with. Should that happen Ellingworth will say, ‘Oh, did you not get

  the plan?’ which might sound like a question but isn’t.




  The teams are presented to the public at a ceremony by the sea in Porto-Vecchio on Thursday. As the previous year’s Tour de France winners, Team Sky are presented last. The team arrives

  like nine James Bonds atop a large white cruiser which cuts across the port. Some of the riders take photos of the scene ahead with their distinctive iPhones. Chris Froome stands to the side

  looking out to sea like Columbus who was born here, his Tintin profile peering towards either his destiny or a good spot for the spear fishing he enjoys so much. When the boat hits Porto-Vecchio a

  ramp descends and the nine Team Sky riders roll down onto the dockside on their Pinarellos. When you were a gangly spotty teenager there was always a tall, smooth, blue-eyed and Brylcreemed boy who

  turned heads everywhere he went. Team Sky are that boy. Most of you hated him. He knew that but he didn’t mind. You’re only human.




  This is my first time at the race since disillusionment caused me to hand in my little green accreditation badge in 2004.




  ‘Au revoir, messieurs, la victoire pour les tricheurs [Goodbye, men, the victory for the cheaters],’ I thought at the time. Through the years from Armstrong’s seventh

  in 2005 – featuring Landis, Rasmussen, Vinokorouv, Contador, et al – to Wiggins in 2012, I hadn’t covered the Tour, and I hadn’t missed it. Armstrong’s

  banishment changed things; exiting the building, he left the door half-open and finally I had a way back in.




  ‘It’s your comeback Tour, how do you feel?’ says a photographer colleague bumping into me in a corridor.




  ‘Excited and holding on to scepticism,’ I say.




  I’m not just entitled to my scepticism, it is my job to have it with me at all times. We’ve all been fooled, duped and suckered by this race. ‘For years they fucked us,’

  Jean Michel Rouet, a colleague at L’Equipe once said. I never forgot that. Lamentably there are ties cycling is unwilling to cut. On page 46 of the Tour de France bible, the official

  road book, there is a full-page photograph of Richard Virenque advertising a Festina watch. In the photo Virenque looks handsome, almost distinguished. If you didn’t know his story or

  understand what he had stood for, you could look in the road book and see cycling’s George Clooney, the same tinges of grey.
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