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Foreword


  by Graeme Obree





  Cycling is a tough sport. To succeed in disciplines like the hour and road racing requires years of total dedication. Racing itself takes up little

  time but training, bike maintenance, sponsor duties and living the athletic life, with its diet and sleep requirements, leave little time for anything else. For male riders on professional teams,

  the training can be social and a rider can go out with a group of similar ability where there will be conversation to break the monotony of hours of graft. For male pros, there will be mechanics to

  clean and ready the bike for the next day of graft.




  Nicole carved out her own path as a female British professional rider where the financial reward was little compared with her male counterparts and the graft would generally be done on her own.

  Each day required her to reach into herself to do her gruelling and monotonous training alone, driven only by her ambition and vision. Not only that, but a professional road cyclist faces the

  unavoidable and inevitable crash and injury scenario which only adds to the harshness of the sport. For a rider conducting the majority of their training alone, on the road, the risk of crashes and

  injury is multiplied. Nicole was no stranger to this and displayed amazing tenacity in coming back from injuries.




  Today there is a fully Lottery-funded, military-style system. Not so in the days when Nicole first came to the fore. I remember meeting her briefly when she had her first

  successes in the early years. None of us could have foreseen the changes that would be made in both funding and approach. Unfortunately for Nicole, she probably started with one foot on the wrong

  side of change. Her articulate intelligence and lack of subservience would also single her out as dangerous to the emerging regime.




  Then there was the gender issue. If Nicole had been born ‘Nicholas’ and had achieved the exact same results in the male world, she would have been not just equal to, but elevated

  above both Mark Cavendish and Sir Bradley Wiggins. She was the youngest-ever winner of the Giro d’Italia, in the fastest-ever time. She won the Tour de France. She won one-day classics such

  as the Amstel Gold Race, Flèche Wallonne and Tour of Flanders. She won the World Cup. She won sprints, mountain-top finishes and broke away to win alone. She won green jerseys, polka dot

  jerseys and time-trials. In 2004, she didn’t win the only women’s road races that appeared on UK television, the Olympics and World Championships, because there was no British team

  worthy of that name to support her against other nations. Nevertheless, a string of silver and bronze medal positions bore witness to her talent and she was (and still is) the only British road

  rider to be ranked World No.1. Then in 2008, Nicole became the first-ever rider to win the Olympic and World road races in the same year. Unsurprisingly, she achieved this at the same time as the

  UK developed talent to provide some support for her.




  The general attitudes that portray women in sport as second best, which in itself can lead to injustice and discrimination, were even on show when I was interviewed by Alastair Campbell for a series he was doing for The Times on the greatest sports figures of all time. When he asked me for my choice, and I named Jeannie Longo, he was clearly taken

  aback that I had chosen a woman, and a woman cyclist at that, given the fame and aura that surrounded male cyclists. Bear in mind that at the time Jeannie had not been implicated in drugs and

  Nicole would go on to achieve so much more. My argument that peer-group dominance made her pre-eminent did not convince him. I told him he was sexist, said he should also include Ellen MacArthur in

  his list of greats, and we moved on. This was not new, as I had witnessed both subtle and blatant sexism in the heart of the sport itself and in the media for a long time. In fairness, Alastair

  perhaps took my outburst to heart and later went on to write a good article in support of Nicole. Sadly, this issue is not merely historical and there is current debate about why there is no longer

  a women’s Tour de France on the calendar. Road cycling remains hugely male-dominated, and achievements in women’s sport in general go largely under-reported. When you add to that the

  huge disparity in sponsorship, funding and support, then you can begin to understand and sympathise with Nicole’s story.




  She was a trailblazer who forged a path that was clearly defined for the male riders, but equally she struggled to get women’s cycling treated seriously in the UK, and there were many

  barriers placed in her way. Perhaps the most eloquent witness to those bruising encounters with a British establishment not willing to embrace the individual can be seen at the Manchester

  velodrome, which houses the headquarters of British Cycling. As you walk in from the entrance, there is a corridor packed with full-size portraits of GB stars – Sir Chris Hoy, Victoria

  Pendleton CBE, Chris Newton, Rob Hayles and the rest. Visiting some years ago, I noticed that the achievements of both Nicole and myself were not worthy enough to elevate us

  to such company.




  Nicole was the first female to join a continental team. She left home for Italy, aged 18, with a minimal grasp of the language, and was on her way. Like my own experiences, it was not long

  before she was exposed to the dark world of drug abuse that pervaded road cycling. Her accounts of dealing with this are engrossing. Despite this, she was still able to produce the results that she

  did. One such performance touched me and even changed my own perspective. I was watching live on TV when in a wet, uphill finish, coming from behind, all hope momentarily lost, she powered to win

  the Olympic road race. I had that instant ‘wow’ feeling and a tear in my eye for the first time ever after a sporting performance. Knowing Nicole personally, and knowing the honourable

  and genuinely nice person she is, made this possible. People told me over the years how I had that same effect on them when I was racing but only now, 15 years later, and thanks to Nicole, could I

  feel it for myself. Here is a remarkable story: one young girl doing it her own way and getting to heights never dreamed of by British Cycling. Afterwards came the British men on the road. This is

  the story of the events that preceded those exploits and were necessary for those later successes. I can only hope that a spark of change can happen around gender inequality in the sport, as a

  consequence of Nicole’s amazing contribution to enlightenment.




  





  
CHAPTER ONE




  A Very Welsh Childhood




  I am blessed with being both Welsh and British. I have represented both with pride and have sung the Welsh national anthem ‘Mae Hen Wlad Fy

  Nhadau’ (‘The Land of My Fathers’) and ‘God Save the Queen’ on winners’ podiums with equal gusto. I was born at Morriston Hospital in Swansea on 13 April 1983.

  Our family home was in the small village of Wick in the Vale of Glamorgan, ‘near Cowbridge’ as noted when addressing mail which would otherwise end up in the Highlands of Scotland.




  Growing up was idyllic. We lived a mile or so from the sea, surrounded by a web of high-hedged, narrow country lanes, twisting and turning to reveal around every corner the sorts of things

  children find exciting. Streams, bridges, little sandy coves, long, broad tide-washed beaches, and cliffs with steel ladders set in them to escape the incoming tide. Overgrown paths into woods,

  stepping stones across rivers that flood when the tide comes in, giant sand dunes, disused quarries, and wild common with even wilder sheep. There were medieval castles, ruined, and, in the case of

  St Donats Castle, restored, by the American newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst before it became Atlantic College. We lived in an adventure playground – it was like child

  ‘heaven’ – and testing yourself in one way or another became second nature. The village also had a green, on which every Sunday during the summer formal

  cricket was played, but during the rest of the week an impromptu game of football would take place most days after school. Often the group was split into two teams of all ages. The participants

  would change as children left for their tea and then returned. New arrivals joined the losing team until they got ahead; the little ones played with the eldest, all learning to be mindful of the

  abilities that come with growth. All the children in the village had a fantastic time. We wanted for nothing.




  One day my brother Craig and I took our bikes to the ford at the bottom of a nearby hill. I was probably eight at the time. The weather had been awful and the river was flooding across the road.

  When we hadn’t returned by teatime, my mum, Denise, got on her own bike to come down to check on us. We met her halfway up the hill, dripping wet and laughing, having spent the afternoon

  daring each other to ride our bikes into the middle of the flooded roadway and then do a sort of track stand to see who could stay upright longest without falling off. We had also helped out a

  young motorist whose car had spluttered to a halt in the middle of the road. He’d opened his car door, not expecting the river to flow into his car and his credit cards to float out. Craig

  and I chased his cards, wading down the river and retrieving them for him, then helped him push his car out of the water. Whatever the weather, there were never anywhere near enough hours in the

  day to do the things you could do. It was a great time and certainly set me up for a life where exploration and adventure into the unknown were a significant element.




  Later, as we got older, jumping on a bike to ride to the next town to go the music shop or pet shop was quicker and more fun than waiting around for the bus. This was the time before mobile phones. You left home and you were gone. Mum and Dad were great. Sometimes they came with us and other times they let us go off alone, always striking the right balance. With

  only 20 months between us, Craig and I were very close, and we learned to be self-reliant and enjoy the freedom that came with a country upbringing and an outdoor life.




  Mum and Dad had taken us cycling around the lanes on the back of their bikes from a very early age. As I grew too big for the child seat, we needed to upgrade. I spotted an old tandem bike frame

  in the loft of our house. I was five at the time and not sure what the object was, sitting big and dark in the corner. Dad had ridden it with his older brother, Chris, when they were youngsters.

  Somehow, sentimentality meant that the frame was never thrown away. Dad hauled it out of the loft, had it re-enamelled then rebuilt the wheels and re-equipped it. Because I could not yet reach the

  pedals, he made up a separate crank system with an extra set of pedals connected to the crankset below. So we were mobile again, with Craig having the choice of a child seat behind either Mum, on

  her bike, or Dad and I on the tandem. Stopping us on one of our excursions, a neighbour told us about another tandem in a local antique shop. We bought it, and Dad created a second set of cranks

  and specially set-back handlebars for Craig. Now we could all ride as a family, usually Dad and Craig on one bike and Mum and I on the other.




  In the summer of 1990, when I was seven, we went on our first cycling holiday, loading the tandems onto the roof rack and driving down to Lymington to catch the ferry to the Isle of Wight. Now

  that might not seem such a big deal to a world-weary adult, but to two children aged seven and five, spending a week touring the island when the sun seemed to shine constantly was fantastic. We

  explored the scenery and wildlife, and we had two buckets and shovels on the top of the bags at the back, so that we could play in the sand on the beaches and in rock pools.

  We had our transport and could just go wherever we wanted. Craig and I loved every minute of it, and so bikes became the focal point of being together as a family.




  The next three years we had similar holidays, with Mum and Dad organising everything. One summer, we just rode from the house, through the Vale of Glamorgan to the seaside town of Penarth. There

  we had a big ice cream each while we waited at the pier for the steamer Balmoral to arrive and take us to Ilfracombe, from where we went exploring Dartmoor. Every night, after Mum and Dad

  had cooked our meal in the youth hostel, they would read out the options for the next day with possible routes and activities, factoring in the weather and how tired we might feel. Although each

  day was a new adventure, nothing was happening by accident, as Mum and Dad would research everything for months before. Ever since those early days, that is how I have approached life, weighing up

  everyone’s views before coming to a communal decision that’s best for everybody.




  My first school was Wick and Marcross Church in Wales Primary School, opposite the church and the memorial hall and a short walk from the village green and pub. The teachers

  were excellent, and the school encouraged us in all types of sport. In addition to the traditional netball and rounders, local schools were allowed by Atlantic College to use their facilities, so

  there was swimming in the indoor pool, canoeing in the outdoor pool, rock climbing and abseiling, even archery. At Wick and Marcross, sport and outdoor activities were a part of school life every

  bit as much as learning maths and discovering science, and I can see now how lucky I was in that respect.




  Sports day was a red-letter day at the school where pupils were divided into three houses named after the local castles Ogmore, St Donats and Dunraven. We did the usual ‘egg and

  spoon’, ‘going through hoops’ and ‘wheelbarrow’ races, as well as running. Like the Olympics, we finished with the 4 × 400m relay on our undersized school track

  – with the older children running more lengths to make up the distance. Each team had one person from each year running a leg. A teacher and a couple of mums would keep the score. I remember

  one sports day when Sophie Moore (née James) was Year 6 representative and team captain of St Donats. After the boys’ relay, St Donats had to win the final event to come first overall,

  and I saw Sophie talking to her team before the girls’ relay. She took over in last place, ran as if her life depended on it and won.




  She wasn’t big-headed or brash, she was just lovely Sophie who walked further down the road from our house to her mum and dad’s farm with her brother and sister. Her family worked

  really hard to make a living, just like my mum and dad. We all celebrated and took pleasure from her achievement, regardless of which house we were in. Everybody crowded around the track that sunny

  afternoon was captivated by Sophie’s heroism in inspiring her team and then finishing off the job herself.




  In that glorious sporting summer of 2012, the whole nation took to heart its sporting heroes, just as that crowd of teachers and parents did at that school sports day. Exactly like that little

  group, the nation didn’t care if they were male or female, the colour of their skin, whether they were disabled or able-bodied. Our nation – a nation of mums and dads, teachers and

  children – proved in that summer, that those pundits and journalists and marketing managers who had perpetuated the myth that ‘only men’s sports are

  interesting, we are only interested in sponsoring men’s events, the prizes can only be for the men’ were wrong. Our nation showed that they were far more fair and bigger than those

  feeble people, with their own personal prejudices, gave them credit for.




  Cycling was a means of transport, a freedom, a method of getting to somewhere where exciting things could happen more quickly than walking. At primary school, many sporting

  options were open to us and this inspired me. Mum and Dad played tennis and we would cycle to Llantwit Major to play on the municipal courts in the summer. Craig and I became sufficiently competent

  at tennis to play to modest success. I was also captain of the netball team. Mum often came to sports days and other events to watch us, whereas Dad, due to work, was a very rare attender. Our Year

  5 netball team were great, and I’m sure my competitive streak was shining through by then. I was goal defence. The other team had to get past me if they were going to score. Dad had an

  afternoon off and we were playing at home. ‘Please come and see me.’ He turned up at the due time, but there was no sign of the opposing team. It looked like it was a no-show, so Dad

  went back home and said he would walk up later and see if anything was going on. He came back and caught the last ten minutes. We won, and our opponents failed to score. Dad was obviously proud,

  but in a quick word to me before I went back to join the final lesson of the afternoon, he offered his advice. I didn’t seem to be following the match quite as much as I should have been when

  the action was down the other end. I needed to concentrate 100% on the ball and the movement of the players off the ball, for the whole match.




  During tea, Mum and Dad noticed that I was not using my left hand to hold the fork. When Mum asked me, I told her I couldn’t hold the fork because it hurt my hand

  too much. Mum and Dad inspected my hand and everything seemed okay – until they tried to roll up my jumper sleeve. My arm was very clearly broken. Mum asked when the pain had started.

  ‘Oh, in one of the first attacks by the other team in the game. The ball came awkwardly and I had to dive to get it and crashed onto the floor. After that it hurt a lot trying to use my left

  arm to stop their attacks, so I used my right hand and only used my left when I had to. Nobody got past me, so it finished fine and I didn’t need to tell anybody about it.’




  As Dad drove me to hospital, he said he was sorry that he had criticised my performance and that a broken arm was more than adequate reason to be distracted when the action went up the other

  end. We finished the season unbeaten and Mum and Dad have the classic photo of the primary school netball team with me at the centre, as captain, holding the ball. It goes alongside the matching

  photo of Craig at the centre of the cricket team. Mum and Dad wrote a nice letter to the school telling them not to worry that nobody spotted my broken arm – Nicole was trying to keep it a

  secret!




  The local hospital casualty ward was familiar territory to our family. I was given a lovely girl’s pink bike with dropped handlebar for my birthday; asked what I might like to go with it,

  I selected a speedometer. One Sunday morning, I was out riding my bike when I made a mistake and fell, cracking my head hard on the road. Back home, when I got to the kitchen Mum, who was obviously

  shocked by my appearance, screamed for Dad. Dad came in and asked calmly, ‘You say you can’t see clearly . . . tell me how many fingers am I holding up on my hand?’




  ‘Dad, I can’t see your hand, just a sort of shape.’




  I was more concerned about my bike, which I had deserted in the road. The accident had happened about 300m from the house. I had slowly made my way back home by feeling the garden walls of the

  houses on the street until I came to ours, which I could recognise by the feel of the gate. I had a cracked skull. Apparently I was slipping in and out of consciousness as Dad drove me to the

  hospital. Mum stayed with Craig, and most importantly they retrieved my bike. I had a helmet in the shed, but I was not wearing it. Mum and Dad made me promise that I would wear one every time I

  rode a bike after that incident. I have kept my word ever since.




  I was into every sport. One summer holiday, a couple of years later, we stayed at a youth hostel in Ely which happened to be a school that was being put to other use for part of the summer. We

  slept in a classroom. The school came with a fully marked out athletics track and all the facilities. Early one evening, after a day exploring Ely Cathedral and Oliver Cromwell’s house, Mum,

  Dad, Craig and I held our own athletics festival. We had a long jump and triple jump competition, three attempts at each, with the best one counting. We had the 100m, 200m and 400m, all with some

  bizarre handicap system, so Mum and Dad had to chase hard to catch us in the dash to the line. I’m not sure what stood in to be hurled as the discus, but something was thrown. The weather was

  glorious.




  As we lay on the grass that summer evening, with that slacking pair Mum and Dad feigning that they were tired and needed a rest before the final of the 800m, we read a report in the Cycling

  Weekly magazine that we had picked up earlier in the day at a newsagents, about a series of ESCA (English Schools Cycling Association) races for youngsters. There and then, I wrung out of Dad a commitment that on our return from holiday, he would find out about cycle races near to us. Then it was back to our athletics festival.




  Something about cycling was starting to grab me, but it was still just one of many sports I loved and in which I could unleash my competitive instincts. With a child’s intuition, I soon

  realised that apart from rugby, Wales, with limited numbers and resources, was generally going to struggle in team sports. To cite a contemporary example, Gareth Bale might be one of the top

  footballers in the world, but the fact remains he is unlikely to ever play in a winning team in a European Championships or World Cup. If I was going to achieve sporting victories, I needed

  something in which my success was not too dependent on those around me. Win or lose, it needed to be down to me alone. I could not aim for success if it relied upon people who were not willing to

  show the same dedication and professionalism in preparation that I was.




  My interest in cycle races did not come out of the blue. Mum had been a swimmer in her youth and Dad a cyclist, though my uncle Chris was far more serious about cycle racing than Dad ever

  was.




  Every July, Dad would watch the Tour de France highlights on Channel 4 and Craig and I would sit with him, often wearing team jerseys brought by Uncle Chris, who at that time was working for a

  company which organised sporting events, including the Kellogg’s Tour of Britain cycle race. Mine was the blue, yellow and pink jersey of the Z-Peugeot team, and I quickly became a fan of

  their British rider, Robert Millar. Until Bradley Wiggins’s and Chris Froome’s victories in the Tour de France, Robert had been Britain’s most successful male competitor in the

  Tour, finishing fourth in 1984 when he also won the King of the Mountains.




  It was the 1993 Tour coverage in particular that sticks in my mind. Millar had attacked the leaders on the Col d’Izoard, to escape with Pedro Delgado. As he ascended

  the long and difficult Col de la Bonette, the highest road in Europe, he dropped Delgado, climbing alone to the summit. These were mountains several times higher than Snowdon, the biggest mountain

  I had encountered. I could only marvel at the thought of cycling at those heights. Millar was riding to glorious victory, but behind him all was not right. Delgado had been caught by a small group

  and they were now ganging up to pull in the lone British rider. On the long chase off the mountain and along the valley floor to the final climb, Delgado pushed himself to his limits to get the

  group within tactical distance of Millar. It was an epic struggle, one against many. On the final climb to Isola 2000, the small chasing group caught Millar and the race seemed over; they were

  fresher and he was exhausted from his lone efforts.




  Millar would not match them in the dash to the line; he was a spent force. Then, in a show of absolute defiance, to prove to everyone watching who the moral victor was, he attacked the group

  again. The pain was obvious. His arrogant rivals were shocked as he sprinted off up the road. The commentator described the move as heroic; I felt the same way. That he would be caught and passed

  was obvious, but Millar’s bravery was inspiring.




  When the programme was over, I ran outside, jumped on my bike and headed for the hills behind Wick where I rode up and down the steepest climb I knew, five times. I did it as fast as I could,

  inspired by the deeds of Robert Millar. I still don’t know what possessed me, given that I had not even started competing, but there was something about the event and the notion of being King

  of the Mountains, dressed in the polka dot jersey. At the first opportunity a few years later, I asked Millar for his autograph and in the late ’90s I struck up a

  friendship with him. I wanted to know as much as possible about how to live the life of a successful elite cyclist. There were so few British road cyclists, men or women, who’d had prominent

  international careers at that point, and I wanted to learn as much as I could. He had been there and got the T-shirt. I wanted a few T-shirts as well.




  When the family returned from our summer holiday, our first move was to make contact with the Cardiff Ajax cycling club and we were invited to their club evening at Maindy Stadium in Cardiff the

  following Wednesday. I’d never seen a cycle track before in real life, let alone ridden on one, so Dad spent the trip in the car warning me about the need to stay on the inside, hold my line

  and not use my brakes. The track itself, which didn’t hold any fears for me, even as an 11-year-old, was a large cement track built for the 1958 Empire Games, with a gentle 25-degree

  embankment.




  I followed Dad’s instructions and rode a couple of laps while he went off and spoke to some of the club officials and members. Riding against other riders on the track was out of the

  question, as I didn’t have the appropriate bike, but the official and Dad came back and asked if I wanted to do a time-trial that Friday night. My eyes lit up: from everything I had seen of

  the Tour on TV, the time-trial was the boring bit, with no tactics, but it had to be done before you could ride over the Alps in a polka dot jersey, and the sooner a start was made, the better. So

  it was a resounding ‘Yes’.




  A time-trial takes place on the open road among the traffic, so questions about riding on the road and road safety followed. I had ridden to Bridgend and other places on my own, many times, so I

  was well versed in the etiquette of the road. I also told the club official other things I thought important, like the fact I had watched the Tour de France on TV, and had

  even been to watch the Tour of Britain. All went well until I was asked how old I was. I was 11. Too young! What? My career was on the launch pad; mentally the countdown to Friday night had

  commenced. I rode loads more than anyone else my age. I could think of some who couldn’t even ride a bike. No sane person would release them out into the traffic. What has age got to do with

  it? Who came up with that as an idea of how good a cyclist you are? I wasn’t speaking, but I’m sure Dad recognised the look in my eyes was the same as Mum’s in the moments before

  she would let rip with a torrent of common sense. A solution was needed – and quickly. ‘Well, how about if she was on the back of a tandem behind me?’ asked Dad. Agreed. The

  countdown started again.




  No concession or preparation was made to the tandem prior to the event. For the record, this 1930s tandem featured massive steel drum brakes, front and rear, and had a totally removable tube so

  that the back could be quaintly converted to ‘ladies’ style and ridden with a full skirt. It had an 86-inch top gear of only five in total, which was tiny for going down the massive

  hill on the course, and meant we would have to freewheel. The plan would be that Dad would shout ‘free-wheel in five’ and we both would sprint while he counted down and then we would

  stop pedalling and sit in the most aerodynamic tuck position we could until the bike slowed enough for us to start pedalling again. There were carriers, a dynamo and large lights front and rear,

  the tyres were low-pressure 26 × 1 3/8 inch and we had to ride 15 miles from home to get to the start point. Dad was telling me that if we got near ‘evens’, or 30 minutes for the

  10 miles, we would have done very well. We arrived and I was raring to go.




  Years later, the timekeeper wrote an account for the club history: ‘The timekeeper looked at the duo’s tandem which looked like a relic from the industrial

  revolution against the sleek carbon and aluminium of other riders’ machines, and expected nothing special from dad on the front and the slim, youthful figure on the back. At the finish,

  everyone was startled to find that Tony and Nicole had returned a time of 26 minutes 30 seconds, among the fastest of the evening on a hard, hilly course. Clearly, Tony must be fitter than he looks

  was the consensus among the onlookers and we didn’t realise then how much of a power pack Nicole must have been pedalling behind him, even at the age of 11.’




  Roger Pratt, the club timekeeper, had ridden the Alps in the ’60s in a prelude to the Isle of Man cycling festival, where he competed against a youthful Eddy Merckx. There’s a

  fantastic picture of Roger and a couple of other riders, in the break with Eddy on the mountain. The Ajax club is like a family, with Christmas parties for the youngsters and all sorts of social

  events. Club members celebrate success together and support each other through difficulties. I am a life member and couldn’t be prouder about that. There was one member, Jill Pring, who was

  always given the first starting time in the time-trial because she brought along a canteen of tea and boxes of home-made cakes. After finishing, she would set up the food and drink on a bench

  outside the church, ready for the others. That evening, as we all tucked into Welsh Cakes and shared our tales before Dad and I got back on our tandem and rode home, I was so excited. It was the

  real beginning of my love for the sport.




  





  
CHAPTER TWO




  Nobody Said It Was Going to Be Easy




  Secondary school life was jam-packed with lots of interesting and worthwhile activities. Brynteg School is a large comprehensive on the south side

  of Bridgend with over 1,700 students. Its alumni include the current First Minister of Wales, Carwyn Jones, distinguished scientists such as Professor Keith Burnett, who became Oxford University

  Professor of Physics, and a host of sportsmen and women. Well, to be fair, mainly sportsmen such as rugby stars JPR Williams, Gavin Henson, Rob Howley, Mike Hall and many others. Lynn Davies, yes

  that Lynn who won the Olympic gold medal in the long jump at the 1964 Tokyo Olympics, was a past pupil and teacher. At Brynteg, my childhood heaven continued into the teenage years, with everything

  any youngster could want.




  In my first year, in the summer of ’95, the school PE department put forward a few boys and girls to the county borough ‘Champion Coaching’ scheme. This after-school event was

  another athletic festival, like those with Mum and Dad, but on this occasion we had everything – hurdles, high jump, javelin, even a real discus. I was riding my bike the six miles to school,

  so after lessons my friend Rhianne Biddescome and I would walk my bike down to Newbridge fields, in a beautiful setting alongside a river with a bridge across it.




  There were three coaches. Senior coach was Roy Anthony, who had coached Tanni Grey-Thompson. Roy was assisted by Ridley Griffith and Rob Howley, who was playing for Bridgend at the time and

  would later captain the Wales rugby team. Roy told us that the sport of pole vaulting developed from people having to cross rivers. With Roy standing in the middle and Rob and Rigley on either

  bank, the masterplan was that we boys and girls would run at the river, pole firmly and confidently grasped, time the entry of the pole into the centre of the river with great precision, and hold

  the pole as we sailed serenely from one bank to the other. Rob and Rigley gave a demonstration and then it was over to us, with predictable results. We all got soaked. Roy was superb, most times

  grabbing the pole and helping us on our way to make up for lack of speed and timing. We sprinted, jumped upwards and lengthways, threw javelins and the discus, and we had water fights with Rob and

  Rigley. What a delightful way to learn together: sport for the sheer innocent enjoyment of it.




  Sport was only one of the many fun and worthwhile things with which I was filling my life. Whatever the task put in front of me, it got done to the very best of my ability, whether that was

  poor, satisfactory or excellent. In the main hall in Brynteg is the Roll of Honour. Pride of place goes to the list of those pupils who receive the award of Rankin Scholar. This is given, each

  year, to a boy and a girl in Year 13 (the upper sixth) who has attained the highest level of academic achievement in the school. Straight ‘A’s and marks of 100% at A-level are de

  rigueur. This is a very big school, with a lot of clever pupils who leave to go to the best universities in the world. Each assembly, I would look at the Roll of Honour on the board by

  the stage and see one boy and one girl for each year. I am extremely proud that my name is on that list, in that hall. ‘Rankin Scholar’ is something I put on my

  CV, alongside World and Olympic champion. It wasn’t all about cycling and nothing else, but also about becoming a rounded and balanced person. Qualifications are just as important as any gold

  medal, as a sporting career can be cut cruelly short.




  I loved my teachers and I loved school. Being Welsh, we have our own language and own cultural festival. At school, we had the Eisteddfod – a festival of singing, dancing, acting, and

  playing musical instruments on stage together with competitions. Craig won the boys’ contest for the ‘off stage’ competitions once, and I did likewise for the girls’. Music

  was not my strong suit and I apologise now for all the hard work my music teachers put in with me over the years, for such modest results. We got that exam grade but it was very hard work and the

  violin is somewhere in Mum and Dad’s loft. They always wanted to go out when I practised.




  Brynteg encouraged you to be independent and resourceful. At first, together with my friends we competed in all sports. Gradually it narrowed down to just cycling and athletics. Some experiences

  speeded up that process. Hockey was wild and crazed. That very hard ball hurts, but not quite as much as one of own your team-mates who swings, misses the ball, but scores a direct hit on your

  skull. That big bump on my forehead took ages to go down.




  Rhianne and I went to all sorts of athletics events together. I am proud of my distance/age group records in the district, and I hope those who break them have as much fun as Rhianne and I did.

  At one South Wales Championships she battled her way into the 100m final. Unfortunately, the bus taking us back to school had to leave early. The PE staff trusted us, so I

  stayed after my 1500m event to support her and then we cadged a lift in another bus to somewhere in the Bridgend vicinity. It had been a long, tiring day, but we just walked back to school and then

  I rode home six miles on my bike. I wouldn’t have missed Rhianne’s 100m for anything.




  Later in my school life, in 1999, I represented Wales in cross-country. We were in Ireland for the Home Countries International and Mo Farah was running for England in the same age category as

  me. The Welsh team oozed inferiority; we were there as pack fill. In the girls’ race, I think England had seven runners in the top ten, maybe even better. I was competing as one of the best

  in Wales, but it was not a sporting highlight of my life. Mo might remember four feisty Welsh girls coming up to him and engaging in the typical things young boys and girls do when going abroad. We

  certainly weren’t going to stick in anybody’s mind because of our athletic performances. I could see that at a higher level, an athletics career was never on the cards, as I was always

  going to be beaten by athletes taller and skinnier than me.




  I was proud of my school, teachers and schoolmates, and I remained on call for duty at all times. In the summer of 2000, as I pressed for a place in the Olympic team, it was my final sports day

  and I was going to sign off from 13 years of school sports in style. It was my final sports day. I wanted ‘N Cooke’ to be engraved on the Senior Victrix Ludorum trophy. It’s there

  now, a few lines below ‘S James’, after Sophie had also won the prize.




  So how did I get to be good at cycling?




  Firstly, I rode to school every day, even though the bus to school stopped just 50m from our house. Dad had changed careers and was now a teacher at a school on the other side of Bridgend. He was used to riding in to work every day, he did it before I joined him and he still does it today. Rain, snow, wind, hail and shine, we rode in. Initially, it was just a

  steady ride and the shortest way to school; then as I got stronger and my interest in racing developed, the pace got harder and we added hills to   the route, including riding down to

  Southerndown Beach, and doing a U-turn in the car park so we could ride back up and add another hill to our route. Craig was two years my junior at school and when he joined us we now had a little

  pack. Every day, we finished with a sprint on a wide deserted road. It was full bore, we gave it everything.




  Later, as we became more serious about race preparation, Craig and Dad were more often a leadout train, occasionally joined by the odd renegade sheep that had strayed onto the road. Craig would

  cover 1.3km to 600m, Dad 600m to 200m, myself the last 200m. The sign of the Volvo garage in Ewenny marked the finish line. Every day. While in the glorious days of summer riding down to the beach

  was entrancing, in winter, with a force 10 gale, it had its own charm. As the trees were bent alarmingly by the onshore south-westerly wind, so we would be ‘echeloned’ and leaning at

  nearly 30 degrees to stay on our bikes, each gust trying to blow us across the road.




  An echelon is when a rider does not ride behind the leading rider, but because the wind is from the side, they ride half behind and half to the side, in order to gain maximum shelter. The idea

  is that after a period on the front, the lead rider swings off, to move to the back of the echelon and so another rider is on the front. The slope of the echelon depends on relative road speed and

  wind speed and direction. Some mornings, behind Dad, the echelon was nearly 90 degrees when he was on the front. However, the most important aspect of that daily ride was exactly that: it was

  daily. The physicality of the ride is one thing. The resilience it taught you was another altogether.




  Punctures were a regular occurrence. This was the countryside, hedges needed cutting and the fragments easily pierced bicycle tyres. Chains broke, cables broke, axle spindles broke. A lunchtime

  walk to the bike shop in town was a common event, so Hayden and Stuart at the shop became great friends. If I didn’t have the money on me, I could come in a couple of days later and pay then.

  Going to school, we were with Dad, but on the way back, we were on our own. Eleven years old, stuck at the side of the road, in the wind and rain, trying to put a new inner-tube in, heightens the

  senses. Sometimes there were long walks home, but mostly it was a lot of fun.




  Even though we were riding practically the same roads every day, there was always something different to notice: the sheep on the common, seeing them with their newborn lambs, then the lambs

  growing up; the trees blossoming in spring, then in full leaf followed by their vivid autumn colours; riding along by the coast watching out for the massive waves crashing over the rocks, whipped

  up by gale-force winds. The seasons and life cycle went by each day in front of Craig and me, as we rode to school and back. The sun shone on us and we rode in short sleeves. It rained, it was icy,

  we crashed. We slid in the snow on our bikes. When the snowfall was very heavy we would walk through the deep drifts, perhaps with our bikes on our backs, only to find the school closed. Great

  news! We could go back and slide some more on our bikes on the big hill, then go sledging. We added more hills, more miles, and the sprints became ever fiercer. We did our homework, we got our

  grades. We rode home quickly to share with Mum and Dad our latest news. We marvelled at the world around us.




  During that first summer of races back in 1994 at the Ajax cycling club, we did a couple more time-trials on the tandem before the end of the season.

  After chatting to club members, we found out that there would be a series of winter cyclo-cross races in South Wales every Sunday morning, which meant I could continue my competitive activities

  during the winter.




  It was around this time that I started keeping my scrapbooks. These record detailed accounts of those races as if I was my own cycling correspondent. There were also hand-drawn maps of the

  courses and notes on my main rivals, things I must do to prepare for the next event and how to improve – the skills I should practise in one of the disused quarries nearby and so on. Some of

  British Cycling’s ‘world-class’ coaching staff of the time could have learnt quite a bit from studying the level of detail recorded in preparation for the next event in the U12

  South Wales calendar.




  The Welsh U12 Championships were held in December, and in my scrapbook I describe it as ‘my first serious event’. I’m not sure too many people would agree with that

  description, but I defy anyone to tell an 11-year-old that the Welsh Championship they are engaged in is not serious. In the life of that 11-year-old, it was a turning point. I beat the boys, who

  were undoubtedly stronger than me, and beat them with technique and wits. I felt on top of the world, even though I was wet and muddy with a jersey down to my knees, standing on a podium in front

  of a stadium. Over the years, I have kept in contact with both lads with whom I shared the podium. When I won Beijing gold in 2008, Jason Price even put the photo of our U12 medal ceremony on his

  Facebook page. They are both smashing lads.




  For each race, I had to remove the carrier and mudguards from my bike and then, on returning on the Sunday afternoon, put them back on, ready for my school bags the

  following morning. Again I learned to be independent and self-reliant. Mum and Dad regaled me with tales of the comic book character Alf Tupper, the ‘Tough of the Track’ from The

  Victor. Alf was an independent amateur athlete who competed despite the system, a welder who was always mending and fixing things. That was us. One time, after Dad had watched me struggle up

  the muddy slopes in a race, he cut out two steel plates, welded two short bolts to them and attached them to my trainers to provide some grip at the front. Dad did lots of things like this, all the

  time.




  Normally both Mum and Dad took us to races, but sometimes it was just Mum. She drove, while I pretended that I could map read, and then when we got somewhere near the venue, we asked lots of

  people for directions. Craig learnt to keep quiet in the back if the tension got too high. One Sunday, Dad took me to Abergavenny, I remember it well because I forgot my helmet and the organiser

  loaned me one for the race. It was the day my lists went into overdrive. Thereafter, I always had a list, checked for content days before, and then packed my kit well before departure time, with

  every item ticked off. Strangely, it worked every time.




  On that occasion, Phil Jones the Welsh coach was there. I won the U12 race and afterwards Phil spoke with Dad, who was expressing his personal concerns about cycling. Dad was aware of his

  brother Chris’s experiences and was not at all sure about the sport. Chris Boardman had won the Olympic track pursuit in Barcelona ’92 and now was in the middle of his rivalry with

  Graeme Obree. These were two very different characters, with two very different ways of approaching the same event, but there was only one corner the Cooke family were backing. We had listened as

  the Union Cycliste International (UCI), cycling’s world governing body, came up with rule changes overnight to ban Graeme and his hand-made bike at the World

  Championships. We heard the radio report that stated UCI president Hein Verbruggen had stood in the track to try to stop Graeme, and Graeme had ridden at him. Verbruggen’s colleague, UCI

  vice-president Ian Emmerson, who was also president of the British Cycling Federation (BCF), was implicated in the betrayal of Graeme and years later was ousted in a coup at the BCF amid a whole

  range of allegations from both sides.




  Apart from Robert Millar, now coming to the end of his career, and Chris and Graeme, British prospects looked quite slim at this time. Colin Sturgess had seemed a great prospect but why

  hadn’t he gone further in the sport? Something was wrong. If Britain was any good at coaching and supporting cyclists, there would not just be Robert Millar on TV, there would be other

  British riders. The odd maverick, with talent, ability and a stubborn refusal to bend to the will of others, appeared to be the only Brits who made it in cycling. Products of a system, they

  definitely were not. Were the British riders no good or was the system broken?




  Dad was pouring cold water on the whole show. However, Phil was eloquent and assured. ‘I know how you feel and agree with you that it was like that, but the sport has changed quite a bit.

  Nicole has talent and I think you should let her try.’




  Phil pointed out the changes that had occurred in cycling. The first women’s Olympic cycling event, the road race, had been introduced in 1984, and events were gradually being introduced

  at the Olympics, World Championships and Commonwealth Games. While there was still a huge way to go, changes were happening each year. By comparison with when Dad and Uncle Chris were racing,

  women’s road events were now moving towards reasonable distances, rather than token races which were not long enough to allow the classic tactics of road racing to

  unfold. Phil was also able to point to the fact that his wife, Louise Jones, had won the first women’s sprint event when it was introduced at the Commonwealth Games in Auckland in 1990. There

  was now a Tour de France and Giro d’Italia, and although the format was continually evolving it was clear that compared with just over a decade before, when there had been no women’s

  cycling events at the Olympics and the sport was really a no-go area for any aspiring female, it now offered opportunities. Dad was still not wholly convinced, but gradually introduced me to the

  things I would need to do to succeed.




  The first thing I needed, clearly, was a proper bike to race on, as I was riding the heaviest and cheapest bike among my U12 rivals. Dad scoured the small ads in Cycling Weekly as

  clearance bargains and sales became our lot. Still at home are the remains of a job lot of top-quality 18mm racing tyres Dad bought for £2 each at the time. The retail was something around

  £45 each. We purchased a second-hand Brian Rourke frame in superb condition. It needed a group set to kit it out. My birthday was coming up and I had a brand new, not quite

  bottom-of-the-range, Campagnolo group set for my present. The spirit of Obree and the ‘Tough of the Track’ was everywhere. A little later in my career, we made contact with Brian

  Rourke, and I would later win world titles on his hand-built bikes. Together, we would take a leaf out of Graeme Obree’s book and, being of a smaller build than a 12-stone man, we designed

  frames with narrow bottom brackets and other features suited to me.




  Anyway, I now had a bike, I had become a member of ESCA – which was a great organisation run by fantastic people – and at the age of 12, I could now ride time-trials on my own. I rode a season of club time-trials. It was 15 miles there with Dad on a Friday night, ride the 10-mile TT and then 15 miles home. On Saturday mornings, there was a track

  session at Maindy in Cardiff and about once a month there were mountain bike races where I could use my school bike. There was a lot to try and sample.




  Things were looking good, but there was still so much to learn about road racing. I was fascinated watching the Tour on TV. Road racing was the king of sports, it had everything. I now view it

  as having three equally weighted contributing factors: the physical capability of the rider, the technical efficiency of the bicycle and equipment, and the tactical moves and counter moves at both

  individual and team levels. Failure in any one of the three can render any amount of supreme talent in the other two irrelevant. I was riding to school, and so developing physically as best I

  could, but I needed to develop tactically.




  Laws in the UK stipulate that cyclists who have not attained the age of 16 are not allowed to ride on the road in massed start events – i.e. road races. There was, at this time, only one

  closed road circuit in the UK built for cycle racing, at Eastway in London, and very few other closed road racing events put on throughout the year. Those that existed would attract tiny fields of

  sometimes fewer than ten riders. As a result, no British youngster under 16 was any good at road racing. There might be somebody who was British champion, but that person would be totally

  outclassed on the world stage. Nobody was going to be any good because there was absolutely no chance of developing any sense of tactical awareness until you were 17, and by then all the

  continental youngsters were so far advanced that no British rider could catch up. British road cyclists were pack fill. It wasn’t complicated to work out why.




  We weren’t the only people to recognise this. The senior coaches at ESCA understood, and each year they took groups to events in Holland. These weren’t just

  races for equipment nerds to compare crank lengths and discuss tyre pressures or tread patterns. They were exactly what youngsters needed and exactly what I wanted. They were holidays with games

  and fun, with some cycle races in the day – and did they know how to put on a cycle race! This was a world of cycling completely different from how the sport had developed in the UK.




  The Helmond Youth Tour was a five-day event, extremely well organised and catered for youngsters of all ages, in just the same way our games evolved on the green at Wick. Children were split up

  by year of birth. The youngest, Category 1, were going to be aged eight that year. The oldest would be 15 for the girls and 14 for the boys in Category 7. We were in teams, but not grouped by year.

  A team was one child from each category, so the little ones were integrated with the big ones. We had an adult team leader and all eight of us, seven riders and our team leader, slept in a very

  basic but entirely satisfactory dormitory together. There were games, treasure hunts and discos. It was everything under the sun for a week, at a giant hostel set in lovely grounds. For the cycle

  races, the rules were superb – simple, yet entirely effective.




  This was not like the adult sporting world, this was more like that primary school sports day, where boys weren’t ‘better’ and therefore girls ‘worse’; here, both

  were treated equally and, as a consequence, there were nearly as many girls as boys. To even up the racing, girls would ride with the boys of the year category below. Every competitor had to ride a

  single-speed bike, no gears were allowed and the ratio was limited to something small, so that the strong boys could not simply use brute force to get away from the rest of the field, they had to

  use tactics. The idea was to work with others, form breaks. The fields stayed together, not scattered in a collection of individual time-trials as I’d witnessed in my

  first races in the UK. The finish was always a group sprint; you needed to think about where to be on the road, who to follow and when to start to sprint.




  There was more. The bikes had to be low-tech. No carbon fibre, no fancy frames, no deep section. Wheels had to be conventional flat aluminium rims with a minimum of 32 round spokes. Back home,

  you might turn up and race against some boy with a £3,000 replica 1992 Lotus, the bike Chris Boardman rode at the Olympics, but the environment was entirely different at Helmond. Parents who

  sought to use their wealth to buy advantage for their offspring were trumped, and being those type of parents, they went and found another sport where money could buy success. Cycling in the UK was

  encouraging the ‘arms race’ and so killing the sport, with many leaving, not having funds to access superweapons. In Helmond the exact opposite was taking place.




  We certainly raced to win, but winning just meant points and the difference between a win and second at the top age group only had the same effect for the team as the rider coming 23rd or 24th

  in the eight-year-old category. With only one category competing at any one time, all the rest of the team would be rounded up by the team leader and encourage their representative to do their

  best, wherever they were finishing. Games and other fun things sometimes had competitions with points that were of identical importance as well. Each day there was organised relaxation and time for

  unorganised relaxation, with everybody trying their best to communicate in Dutch, Belgian, French or English. There were treasure hunts in the woods when it got dark. This was as far removed from

  my first experiences going away with the GB team as it could possibly be. This was fun.




  This was an activity holiday for children centred on cycling. It was run with stages, so there had to be a yellow jersey. And if there was a yellow jersey, there was also

  a polka dot jersey. In fact, it was all like a mini Tour de France. Each day, three jerseys were given out to the leader of each competition in each age group, plus jerseys for the leading team in

  the combined ‘cycling plus games’ competition. On the final day, the suburbs of Helmond were converted to the Champs Élysées. There were motorbike marshals to create a

  proper race convoy, a giant ‘jury wagon’, a large lorry with offices on the back, to park up, do the photo finish and provide a centre for commentary and music throughout the day.

  Hearing my name over the loudspeaker in Dutch and my exploits explained to the crowd and the very good-natured crowd cheering, whatever it was that I was meant to have done – this was child

  heaven! Everything they could do to make this like the Tour de France for youngsters, they did. We watched as each category raced its final stage, with its own sprint. I did my race. I had not won

  the hill climb, but came second. The winner was in yellow, so as the next rider in the ‘mountains’ category, I was able to wear the polka dot jersey, the jersey I dreamed about. I even

  got to take it home – what more could anyone want?




  Each year I went back and each year I developed. It wasn’t a place for many British riders. The winners in the UK tended to be those well involved in the ‘arms race’, and with

  that degree of parental investment came parental control and direction. One British champion went to Helmond to win. He was under strict instructions not to participate in any of those

  energy-sapping things like games, water fights or, heaven forbid, the disco. While all the rest of us ran around, screamed and rolled in the grass and danced, he lay on his bed alone. He only went

  once. He did not win.




  Similarly, just as it was not the place for a certain type of rider, neither was it the place for certain types of coach. The ESCA coaches who took us were highly

  experienced and were also technically accomplished in the sport of cycling. However, they also joined in the whole theme of making it fun for the children. These were not the type imbued with an

  extravagant view of their own self-worth; these were kind, considerate and trustworthy individuals. I went to Helmond year after year. Mum and Dad never came and one phone call home in the whole

  week was all that they requested, just to say I had arrived safely. Beyond that, they waited to learn all the news of the racing when I returned. Walter Rixon, Geoff Greenfield and Ron Dowling were

  our ESCA coaches – absolute stars, every one of them.




  The sport was littered with coaches at the other end of the extreme. I’ll recall another episode, well ahead in chronological order from our story now, just to illustrate the difference.

  It was an ESCA residential training weekend. I was towards the older age range, and there were the younger ones with us, aged 10 and 11. There were a couple of the ESCA stalwarts, Geoff and Ron.

  There was also this guy (I will save his blushes) who repeatedly told us he had worked at the British Cycling Federation’s Manchester track. He worked with the ‘important track

  men’ and one day, if we listened carefully to everything he told us and did everything the way he told us to, we might just get to join that elite group. Unlike Geoff and Ron, he wore his

  tracksuit top and fancy outfit and posed in it, puffing his chest out as he continually berated virtually everyone. He repeatedly blew his whistle and demanded we come off the track and gather

  round him, straightaway, to hear him share his latest valuable gem that was going to turn us into the next star.




  The little ones started it that night, ‘bobby knocking’ on his door and running off. We bigger ones were summoned out of our rooms and told not to do it. Our

  protests of innocence fell on deaf ears. It continued. We were called out again: could we please stop it. Well, that was the last thing he needed to say. I’m not sure how much sleep he got

  that night. Adorable Walter, Geoff and Ron were never troubled with such tricks, and we never saw that coach again. If only, later on in life, we could have rid ourselves of totally useless coaches

  and staff so easily. A night of ‘bobby-knocking’ – well worth the investment! A few door numbers would have been on my list. The 10- and 11-year-olds, all on their own, could spot

  what was wrong with this guy. They didn’t need anyone telling them.




  Over the years, ESCA had taken the very best British youth cyclists across to Helmond. Most were, of course, boys, and the odd girl tagged along. A couple of surprise stage wins taken against

  the grain was not much to show for ten years of trying. My experience at Helmond inspired me. Despite the handicap of living in the UK, I came back determined to give my utmost, applying myself

  thorough preparation, hard work and smart tactics to show that Britain could produce winners to match those who I had met there.




  





  
CHAPTER THREE




  ‘Team Cooke’ Go to Work




  Cycling had become my main passion. After homework, I would find out all about the latest techniques for training and research the history of the

  sport. Sadly, beyond the Tour de France there was no other cycling on TV. Together with Craig, Mum and Dad we did our best to create a full and interesting racing programme. With a dearth of local

  road races, it became cyclo-cross in the winter and everything else in the summer, so naturally I became an all-rounder, competing with equal determination at mountain biking, road races,

  time-trials or on the track. I became fitter, stronger, more accomplished and more committed as the months passed. We travelled to events and sometimes observed the senior women perform. At

  cyclo-cross races, Dad would put a stopwatch on my laps in the youth race and then record times in the senior race that followed on the same course. The results did not need great analysis.




  Riding cyclo-cross races became a family affair. Rather than simply watching Craig and me race, we all took part – Craig rode the U12s, I rode the youth race and Mum and Dad the senior

  race. The courses were naturally in the countryside, sometimes in woods, sometimes out on the heath and always interesting. The great British weather played its part in greasing the paths, providing many a challenge where a mistake could give you an unexpected mud bath. After the race, we would clean the excess mud off ourselves and our bikes and then pile in

  the car to go home, where a military-style machine would swing into action.




  Mum would go to the shower first, others followed in rotation – Craig, me and then Dad. Outside, first it was take the bikes off the rack then pack the rack away. Then power washer out and

  clean bikes. Check bikes for damage and make a note of needed repairs. Shoes were scraped. Shoes power washed. Mud rinsed off kit. Kit put in washing machine. Bikes oiled as necessary. Power washer

  packed up. Bikes put into storage for the following Sunday. Mum cooked up a lovely roast dinner. When we had completed our allotted tasks – which was generally within five minutes of the last

  bike being put away – we all sat down and ate together, regaled each other with how our races had gone and showed each other our cuts and bruises. Dad was always falling off and wrecking

  equipment, even if most of the time he seemed to ‘bounce’ quite well.




  Money wasn’t plentiful and economy had always been important in our house. Nothing, absolutely nothing, would get wasted. Plates were always totally clear before we left the table and

  nothing was cooked that wasn’t eaten. We all divided up the chores and Friday night was when Craig and I presented our job charts to Mum and Dad for approval prior to receiving pocket money.

  Mum and Dad were keen to support Craig and me, but extravagance in unnecessary luxuries was not on the chart at this stage of their lives. There was a dog, cat and fish to look after and two

  children to get to adulthood. Having a bit of competitive fun with some second-hand equipment, bought cheap, was acceptable for the time being.




  Apart from the races there was also a residential coaching event, ‘Youth Week’, left over from when the sport had been far more popular in the UK, run by the

  ABCC (Association of British Cycling Coaches). A generation before, Uncle Chris had attended the same event at Alexandra Palace; now it was held at Easton College in Norfolk. It was very pleasant,

  a series of talks and lectures about cycle racing, diet, training and preparation, and each day there were several short races for us to practise what we had been taught. It was virtually all boys,

  with just three girls so we tended to stick together. It’s here that I met and made friends for life with Helen and her brother Greg, who would be at my side in France in 2008.




  Twice more I would return to Easton for the Scholar’s 3-Day Race. Here, Helen was my great rival in a three-way tussle for victory with another Welsh girl, Anneliese Heard, who was one

  year older than me. Anneliese was undoubtedly a great athlete. She would go on to win the World Junior Triathlon title in 1999 and 2000. A glittering career on that stage should have become a

  reality. I can’t help but compare the media treatment of her and me, and the reaction of her governing body at the time. It was almost as if her undoubted success was not embraced by her

  governing body but used by them to galvanise their efforts to work with and promote other athletes to outshine her. On the BBC TV coverage of the London triathlon from the converted docks,

  Anneliese would barely be mentioned, while other athletes were hailed as stars of the future. I had much empathy with Anneliese’s position.




  For the Scholar’s event, we attended as representative teams from the regions. At that time, Wales had a part-time youth coach, but with his sexist attitude, questionable driving antics

  and the fact that pornographic magazines were on view in his car, Dad took an instant dislike to him. Happily, Walter Rixon, one of the ESCA staff, shared the same opinion of the coach and found a place for me in his Wessex team instead. While the Welsh team were Lottery funded, the Wessex team wasn’t, which meant Mum and Dad had to pay my way, but they viewed

  it as money well invested. I won the girls’ section after a terrific tussle with Helen, and Wessex won the team event. Dad made himself unpopular in Welsh circles by insisting on change, but

  I’m glad that now other youngsters don’t have to put up with offensive behaviour that was presented to me as ‘take it or leave it’, particularly when funded out of the

  public purse.




  By the end of 1995, I had won the ESCA national age-group titles in the road race, time-trial and grass track. The following year, I made a clean sweep of the ESCA national titles in the road

  race, time-trial, mountain bike, grass track, hill climb, cyclo-cross, track sprint and track pursuit. I won the U16 British Mountain Bike Championships and above all of these, where the

  competition was strongest, at Helmond, I went on to achieve third overall. I also won a series of Welsh age-group championships, but often there were only two or three other riders so these were of

  little relevance.




  By now I was dreaming of a career as a professional cyclist, and I would be turning senior the year I left school. Vital to gaining a professional senior contract would be performing well at the

  Junior World Championships in 2000.




  Dad was doing two part-time jobs, alongside his very demanding full-time employment, to fund it all. He was managing, but only just. While the enlightened souls at Helmond put a barrier on the

  ‘arms race’ and limited entry to virtually the cheapest bike possible, elsewhere the race to endless wind tunnel testing and special materials on different parts of your outfit, that

  became the ‘marginal gains’ for the track riders at Beijing, continued. I was riding a patchwork quilt of equipment. Some bikes featured hand-painted frames we could not afford to get enamelled, and a couple of bikes were of frame sizes which I never did grow into. Therefore, I needed to somehow start moving my equipment up-market.




  During 1996 we had become aware that grant money was available in Wales from the Elite Cymru fund, monies from the National Lottery to high-performing and emerging Welsh sporting talent. One

  older boy had received enough to purchase the latest carbon fibre bikes, one for the road time-trial and another for the track pursuit. At £3,000, a bike like this was quite some support (and

  quite some sale for the bike shop!). No one would begrudge him funding, but the extent of the financial aid seemed to be at the expense of others. When I put in an application and got nothing, I

  inquired why not. The system was that applications were made and then given to the Welsh Cycling Union (WCU) to endorse, and the individual within the WCU entrusted with making recommendations to

  approve or reject was the newly appointed national coach, Shane Sutton.




  Shane will now be with us every step of the way through the rest of this book and my whole career. Shane has achieved recent fame for his work alongside Sir Bradley Wiggins. He is highly

  experienced and very knowledgeable about the sport of cycling and road racing in particular. He rode the Tour with the ill-fated British ANC team in 1987. The exploits of this team are documented

  in Wide-Eyed and Legless by Jeff Connor, a read I heartily recommend. With team-mates such as Malcolm Elliott and support staff like soigneur Angus Fraser, the account is

  action-packed all the way. Some aspects are unrelated in so many ways to how the men’s Tour functions now. However, in terms of unpaid wages and weird events, personally there is much I can

  empathise with. He later won the British Milk Race in 1990. After retiring and becoming a coach, he then became Welsh Sport Coach of the Year in 1998, and in 2008 was UK

  Sport Coach of the Year. When Shane is supporting you, he is a fantastic ally to have; but when he is not, the reverse can be true. I have first-hand experience of both.




  Shane advised the funding gatekeepers that I didn’t have any results to justify a grant. It seemed an astonishing thing to say, given that by this time I had won Welsh and British

  Championships across the several disciplines available and a host of ESCA titles, in addition to racing well in Holland. My application was rejected because I hadn’t won a BCF track or road

  championship, even though the BCF provided no such titles for girls. How could I get the results if the competitions didn’t exist? The Welsh boys had won some of these titles and so were

  eligible. They received the support, but I got nothing. Our pleas fell on deaf ears and the process left us disillusioned. We doubted that the British public, paying for their Lottery tickets,

  wanted it to be ‘boys only’. So we tried to get some BCF track and road championships for girls, but were told by the BCF there was ‘no demand, not enough interest’. Where

  would I hear that again?




  And so it went on. One of the fun events of the cycling year is the Mildenhall festival. We went there often, joining others camping around the track. The Mildenhall event, although run on grass

  rather than cement or wood, is a track meeting and therefore held under BCF rules. In 1997, it included the British Women’s Open 800-metre Championship. We had attended the event the year

  before and Dad contacted the organiser, enquiring about the possibility of me riding, aged 14. The organiser suggested confirming entry with the BCF at their Manchester headquarters. Dad wrote,

  informing the BCF that, since there was no U16 championship for girls, I would like to enter their 800m championship event. Rather than embrace my enthusiasm, the BCF sent us

  a three-page letter expressly forbidding me from riding the event because I was not aged 16, that I was not as fast as the adult women, it was not ‘safe’ to ride against them; and,

  anyway, I did not stand a chance in the race, as if that was somehow a valid reason for not competing.




  We contacted the organiser. He was aware of the decision of the BCF, but it was entirely possible for me to ride the accompanying women’s omnium that ran on the same day, which would

  feature an 800m handicap. Helen MacGregor, a smashing person for whom I have absolutely nothing other than the greatest respect, both as a rival competitor and as a person, duly won the British

  Senior Women’s Grass Track title. She was presented with the cup and the national champion’s jersey with the red and blue bands on, indicating that at that discipline, she was the No.1

  rider in the country and could wear it for the next 12 months.




  Later that day, we lined up for the 800m handicap in the women’s omnium. The idea of handicapping is to create an exciting event in which it is possible for every single rider to win,

  regardless of their ability. Always on scratch is the British champion. The handicapper had also been aware of my exclusion from the 800m championship and, having seen me race the previous year and

  followed my progress, placed me on the same starting point as Helen, in last place. Helen and I moved through the field together, watching one another as we overtook the slower riders. We had to

  keep the pace up, because the riders who had started furthest ahead were going flat out trying to get the win. I took the lead as we came around the final bend to win by a bike length. I remember

  punching the air with my fist to the cheers of the crowd as I crossed the line. The crowd at Mildenhall is generally very knowledgeable, very sociable and not unfamiliar with

  controversy. They knew exactly what was going on and appreciated the point I was making and applauded wholeheartedly.




  The BCF may have been embarrassed at that moment, but they literally rolled the red carpet out at the first-ever set of British Youth Track Championships for girls the following year, 1998. I

  took a clean sweep of the four titles on offer: pursuit, sprint, 500m and points race. The medal ceremony was conducted with all the pomp and circumstance of the men. The presentations were not

  tucked away in some corner or done in silence when something else ‘important’ was going on elsewhere. All the presentations were made only when there was a break in the racing, so that

  the attention of the whole crowd was on the three medallists, and always the commentator introduced the occasion and personalities with dignity. Looking back, I’m proud of the 14-year-old me

  performing as I did at Mildenhall. Together with Dad and the BCF official, we made a change so that now British Cycling holds championship titles equally for boys and girls, on both track and road,

  for all youth and junior age-groups.




  Meanwhile, some were asking how I could ride like that when I was just 14. Victoria Pendleton was in that race and she was older than me, and of course there was the Senior British Women’s

  800m champion. What had I done to enable me to beat them? It wasn’t all the water fights, was it? The truth is I just rode my bike, a lot, because I liked it and wanted to become good. I have

  a work ethic that tells me, the more you do the better you are likely to become. Admittedly, that doesn’t always work, and later I failed miserably with overtraining. But at this stage of my

  life, where I had to sit down in school lessons for a huge chunk of time each day, there was enforced rest. The rides to school with Craig and Dad continued to be the

  backbone of my training programme, but we also developed a series of rides up through the hills behind Bridgend to be completed on the weekend. The longest of the rides I did regularly at this time

  took just under three hours, cycling up over the Bwlch, a notoriously long and hard hill, passing through the village of Nant-y-Moel, birthplace of Lynn Davies, before looping back through Maesteg

  and Bridgend to Wick. We were always the only cyclists on the road, just us and the sheep.




  We started our stopwatches at the clock-tower in Nant-y-Moel and stopped them at the top of the Bwlch. Flat out, every time. It always hurt a lot. Each ride, you knew your form. The mid-range

  ride, which took just under two hours, was dubbed the Windmill because it took us past windmills on the ridges of the hills between Blackmill and Pencoed. The Coast Road ride was the shortest,

  which gave us the suite of distances to mix and match depending on our targets. The rides have remained unchanged over the years and our reference points for improvements marked by times collected

  at the same points. We raced the Ajax club time-trial on Friday nights, the track league at Maindy on Wednesday nights and some evenings we went sprint training around the deserted roads of Llandow

  airfield. Occasionally, I did longer rides with Craig or Dad. We would do the Ajax club 100-mile reliability trial. I was very fortunate to have such a pleasant variety of training rides available

  from home.




  A heart-rate monitor added a new dimension. My scrapbooks were replaced with digital records with heart-rate profiles and I kept meticulous details of training rides, route, distance, wind speed

  and direction, and times recorded up our standard hills. I never made an excuse for myself, saying the weather was too bad, or if I had a puncture came home early, or used a short cut. I was

  convinced that through enough work I would eventually be able to achieve my dream of becoming the Tour de France winner, and World and Olympic champion.




  In 1997, I became the first-ever British winner at Helmond. The joy of the accompanying staff and the other boys and girls with me, was exactly like that day on the sports field in Wick. My sex

  was irrelevant. ESCA had by now changed their name to BSCA (British Schools Cycling Association – I’m very proud of how they told us they wanted to change the name to make sure we felt

  included) and as Craig and I attended all their events, we engaged with other children, as did Mum and Dad with other parents, all who had an affinity for how we went about things. When the flag

  dropped and the race started, we gave everything. Other mums and dads saw Craig and me achieving, and following my success at Helmond I became a totem to others and the whole feel of the British

  group changed. The coaches became more confident and parents had more confidence in them. Others joined us around this time and followed on sharing in this new atmosphere. I was delighted that one

  year we mustered five from the Ajax club and a very young Ben Swift and Adam Blythe who have now moved to successful professional careers. Dad has a wonderful sweet tale of Ben coming up to him and

  asking what he might do to help, at the BSCA Cyclo-Cross Championships in 1999, and Ben insisting on cleaning my muddy bikes during a long epic battle. Apparently, Ben was as excited as I was that

  I eventually won.




  By 1998, I had also picked up some sponsorship, riding for Mick Ives Cycles, in mountain bike races. Road races for girls in the UK were in very short supply, with no races available anywhere

  most weekends, so for the previous three years I had competed in mountain bike races. Locally, at Margam Park we have a great venue which hosts rounds of the British series.

  That year, Mick wanted me to ride the whole series, which was fine. There was no petrol money, and the sponsorship was limited to equipment: bike, clothes, shoes and helmet. Looking ahead, I needed

  commercial support, and a ‘toe in the water’ with Mick was a great place to start. I was really thrilled; this was my first ‘team’ and Mick is a genuine enthusiast. If

  anyone thinks I love riding my bike, this is the man who can put me to shame. You name it, if it has a bicycle involved with it, he can tell you about it. A great guy, he is still competing right

  now. He got together as many sponsors as he could – bottles, drinks, shoes, puncture repair outfits, bicycle locks – and all these sponsors had their names on the jersey and the team

  took its title from his car sponsor, Peugeot 406.




  As I was to find out for myself so many times, sponsors come in two types. There are the good sponsors who sign an agreement and do what they say they will and the equipment or money arrives

  exactly as it should. There are not too many of those around. Thank you – all of you. Then there is the other type. They are quite keen to tell you all the things they will do, and getting

  the artwork for the name on the jersey is often the easy bit with them, but then something is always ‘lost in the post’. Mick’s team had both sorts, so Mum needed to keep right up

  to date with Mick. After the first few weeks, we were told a certain sponsor had not paid. Mick’s answer: to cover over the name or logo on the jersey. ‘Can you sew this new badge on

  over that name there?’ It seemed that I never raced in the same jersey twice. Names were added, covered over and taken away. It was an endurance challenge in itself. I did the odd one, but

  Mum was kept really busy. We have lots of great memories of those times.




  Like sponsors, officials and organisers also came in different types.




  In 1998, we encountered the British system and their ideas of keeping to the rule book. At this time, there were still four totally independent governing bodies for the sport of competitive

  cycling with jurisdiction for their own particular discipline across the UK. A single individual organiser might put on events under the rules of these differing governing bodies throughout the

  year, in line with the seasonal nature of the varying disciplines.




  On one occasion, an organiser fell out with Dad over the rules in a cyclo-cross race. Dad pointed out what the rules actually were, but that didn’t seem to matter to this guy, who believed

  that his version of the rules was what counted, but then he subsequently took it out on Mum. Craig, Dad and I were away at the British Cyclo-Cross Association (BCCA) Championships and Mum,

  who was fitting her cyclo-cross racing around working alternate weekends, was riding the last round of the Welsh Cyclo-Cross series in order to get her minimum number of qualifying rides in the

  season-long league. This was run under BCCA rules, a totally independent body from the BCF. He refused to allow her to ride, quoting a BCF rule for road races that extraordinarily empowered an

  event organiser to refuse entry to any rider they didn’t want to ride the race.




  So, after catching the train and riding from the station to the event, Mum was left standing at the side watching, before making the long journey home. She therefore didn’t qualify for the

  series. We were all very upset when we got back home and found out. This organiser was the secretary of the BCCA in South Wales, but when we appealed in writing to BCCA headquarters, nobody wanted

  to take him on. After that, we didn’t ride any more cyclo-cross events in South Wales until he was no longer secretary.




  Meanwhile, I was riding the British Mountain Bike series for Mick and that was put on under the rules of the BCF. One of the rounds was at Margam Park. The BCF organised things differently from

  the BCCA. In their case, you made a central entry to Manchester for all those events in the series you wanted to ride. I think there were only four rounds that year and you had to ride all four to

  be able to qualify. We didn’t gatecrash the show. Weeks in advance, Dad wrote to the BCF at Manchester and asked if I would be allowed to ride at Margam, where our favourite

  ‘organiser’ was the site manager. Was he gifted the power to prevent me riding? The answer came that, as the entries were central, he was ‘not the organiser’ and so could

  not stop me riding. That was the good bit, but they didn’t want to upset him, so could we please keep it quiet? We did.




  Next thing we knew was that ‘our friend’, who was not the organiser, had found out that I was riding and had declared, to all who would listen, that he was going to stop me, and so I

  would not be able to qualify. Dad rang Mick and the BCF, but nobody wanted to upset our friend – presumably because if they did he would pack up his toys and there would not be any Margam

  round. Happily, Dave Mellor, a BCF official who we will encounter many more times in this book, came up with the most cunning of plans. I was to be driven onto site, hidden in the back of

  Mick’s Peugeot van, and I was to do my warm-up on rollers in it. Then, just when they were calling starters to the line, the doors of the van were to burst open and I was to spring forth and

  chase after the rest just after they got going. It would all happen so quickly that our friend would not have time to pull me off my bike and he would not be able to dissemble the course before I was finished and gone from the site. Genius! Problem solved!




  The Cooke family were having none of that. We told them that we would be as discreet as possible, but being smuggled into a race in the back of a van was not something I would have any part

  in.




  There was a further problem. I needed to recce the course to find out where it went and obstacles and descents I might encounter. Although familiar with the park, different courses were used for

  different events. One time, a year or two earlier, we were doing our recce of the course on a Friday night. The course was not marked out and we took a wrong turn and ended up in somebody’s

  garden so we apologised to the housekeeper. ‘Oh don’t worry, I had the whole field in here one year, hundreds of them, the ones at the front couldn’t get back because of the ones

  that kept on coming up the hill!’ For this event, we suggested I just turn up, complete the recce and then leave without showering.




  At the BCF, Colin Clews, who we will again meet later, was now the point of contact, once Dave Mellor’s cunning plan had been discarded. Colin was fine, and agreed this was the minimum

  interaction we could have. He was very good about it. We agreed timings of these visits and Colin kindly stated that he would be on hand to deal with anything, should our friend seek to do

  something else out of the ordinary.




  So I did my recce lap on the Saturday and was back at the car changing shoes when our friend showed up, shouting and being outrageous. Dad and I left without responding in kind. Apparently he

  was taken home after being prevented by BCF staff from single-handedly pulling out every marker post around the whole course there and then. I’m not too sure if I ever saw him again, but I do

  remember that I won the race and series.




  Events like this seem incredible now, but this type of thing was not a one-off. Let me finish the theme with one more example, a year forward but this time in cyclo-cross.

  For females, cyclo-cross had two British Championship races. The senior event was for anyone over 16, while the youth event, run with the boys’ event – with everyone starting and

  finishing together over an identical course in the same race – was for all males and females, aged 12 to 16. January 1999 was my last year as a youth and my last chance to directly measure up

  against the best British boys. Within this single race there were trophies awarded to the first finisher aged 14 and another to the first finisher aged 15. The fields were generally very good for

  these championships, with 40 to 50 competing. The adrenaline at the start was something to behold. That charge across the open section before the first narrowing of the course was critical. If you

  weren’t in the top positions, you weren’t going to figure in the results.




  Two years earlier, I had won the trophy for top-finishing 14-year-old. I had beaten the boys. A year later, I was the second 15-year-old, beaten by a single boy of my age. This time was my last

  chance to compete with the other sex in a title event and to sign off in style. Now at 16, boys’ hormones had seriously kicked in and while I was a small girl, the best British boys were very

  big. In any other discipline, I could no longer be competitive, but cyclo-cross shifted the balance from brute strength to technique in terms of the mounts and dismounts, as well as the ability to

  control and manage the bike. I was never going to win, but to stand on the podium in third was a very real possibility. Whereas my achievement in being the best 14-year-old had been ignored,

  because there was no podium presentation, this would now be with the whole crowd around and they would have to see the little girl standing alongside the big boys. I was

  fired up, I had practised and practised across that muddy common all winter. Now I would have my moment.




  It was a freezing cold January day. The trick was to keep warm by gently riding around the start area with lots of layers on and leave it until the last possible moment to line up and remove the

  layers. We had a nominal start time and the starter would call us to the line with a couple of minutes to go. But there was all that adrenaline running high, and some boys were stripped down to

  their race kit and waiting on the start line with ten minutes to go.




  Dad was at the car, locking it up before coming across to collect my over-tops and leggings. I had ridden across from the car after the last lubricating of my chain. He heard the starter’s

  pistol fire and ran across to the starting area. He got there to see the last few riders arguing with their parents about whether it was worth starting, now that they were so far behind after

  missing the start. He followed the trail of my kit that I had discarded as I rode out of the field and around the course. Another dad we knew well ran across and told him what happened. Nobody had

  been called to the start. The gun went off and some lads on the start got going, others chased. Some had kit to take off, others just went how they were. I was quite quick to start, but then, as I

  was taking off a top as I was riding across the field, it caught in my rear wheel and chain and jammed. I had to get off and fight with it to pull it out of the chain and gears. There was no use

  shouting or screaming, I just got on with the race.




  With so much single track on the course, there were only certain places I could get past the slower riders. People clapped as I finished first girl, just out of the top ten boys, but inside the

  fire raged. The senior official explained what had happened: he had brought a good friend to the race and the friend had asked if he could start the race. Unfortunately,

  while he was looking over the pistol he had been given, he happened to pull the trigger by accident and it just went off in his hand! The boys on the line decided this was their chance and off they

  went. There was no way of calling them all back for a proper start.




  The BCCA Championships were the British Championships, they featured in the single British cycling magazine of the time Cycling Weekly. The BSCA also ran a championship event,

  but it garnered no external kudos or magazine coverage. Most of the youth riders from the BCCA event also rode in that one, too, which took place three weeks later. Importantly for me, the boy who

  took the third podium place earlier rode again. We spent the whole race within ten metres of each other; we both knew what this was about. With a lap to go, I thought I had cracked him, but for the

  whole of that last lap he kept chasing really hard and finished right behind me at the line. I shook his hand afterwards; it was one of the toughest cyclo-cross races I ever did. That was January

  1999. Perhaps if I had been on the podium at the BCCA National Championships, which would have been reported, my ‘emergence’ later that year might not have come as the unacceptable

  shock it was to so many in authority.




  Cycling in the UK now is nothing like it was then. At the time, the bungling, petty, political and indiscreet nature of the incompetence of so many, was personified in those two incidents. The

  original concept of a solution for Margam was a farce – jumping out of the van like a scene from a comedy show. Why not deal with the issue properly at the very first instance? It’s

  easiest in the long run.




  Around this time, there were huge changes taking place in British sport generally. At the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta, Great Britain won only one gold

  medal, in rowing, and finished below Algeria and Ethiopia in the medal table. The description ‘team of shame’, as one athlete described it on return, was a bit over the top, but the

  performance was a major embarrassment and probably the catalyst that helped create the magnificent success of the Beijing and London Olympics that followed.




  The government decided to step in, to what until then had been very much an amateur affair in most sports. It gave teeth to a body formed in the wake of Atlanta called UK Sport, with a remit to

  oversee all the different sports’ governing bodies, both in terms of governance and in respect of elite performance. The National Lottery had started in 1994 and public funds were available

  for distribution. It was recognised that supporting emerging talent and sustaining elite talent was something the public wanted Lottery funds spent on. The images in the newspapers of British

  athletes coming out of the closing ceremony at Atlanta and auctioning their uniforms to the crowds were yet more embarrassment. The public did not want the country’s finest to have to exist

  as paupers in order to take on the rest of the world. It was obvious what happened when you did that: you won nothing. However, it was clear that if public money from the Lottery was going to be

  made available to the governing bodies, then most needed significant overhaul.




  Senior competitive cycling in the UK was at this time run by three separate governing bodies, each with their own unrelated rule books and systems of governance. For younger categories, there

  were four bodies, with the BSCA having national and regional championships across all disciplines and age categories based on the school year.




  UK Sport made it quite clear that going forward there could be only one organising body – British Cycling – and that future funding would depend on success;

  they were not going to throw money at a sport which didn’t come back with results, and in particular results were seen as Olympic medals. This created a dilemma for British Cycling. The great

  champions of cycling, such as those that I wanted to emulate, raced the Tour de France and the classics, which are for professional riders. The Olympics was traditionally for amateur riders.

  Therefore the Olympics historically catered for track riders, with a significant number of medals available there and, prior to 1996, just a single medal available to the road disciplines.




  A very early decision in the formation of the British Cycling World Class Performance Programme (BC WCPP) was that it would be more focused towards delivering track cycling medals and,

  reflecting the sport’s imbalance of events, supporting the men far more than the women. The ‘Plan’ was born. The idea was to provide senior riders on the Plan with equipment,

  access to facilities and coaching but also a ‘salary’ or their own personal subsistence funding, which allowed them to become full-time cyclists. This was necessary in track cycling as

  there was no viable full-time scene on the world stage. The glory days of track cycling in the post-war era, when packed stadiums of paying fans created large prize pots, were long gone.
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