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PRAISE FOR PHIL GAIMON

“At a time when pro cycling has struggled with its image, Phil Gaimon has emerged as a refreshing voice—intelligent, humorous, articulate, and above all, transparent. As a college-educated latecomer to the sport, as an outsider who struggled to be given a chance, and as someone with the perspective to laugh at the absurdity of being paid to ride a bicycle for a living, Gaimon’s insights into the pro cycling world resonate with a wide audience. He’s a rider you want to hear from, and know more about, win or lose.”

—Velo magazine

“Having watched Phil race over the past few years, we know he is a great, versatile rider with a huge amount of talent. Beyond that, he is also funny, smart, and a unique addition to the team.”

—Jonathan Vaughters, CEO, Team Garmin-Sharp

“An outspoken proponent of clean competition, Gaimon sports a tattoo of a bar of soap with the word ‘clean’ on his right bicep, and he was attracted to Garmin-Sharp for its ethical code.”

—CyclingNews.com

“We have discovered a light-hearted, hard-working rider with strong convictions.”

—Podium Café

“Phil Gaimon embodies what every aspiring cyclist wants to be: skinny, fast, and clean. He attacked his dream of going pro so hard he ended up in a nightmare with me. Read his book and you’ll realize that Phil speaks the truth: Bike racing is hard, but becoming a pro is even harder.”

—Brad Huff, professional cyclist for Optum presented by Kelly Benefit Strategies

“Pro Cycling on $10 a Day is the story we all want to hear: A regular guy who rides from overweight amateur to European pro in a short time, finding his way and making the best decisions from the resources he had. Phil’s story inspires hope in up-and-comers about what hard work can produce. If you listen, pay attention, and surround yourself with the best people you can, then no dream is out of reach.”

—Jeremy Powers, professional cyclist for Jelly Belly Cycling Team and Team Rapha-Focus, and two-time U.S. Cyclocross National Champion

“Phil worked hard to make the best of his opportunity in racing. He lived out of his car, trained hard, drove hours to get to races, and always showed up ready to fight. He didn’t have it easy. I never knew what was going to come out of Phil’s mouth, but I always knew he would race himself into the ground to try and win for himself or the team.”

—Frankie Andreu, Team Director, 5-hour ENERGY presented by Kenda, nine-time Tour de France finisher, and two-time Olympic cyclist


[image: ]


[image: ]


Copyright © 2014 by Phil Gaimon

All rights reserved. Published in the United States of America by VeloPress, a division of Competitor Group, Inc.

The BISSELL logo and trademark are the registered property of Bissell Homecare, Inc., and are used with kind permission of the company.

[image: ]

3002 Sterling Circle, Suite 100

Boulder, Colorado 80301-2338 USA

(303) 440-0601 · Fax (303) 444-6788 · E-mail velopress@competitorgroup.com

Distributed in the United States and Canada by Ingram Publisher Services

The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:

Gaimon, Phil.

   Pro cycling on $10 a day: from fat kid to Euro pro / Phil Gaimon.

         pages cm

     ISBN 978-1-937715-24-3 (paperback)

     ISBN 978-1-937716-55-4 (e-book)

1. Cyclists—United States—Biography. 2. Bicycle racing. 3. Cycling. I. Title.

   GV1051.G35 2014

   796.6092—dc23

   [B]

              2014004498

For information on purchasing VeloPress books, please call (800) 811-4210, ext. 2138, or visit www.velopress.com.

Cover design by Charles Chamberlin

Interior design and composition by Andy Omel

Front cover photograph by Brad Hines

Back cover photograph by Lyne Lamoureux

Interior photographs courtesy of the author, with the exception of the following:

Kimberly Filipek; Ryan Fisher; Matthew Koschara; Marco Quezada; Casey B. Gibson; Al Hospers, neclimbs.com; Michelle Blake; Danny Munson; Jonathan Devich/epicimages.us; Deborah Ball McGeorge; Gil Dupuy; Kristy Morrow; Brad Hines.

Version 3.1


When Tyler Hamilton tested positive for a blood transfusion, he claimed that he had a twin who died in utero, and some of those blood cells remained in his body.

I’d like to dedicate this work to the memory of Tyler’s tragically “vanishing” chimeric twin sibling and to Lance Armstrong’s famous missing testicle.

May they rest in peace.


CONFESSION

I’ve been holding this in for too long. Now that all the other cyclists are admitting it, it’s my turn to get some things off my chest, so I can finally start to let it go and move on. I was pressured into it by my team, doctors, and competition, and I had no choice. Even though it wasn’t my fault at all (so I definitely shouldn’t be punished in any way), I deeply regret the decisions I made and how they affected those around me.

I confess: I often left the plastic clip thing off the bread bag. A couple times, I started to cross the street when the red hand was already flashing; and once, the clerk at Whole Foods mistook the $14 fresh almond butter for $5 peanut butter, and I didn’t correct her. Everyone else was doing it, and going along with them was the only way I could keep up. I stopped in 2006, and I never did it again.

The truth is that I’m sick of all the scandals, sick of all the stories about the dirty side of the sport, sick of guys writing tell-all books so they can cash in again on the same crimes. I get why they did it, but as juicy and entertaining as it may be, that doesn’t have to be the story of pro cycling anymore. I think you’re sick of it, too, but I have good news! There’d be no such thing as a fake Rolex if there wasn’t a real one out there somewhere, and in just the same way, there is a real pro cycling, every bit as pure and beautiful as the first time you took off your training wheels and felt the wind in your face.


PREFACE

I spent the first month of 2013 at the vacation home of Billy Jones, a former team sponsor in Tucson, Arizona. He also organized a junior development team, and some of the riders flew in for a long weekend to train in the warm weather and, Billy hoped, to learn a thing or two from a real pro cyclist.

One evening I was sitting on the sofa, minding my own business, when Billy’s son asked what he should do if he wanted to be a pro someday. His younger teammate chimed in. “Yeah, and what’s it like once you’ve made it?”

I stared back at the two teenagers, trying to think of a good response. I could tell them about the intervals I’d been doing, or what to eat before a race, but that would be irresponsible, because I knew that those little pointers were meaningless. Top cyclists have individual training plans and diets, but they get to the Tour de France and finish seconds apart. What they have in common is attitude, lifestyle, work ethic, how they learn from setbacks, and not giving up.

Maybe I should have taken the boys on a grand tour of my dust-covered Toyota Matrix parked in the driveway, filled with everything I owned, with gas receipts stuffed in the console and 200,000 miles on the odometer. I could show them the scars, and list the nine states and three different countries where I’d left my skin on the pavement. That’s what it’s fucking like when you’re a pro cyclist, kids! But I didn’t want to scare them.

What I wanted to do was get one of those memory erasers that Will Smith had in Men in Black, or shake their heads like an Etch A Sketch, to remove everything they thought they knew about pro cycling. Then I’d sit them down for a lecture. I would start by explaining how hard it’s going to be, how many years of solitude and poverty they’ll have to push through, and how many opportunities and relationships they’ll have to sacrifice. Only after the young riders grasped the downside would I feel comfortable explaining the beauty of the sport, what I’ve taken away from it, and why I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

As I tried to think of an answer, the pizza man rang the doorbell, rescuing me for the night. But I can’t shirk my responsibilities to the youth of my beloved sport. I hope they can find an answer in here somewhere. Maybe I can share what I’ve learned, so they’ll have an easier time of it than I did. Along the way, I’ll try to paint a picture of pro cycling, or at least my corner of it, so if scandal burns down the sport, they can use this as a blueprint to help resurrect it.

I didn’t use a ghost writer, either. These words are mine.


INTRODUCTION: IT’S PRECARIOUS

When I was a kid, my father took me grocery shopping every Saturday morning. Perched on the thin wire seat in the top of the cart, munching a donut from the bakery aisle, I’d hold the coupons as he filled the cart, grabbing things I wanted for myself when he wasn’t looking. If I got lucky, maybe he wouldn’t notice the army men, toy dinosaurs, or candy when we arrived at the checkout.

The highlight was when my dad left me at the end of an aisle while he went to look for something. Once he was gone, I had a chance to play an impromptu game of hide-and-seek: I’d reach out of the cart and push off of a shelf or anything solid I could reach, propelling the cart away from where he’d left me. He usually caught me in the act and grabbed the handle before I made any ground, but once in a while I’d make it around a corner and out of sight.

One morning, it must have been early in the trip when I saw my chance for escape, because the cart was still light. I moved parallel to the dairy fridge, facing backward like a rower and launching off of each door handle I passed for an extra boost of speed. I’d gained a lot of momentum when I cleared the frozen fish, but I had no means to brake or turn when I saw the display of Old El Paso Chunky Salsa rapidly approaching. I ducked and covered, already crying as the jars came crashing down around me.

My father returned to a bawling 4-year-old and a red, chunky mess at the end of the aisle. “I’m sorry!” I wailed, now adding the inevitable time-out to the tally of horrors. To my great relief, I wasn’t punished at all. My dad wiped salsa off my face and said, “It’s okay, Phillip. Those jars were precarious. Do you know what that means?”

It must have meant that things could be stacked up in such a way that there’s little chance for a positive outcome, so it’s not necessarily my fault if I find myself in a mess. Precarious has been my favorite word ever since.


1

TAKE WHAT YOU CAN GET
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I never asked to be a professional cyclist. I feel like it just happened to me, and before I realized it, I was chasing something. I guess that means my path was unorthodox compared to most guys who race bikes for a living. No one in my family ever raced a bike. None of my friends raced bikes. In fact, I can’t think of anyone I grew up around who was particularly athletic or competitive, or even watched a lot of sports on TV. Somehow, I found bikes, and pro cycling sucked me in. I still haven’t caught the something that I’m chasing. In fact, I’m not completely sure what it is. But I’m not complaining.

In 10th-grade technology class, everyone took a career aptitude survey. We input our interests, preferences, and abilities, and the computer suggested professions accordingly. Mine said “Pro Athlete, or Agriculture/Forestry.” I lived in a suburb in Atlanta, nowhere near any agriculture, and I’d never planted a tree or set foot on a farm, so that was out. I was also five foot nine, obese, and exhausted by physical activity. I laughed at the test and made fun of the teacher, but I suppose I owe Mr. Beck an apology.

My older sister was a star student. Teachers recognized my last name and always had high hopes for me, but sooner or later I wouldn’t live up to Valerie’s legacy. Junior year, I was the first to arrive in English class, so I walked straight to the back of the empty rows.

“The back, huh? You know I notice that sort of thing,” said the teacher.

“You’d have figured it out anyway,” I told her.
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Me in eighth grade. If I wore a baggy shirt and held a bunch of binders and books, maybe no one would notice that I was a fatty.



By sophomore year, bad diet and lack of physical activity had built up a spare tire and stretch marks on my belly, while puberty and teenage angst had caused my grades to slip and my teachers to call my parents, complaining that I was being a disruptive smart-aleck in class. Who, me? I hadn’t gotten into any real trouble yet, but it was probably coming. And then I found bikes.

When I bought a used Trek hybrid, I didn’t think of it as a potential profession. It was a mode of transportation. On weekends and after school, I’d ride around Atlanta to friends’ houses, where we played video games, copied each other’s homework, and killed time. On the way, I found that riding was a way to relieve some of my anger and get out of the house for a while, away from concerns about college, life, and the future. I discovered and experienced a whole new world outside of the suburbs, from the woods to the inner city. As a bonus, after a couple months of getting around by bike, I noticed that my size 36 pants needed a belt to stay up.

My parents bought me a car when I was 18, but it was too late to stop my bike addiction. Riding had become its own purpose rather than a means to hang out with my friends, and it was all I wanted to do. It gave me a goal, and it formed the basis of a healthy routine. I took the same route every day, exactly 10 miles from the top of our driveway—through busy streets (riding on sidewalks), over the hiking trails in a park near my friend Kalin’s house, and around the mall on the other side of the neighborhood. I rode as hard as I could every day, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, trying to cross my finish line at the top of the driveway in under 30 minutes.

I enjoyed the equipment side of it, too. I was constantly buying and selling used bikes from yard sales and web sites, making a small profit each time and coming out with a cooler bike.

I never achieved the elusive 20 mph average speed I was shooting for, but the attempt helped to solve a lot of my problems. Spending all that time outdoors cleared up my allergies, I lost 40 pounds, and my waist size dropped to 30 inches. By the time I finished high school my grades had improved, and I was less moody, more confident, more social, and happier in general. It was nice to be able to lift things or run up the stairs when I needed to. Best of all, when I looked down, I didn’t see a big roll of fat anymore. I felt okay about myself.

BIKES ARE A GREAT WAY TO GET THROUGH COLLEGE

I didn’t know anyone at the University of Florida (UF) when I started school there in the fall of 2004, but I liked riding bikes, so I joined the collegiate cycling club. The coach, Dan Larson, was a strong racer, and he was working on a master’s degree in sports management. Dan e-mailed a training plan each week, and with no friends other than the guys I met on the team, and nothing to do but show up for my entry-level classes, I did every workout, often adding a little extra. I still wore a T-shirt and shorts, and I didn’t have a road bike yet, but I’d upgraded to a Specialized Stumpjumper mountain bike with slick tires. Gainesville, Florida, is a great place to start riding, with flat roads, warm weather year-round, and lots of open countryside and nature to explore.

When Dan and his wife, Rebecca, convinced me to get a road bike, shave my legs, and order a set of UF tights for the 2005 season, I won my first few time trials and a few criteriums (flat courses with lots of short laps and full of corners—very hazardous to a beginner). I upgraded from the Category V races, which were for riders just starting out, to Cat. IV, for riders still likely to crash but at slightly higher speeds. For collegiate racing, the packs were smaller and safer than the open amateur races, and I was strong enough, so Dan threw me into the A class, which was intended to be for elite-level racers. I wasn’t experienced enough to contribute much, but I climbed well, and I was always on the podium in the time trials. We drove to races throughout the Southeast most weekends during the spring semester, crammed into the cheapest hotels we could find. I slept on a sofa at a Howard Johnson one weekend—and scored a free room when I found a used condom in the cushions.

For the rest of my time at UF, most of my friends, roommates, girlfriends, and social activities stemmed from the cycling team. I didn’t go to a lot of college parties, and I never saw a football game, but I was happy. Dan and Rebecca became my parents away from home, and I’d often be the third wheel when they went out to dinner. Unlike in high school, I found myself sitting in the front of the classroom and acing my exams.
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One of my first races was a time trial in Florida for my university team. My arm warmers never fit right.



EAT AND DRINK

My first road race was hosted by Georgia Tech. It was hilly, and twice as long as anything I’d done so far. Dan pointed out when to use the little chainring (I hadn’t needed it in Florida), and when I finished, with my legs cramping after 75 miles with just water in my bottles, Rebecca gave me some Gatorade and energy bars for the next time.

Thanks to the fuel and the use of my bike’s shifters, my legs were much better the day after, and I made the breakaway with three of the best guys in the conference. I didn’t know much about being in a break or how team tactics worked, but I knew I wanted to win, so I took long pulls, and we got a huge lead on the field. Near the finish, the star rider from Cumberland College attacked, the group shattered, and I came in alone for fourth. It seemed like a good result to me, but UF had the strongest team in the race, so fourth was a disappointment to the team. Dan patiently explained that I shouldn’t have worked so hard; if I had taken shorter pulls, I would have had a better chance of winning. Or, if the break had been caught, someone else on our team would have won, or at least done better than fourth. I realized that I’d raced selfishly, but I was thankful that nobody held it against me. I hadn’t learned all the tactical nuances of the sport, but I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

IF YOU WIN, YOUR TACTICS WERE RIGHT

The next weekend was another collegiate road race, this time in Auburn, Alabama. The man to watch was a 31-year-old Cat. I road racer (the top level you can achieve as an amateur) who’d won a number of pro races, and a national championship the year before. He was finishing a degree at Georgia State, presumably racing collegiate for fun and training. When he attacked early in the 61-mile road race, the field hesitated, and Dan told me what to do.

“Phil! Go with him, but don’t pull through.”

I did what I was told. When my companion flicked his elbow, indicating it was my turn to take a pull in the wind, I shook my head. He pulled another few miles and looked back again.

“Pull!” he demanded.

“Sorry, I can’t. Dan told me not to.”

The Georgia State rider was angry. He called me a faggot and slapped the top of my helmet. It was pretty clear that I’d done something wrong, but I wasn’t sure what, and I was positive that Dan had told me not to pull, so I listened to my coach. We’d been out there for over an hour when my new enemy gave up and stopped to pee, rejoining the group. I attacked.

An hour later I won my first A race, solo. When I mentioned that I had been hit on my helmet, I saw Dan angry for the first time. He confronted the bully, who accused our team of “Cat. V tactics” but eventually apologized. I was almost a Cat. III by then, after all, and I proved it was no fluke when I won the crit the next day, launching myself into the lead in the South Eastern Conference overall standings. No one hit my helmet again.
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2005 collegiate team photo. Back row (left to right): Coach Dan Larson, my roommate Brad Davis, me (with the horrible bowl cut), Jared Fullerton, Ryan Fisher, Gabe Altman, Marco Verwijs. Front row: Rebecca Larson, Teresa Garcia, Anton Tupa, David Guttenplan, Damon Sununtnasuk, Rob Newsom.



Dan was turning into a close friend, and I admired his morality and sense of sportsmanship. He was the only Cat. I rider I knew, so I always kept an eye on him to see what I could learn. He never talked about the doping problem in cycling, but while his competitors took caffeine pills before time trials, he’d have an energy bar. When stuck behind a pileup in a crit, most guys would take a free lap whether they crashed or not, but Dan would dutifully chase back on, and he often won anyway.

Collegiate racing is based on total points, so the overall competition rewards attendance over placing. Because most of the A racers had commitments to amateur or professional teams, they all missed a few collegiate events.

“Where’s Holt this weekend?” I asked, noticing that Florida State University’s top rider was absent.

“He’s at Redlands with his team,” someone explained.

I didn’t know what Redlands was, but I was glad I had no such stupid obligations. I was better off going to places like Lees McRae College in North Carolina for a mountainous road race than I would have been in a Cat. IV criterium in Florida. I had to do the local races occasionally, since it was the only way to move up to a higher category, but it wasn’t any fun to beat up on weaker guys. My only advantage was that I had more time to train, but I didn’t feel like celebrating when I won, because I knew I belonged in a harder race. It was a feeling I later got about doping: Wouldn’t winning that way be a hollow, meaningless victory?

BE CAREFUL WITH NAILS

The only real sponsor of the UF team was a local bike shop, and it was clear that the owner was only using the sponsorship to rip off dumb college students like me. With no price tags in the shop, he could charge as much as he thought he could get away with. The secret store motto was, “In a college town, you get a whole new batch of suckers every four years.” On my first set of clipless pedals, the receipt indicated I was charged 20 percent sales tax.

A nicer guy eventually bought the shop, and the previous owner put his money into renovations on his house, which was featured in a local magazine, rewarding him for his ill-gotten fortune. That issue was still on the shelves when he pulled a nail out of the wall and right into his eye socket, a fittingly biblical punishment. Now he walks around with an eye patch. Cheating is no way to get rich. One way or another, you get what’s coming.

IF YOU’RE NICE TO EVERYONE, IT MIGHT PAY OFF SOMEDAY

I ended my collegiate season at nationals with a big DNF (“Did Not Finish” in the official results) in the crit and road race, and began to focus more on noncollegiate races and category upgrades. By April I had moved up to Cat. II, and I joined A.G. Edwards, an amateur team based in Atlanta, thanks to my collegiate teammate, David Guttenplan (known as “the Gutt”). He was glad to have a strong teammate but was even more excited that he’d have someone to split gas with on the long drives from Florida. I spent most of the summer and fall racing with David in the Southeast. A.G. Edwards had a strong team, but Jittery Joe’s was the team to watch. When its pros showed up in their team-provided H2 Hummer or Mini Cooper, with all the stickers and fancy bikes on the roof, the rest of us were racing for second. I stared in admiration when they walked by.

Jittery Joe’s got to race in the Tour de Georgia, the biggest event in the United States at the time. One of the stages came within a half-mile of my parents’ house, and I watched the finish in a park where I often trained. Some guy named Tom Danielson won the yellow jersey.

That summer I also watched Lance Armstrong win his seventh Tour de France. When they gave him the microphone on the final podium, I thought it was strange that he decided to address his skeptics. “I’m sorry you can’t dream big, and I’m sorry you don’t believe in miracles,” he said. And I’m sorry I believed him.

It was time for me to stop watching big races and try doing one myself, so I signed up for the Under-23 national championships in Park City, Utah. I finished 37th in the time trial (a few seconds ahead of future Olympic champion Kristin Armstrong, who won the women’s pro race). I DNFed the road race and watched Ian McGregor win, riding for TIAA-CREF, a professional development team started by former pro Jonathan Vaughters. That looked like a good team to be on. Tyler Farrar was second; he would later become one of the best sprinters in the world. I was so new to the sport that I didn’t consider any of these names to be my peers, potential friends, teammates, or even competition. They lived on a plane far above all that, mingling with the gods.

Although I wasn’t yet seeing good results in the local pro fields, my debut in track racing went well. It was my third time on a fixed-gear bike when I lined up next to Bobby Lea and Mike Friedman at the collegiate nationals points race. They were teammates at Penn State, and both were selected for the next Olympics. It was intimidating, but I remembered one of my mom’s favorite stories about my first visit to the ocean at the age of 4: My older sister was afraid of the wind and the waves. But I took one look, removed my imaginary sword from my imaginary scabbard, and ran toward the water, yelling “CHARGE!”

I applied the same strategy (minus the yelling) in the points race, attacking from the gun. I led the points count for more than half the race, but Bobby and Mike finally bridged up and beat me into oblivion. Third was still pretty damn good, though. By October of my first season I’d won 20 races and had four national championships medals.

At a race in Florida at the end of 2005, Dan Larson noticed a stranger who’d flatted his tire just as his category was about to start. Always the nice guy, Coach Dan lent the man a wheel. When they talked later, the stranger turned out to be an employee and close friend of the Bahamian billionaire investor and avid cyclist Mark Holowesko. When Mark later decided to start a pro cycling team, Dan was the only guy he knew with a sports management degree, so by an absurd coincidence, the one man on the planet who might think I deserved a shot at a pro team was hired to manage one.

The budget was modest, and by the time the decision was made to start a team for 2006, it was too late for Dan to find any good equipment sponsors. Even the roster was reminiscent of The Bad News Bears since most of the top-tier young riders were already signed to other teams. Not me, though. I still hadn’t figured out how to corner or finish a criterium, but I was on a pro team. The team was called VMG, which stands for “velocity made good,” a term that sailors use when a boat is pushing into a headwind. I appreciated the symbolism but got tired of explaining it, and we heard a lot of creative guesses from other teams (Very Many Gays was common).

PRACTICE YOUR ACCENTS

My initial salary was $2,000 and two bikes, and the season started with a training camp in the Bahamas. Due to heavy traffic on the main road, our training started at sunrise and was usually over by 10 a.m. That gave us plenty of time during the day to tour the island, gamble at the casinos, and wine and dine.

Everywhere we went that week was a don’t-even-think-about-opening-your-wallet event, with great food and open bars. We took private jets to another island for one ride, and a yacht to dinner a night later. Mark had to work pretty hard to get those things, but I got to share the experience just for riding a bike. Being a pro cyclist had its perks. Still, I knew I was lucky to be on the team. I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was all temporary and that a rude awakening was on the way.

DOPING WORKS

Our first race was the Tour of the Bahamas, a three-day stage race sponsored by (guess who?) VMG. We started our entire pro roster, plus a few VMG triathletes and team sponsors, against a field of mostly Florida-based elite amateurs and one small pro team. I finished second in the prologue, and after cramping out of the breakaway in a 120-mile road race in pouring rain, was still the best-placed finisher on the team, in fifth overall. That was also the first time I raced against a doper. Ricardo Hernandez, of the JC Investors team from Miami, also made the break. We were moving fast when he attacked us on the last lap, but he rode away at twice our speed. I remember thinking I could cut his head off and he would still win. Ricardo later served a two-year suspension for human growth hormone (HGH).

Holowesko noticed me, and based on my performance at this regional race in February, my salary was quadrupled to $8,000, which probably made me the highest-paid Cat. II in the history of pro cycling. It was confusing to get a raise out of the blue, but David Guttenplan gave me some good advice.

“Take what you can get,” he said. “And save your money.” David had been at it awhile and had never earned more than free bikes and clothing.

We flew to Orlando after the stage, and then drove the two hours back to Gainesville. I was sick from the cold rain, dehydration, and fumes from the new pavement, but I hunkered down on the flight to study for a 9:30 a.m. exam in my advertising class. With only four hours of sleep, I limped my sore, feverish body to the back row of the auditorium and pulled out the Scantron sheet and the number-two pencil I’d stolen from the lottery display at a gas station on the way to class. The girls in front of me in matching sorority T-shirts were complaining that they had barely had time to study after a tailgate party for the football game. They were glad “we won,” as if they were on the field making tackles. I liked having cycling to escape the college atmosphere. I was a superhero, and “Phil the student” was merely my alter ego. It was funny how much easier school was after a weekend of hard competition. The real world didn’t stand a chance.

I’d entered college with a decent amount of credit, so my class load wasn’t too difficult, but I had to carefully budget my absences. The English Department had a rule that you could only miss three days of any class or you’d automatically lose half a letter grade, so I’d usually leave for a race on a Friday afternoon and drive back in the wee hours on Monday mornings.

YOU RACE HARDER WHEN YOU NEED THE PRIZE MONEY

During spring break I met my teammates in California for two races, where I earned some points toward my Cat. I upgrade. In between races, we went on a hike through the redwood trees. I don’t remember if it was intended for “team building,” or even whose idea it was, but I do remember that I had horrible gas. Alex Boyd was walking behind me, trying to figure out where it was coming from. At the time, I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing, but I’ll admit it now. It was me, Alex.

I went back to Florida to finish the spring semester, and it was more than a month before I saw the team again at a house we had for the summer in Kutztown, a city in eastern Pennsylvania Amish country. On the way there, I took a detour to a four-day stage race in Tennessee. The prize money was good, and attendance was low (always a great combination). My reservation at a cheap motel never went through, so I had to book three nights at more expensive places. (Back then, $99 per night qualified as expensive. Actually, it still does.) I didn’t know how I would pay. That pressure may have helped me force a breakaway on the final stage, which moved me up from 11th to 2nd overall. I won $850 in prize money, with no teammates to share with. Not bad for a weekend.

I left the race on a high and arrived in Kutztown at a two-story, no-A/C, stink bug–infested house on White Oak Street. The team was paying for it, and any form of lodging was more than we deserved given our results, but it was a far cry from the mojitos and conch fritters we’d feasted on in the Bahamas. It was tight quarters at the house, and the retired couple across the street eyed us suspiciously through drawn curtains. I’m sure they were wondering how many kids in tights could live in the same dwelling. Several of the riders whined to Dan, blaming their poor results on air mattresses and low-class living conditions, and a photo circulated of the exterior of the house with prison bars drawn over our faces in the windows. Beds and better housing might have helped our results, but I’m sure they would have been second-rate either way, and Dan was doing the best he could with his budget.
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VMG team photo in Sequoia National Park. From left: Alex Boyd (this must have been pre-farts), Rudy Robaina, me, Peter Simms (team mechanic and my roommate in Florida at the time), Todd Henriksen, Dan Larson, Zach Bolian on the bottom.



It was good to live with the team. Most of us had different training schedules, but there was always someone to ride with, and we kept each other honest and motivated. If a guy said he was leaving for a five-hour ride but came back four hours later, we’d block the door so he couldn’t get in.

On Tuesday and Friday nights we’d race at the velodrome in nearby Trexlertown. Track racing was great practice for tactics, with four races in an evening. It gave me an opportunity to screw up in every possible way, and I learned a lot about how hard to work in a breakaway, when to attack, and when to be patient.

In July we gathered around the television every morning to watch the Tour de France. We cheered when Floyd Landis won his stage and fought his way back into yellow from an eight-minute deficit, and we took that motivation into our training ride that afternoon, the hardest we rode all summer. Weeks later, we were in the midst of a five-day race in Pennsylvania when a rumor spread that someone from the Tour had tested positive for drugs. Around the halfway point, word came over the radios that it was indeed Floyd, and he’d be stripped of his win. News spread through the field like wildfire, and the pace slowed down for a few miles, because nobody felt like racing. The older guys probably weren’t too surprised, many of them having lived through it or raced in Europe, but for us, a hero had fallen.

RACE WITH A $5 BILL IN YOUR POCKET

After a few DNFs and mediocre results at Under-23 nationals, only two races remained on the calendar. At USPro Nationals in Greenville, South Carolina, I made the front selection of 40 riders over Paris Mountain, but I was so cross-eyed from the effort that I crashed on a sharp corner at the base.

My day was even worse at the Univest Grand Prix. We lined up on a hot, humid morning at the start in Souderton, Pennsylvania, the gun went off, and I stood up and shifted my derailleur into my spokes, tearing apart my derailleur and half my wheel. I hadn’t even made it to the actual start line, and my day was over. I spent the morning sitting on the curb, watching my teammates suffer on the Jumbotron. With no cash for lunch, I had to snack on packets of energy gel.
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I do my own stunts.



KEEP AN EYE ON THE BIG PICTURE

I’d finished my first season as a professional, and my mind turned to the next year. I didn’t have much of a résumé, so my calls weren’t returned when VMG shifted its sponsor money to the U.S. National Team program. I sent e-mails to all the pro teams, but the only reply I got was from the manager of the Georgia-based Jittery Joe’s team. “Do more NRC races,” was all it said, referring to the series of pro races that make up the National Racing Calendar. It might as well have said “Fuck you.”

At the time, I thought I was ready, that I deserved to be a pro, and I was angry that the teams didn’t see it. Looking back now, that’s pretty funny. My teammates didn’t have much luck either. They were all stars in the junior circuit, but two years later, not one of them was still racing. Maybe they didn’t have it and I did. Or maybe they figured something out that’s taking me a little longer. The truth is, the biggest factor in who made it to the next level wasn’t talent or work ethic. It was a willingness to keep plugging away through all the hard times.

I had never set out to be a pro cyclist. Doors had opened, and I went through them. Now I’d been kicked out, and I had to decide: Did I want to try racing as an amateur and pay my dues? Would pro cycling be worth it if I would have to earn it like everyone else? Was it worth the crashing, the time away from home, and the long rides in the rain?

Thanks to bike racing, I spent most of my days doing what others did for fun on the weekends. Halfway through a training ride, I could sit on the bench at the Pearl Country Store in Micanopy, Florida, with a Styrofoam cup full of iced tea, sharing boiled peanuts with David Guttenplan, and I could honestly say I was working.

I was only starting to understand the beauty of the sport, but I could tell there was a lot more there. Planning a route through the countryside was an art form, even though I was the only one to experience it. For the first time in my life, my deep, primitive urge to compete was satisfied, and I saw my body and myself as a work in progress. I loved the moment on long rides when I was tired and sore, 50 miles from town, and all I could do was keep pushing, left foot, right foot, with the faith that it would take me home.

During finals week, I set up a trainer in my room and improvised a table over my handlebars so I could study while I rode. I’d been to so many new places and experienced them in a unique and intimate way. How would I be able to see the coral reef in the Bahamas or the redwoods in California again without bike racing? How many great places and experiences would I miss out on if I went back to the life of the average college student? Of course it was worth it.

I would have to be an amateur for a while, but I decided that I would be a pro cyclist again, and I’d shoot to race at the highest level. I heard rumors that doping was a problem in Europe, but I’d do it clean or not at all. Maybe I wouldn’t get to win those big races like the dopers, but a win wasn’t worth it if you couldn’t hold your head up high. I never wanted to let down the people who believed in me. I had no idea that the drug problem was so rampant, or that scandal would soon have the sport teetering on the edge of a cliff.

When I set my goal I knew of a lot of talented guys who’d tried to make it as bike racers and had failed or given up, and I’d gotten a later start than most of them. How could I succeed where they hadn’t? Simple. I’d have to outwork everyone around me. I’d have to be more focused, more dedicated, and more disciplined than they were. The plan was so distant it was almost abstract, but I thought I was up to it. Sometimes, I wish I could go back in time and slap myself.
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GET IN YOUR FUCKING CAR
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I took the only offer I had for 2007, from an Under-25 amateur squad out of New York City called Sakonnet (it rhymes with bonnet, but everyone called us “team suck on it”). The team was hoping to mimic VMG’s program on a smaller budget, so it offered no salary but took care of bikes and travel. It also had a house in Kutztown and signed David Guttenplan. It was nice to be reunited. Basil Moutsopoulos was the team manager. He lived in New York but had attended the University of Florida, so training camp was right at home in Gainesville.

Sakonnet was a software company in New York City. Apparently, you can take watts that haven’t been generated yet and sell them on the commodities market (you could probably trade in used watts, too, for all I know). Sakonnet made software for this type of trading, and it did very well. Did an amateur cycling team help the company advertise its products? No, but two of the three founders of Sakonnet were cyclists, and that was a good enough reason to throw away $100,000.

One of the founders, Thurston Bannister, came to training camp. He was pale and slightly overweight, with a strong British accent, stereotypical British teeth, and a type of ease and humor that you only find in the wealthy. When Thurston showed up at the start of our training ride with no food and only one bottle of water, we were all a bit worried that he wouldn’t be able to keep up, but he rode over a hundred miles without complaint. That night, we learned that he was the son of Roger Bannister, the first runner to break the four-minute mile. Genetics.

As an amateur, you race mostly in your own region, so I didn’t know anything about my new teammates except that some had awesome Hollywood-style names, like Chris Kuhl, Johnny Hayes, and Guy East. Most of the guys on Sakonnet hadn’t come straight from five years of top-level junior racing, so they were a little less injured, burned out, and entitled than my previous teammates. We meshed well, but there was still a Bad News Bears element to the team. Sakonnet had started out as an Under-23 development team, for kids to spend a couple years with good support. After that, they would either move on to the pros or give up and get a job. It made sense in theory, but in practice, Basil had a huge heart, and when some of the guys got too old, Sakonnet aged into an Under-25 team instead of kicking out the older guys, which gave some people the impression that results and training weren’t all that important. If the sponsor money hadn’t dried up, it’s entirely possible that Sakonnet would be a masters team now, with much the same roster.

CLIMBING IS NOTHING LIKE RACING A CRIT

Our first team race was the Tour of Virginia, where we met our new director, Matt Koschara. He was hired soon after training camp to run the day-to-day operations of the team, from travel logistics to driving the team car behind the race. Matt was an ex-racer who talked a lot about how bad doping was in his era, how he never did it, and how hard he had to work for what he had, implying that we were spoiled by our sponsors. When I mentioned that my previous team reimbursed our bike fees on flights, Matt rolled his eyes.

“Well, this team isn’t a fucking candy shop,” he said. “It’s time to pay your dues.” Matt didn’t seem to care if we liked him or not.

The Tour of Virginia was an eight-day NRC race, featuring tons of climbing and long stages. Most of the bigger pro teams were elsewhere, but there was no drug testing, and Matt insisted that some of the teams were doped to the gills. I was skeptical until I noticed that most of the Colombian National Team riders had bandages on their arms, right below their elbows. Rock Racing’s star sprinter was also in attendance. He was huge, covered in tattoos, and wore a stars-and-stripes jersey from his national criterium championship. I wasn’t ready to call him a doper until he made the front group on a mountaintop stage.

As I cramped at the finish line, I overheard Rock’s sprinter being interviewed on the stage. The announcer pointed out how impressive it was for a sprinter to climb so well. “You know, climbing is just like racing a crit,” he explained. Interesting. He eventually served a two-year ban from racing, rumored to be an EPO supplier for his teammates and much of the domestic peloton.

Dopers had only deprived me of a couple results, but that type of defeat was hard to swallow. When I thought about going through a decade of it, I started to understand why Matt Koschara was bitter.
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Wieners at the Tour of Virginia. From left: Guy East, Gavi Epstein, Basil Moutsopoulos, me, Andy Cornelison, Rob Giannini, Chris Kuhl.



SHORTCUTS DON’T WORK

A few weeks later, with our college semester over, David and I piled our bags into my car and drove nonstop to Kansas for collegiate nationals. Well, we did stop at least once, because we ate something bad somewhere on the way and spent the weekend glued to the toilets at a motel instead of winning national championships. During the Division I crit (nationals was divided into two categories based on the size of the schools), I went to the ER for fluids, returning to the course just in time to watch Jared Faciszewski win the Division II race. I had shared the low spot on the totem pole with him when we were teammates on VMG, so it was great to see Jared climb up a few notches while other guys were quitting.

David started the crit, but he was out of shape. His coach had instructed him to do his winter training by heart rate, with a certain number of hours to complete each week. The plan was reasonable, except that David found a loophole: If he drank enough coffee, he could raise his heart rate without pedaling harder. “Dude, if I have three cups, I’m almost in zone two just sitting on the sofa!” he explained. Guess what, dude? It took David months to race into fitness.

GOOD TEAMMATES ARE HARD TO COME BY

We left Kansas for the Tripeaks Challenge, a well-attended NRC stage race in Arkansas. David and I didn’t have a full team, but thanks to hard training in Virginia, combined with the forced rest of illness, I finally had good legs. In the road race, I made the break with all the big pro teams represented: Toyota-United, Healthnet, Jelly Belly. I hadn’t raced these guys much before, so I didn’t recognize anyone when I was pulling through. I learned later that all my work in the break that day was a waste of energy because I was the only amateur with all the best climbers and general classification (GC) guys in the country. There was no way that break was coming back.

I didn’t have any responsibility to push the pace, but I felt that it was more important to impress the pros by working than to sit on the back and try to beat them. I rotated all day and then cramped at the base of the finishing climb, going right off the back with Justin England, who’d been working for his teammate. Nine guys were battling it out for the stage win up ahead, and Justin started to cruise in toward the finish, job done, with me suffering next to him.

“I just want a top 10,” I begged, knowing that a real pro wouldn’t care about his result. To Justin’s credit, he tried hard to not drop me, but he got sick of waiting, and I finished 11th on the stage.

I was still pretty well-placed in the GC, so David put himself on domestique duty for the rest of the stages, protecting me during the crit (where he could have had a good result if he’d raced for himself) and leading me into the climbs at the front of the field. When teammates are close friends, you actually feel glory when the other guy gets the result, so my friendship with David made us both able to ride harder than we could have independently. After his effort to get me to the front when the climb started on the final stage, I climbed faster and dug deeper, because I couldn’t let him down.

I came in 12th overall at the end of the stage race, a great result for a young amateur; it was my first hint that I might actually be pretty good someday. It was also the first time that any pros noticed me or bothered to learn my name.
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