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PREFACE


In a nondescript parking lot in downtown Boston, under the glow of streetlights, volunteers dismantled a bike race course on Congress Street and five teammates packed up their belongings, shook hands, and said their goodbyes. 


The 2016 TD Bank Mayor’s Cup was the last public appearance of the Astellas Pro Cycling Team. Seven months earlier, their title sponsor had pulled the plug, leaving the team with no contracts for the following season. The next time these riders met, they would be wearing new kits and racing for different teams.


It might be the case that even the most dedicated cycling fans have never heard of the Astellas Pro Cycling Team. Despite being licensed as a professional team, this small Chicago-based team didn’t play a memorable role on cycling’s world stage.


This is their story, as it played out in the lower ranks of professional bike racing in America. It’s nothing short of amazing that two bike-racing fans with a little gumption could start a team at the regional amateur level and then take it from dominating the local race scene to becoming a professional team registered with the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI) that competed, and won, internationally. And they did it all with a skeleton crew on a shoestring budget.


I was fortunate to have been involved with the Astellas team in various capacities for most of its five-year run, first as a video producer creating short clips for the American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) trade show, and later as a still photographer documenting their bigger adventures for use on social media. In the end, as a soigneur-like assistant, I performed those menial tasks that fall to anyone willing to do them: handing up water bottles in the feed zone, driving the team van across the country, fetching riders from the airport, and so on. I fell far short of being a true soigneur, but I was all Astellas could afford.


I met up with the team at various events around the country and did my best to help. When not traveling with the team, I followed the livestreams of the bike races and cryptic texts from other teammates who were watching the team race: “Ryan in break. 30 secs to pack. I think they’ll stay away.” I watched the team grow and mature from my privileged vantage point. Having known the team managers for many years, I had a front-row seat for their struggle to launch a team.


I am a longtime fan of cycling. Since 1986, I’ve worked in various capacities in the sport that have allowed me to peek behind the curtain to see how it all works. I’ve been a TV producer, a race promoter, and even a course marshal. I’ve driven a motorcycle carrying spare wheels. I’ve been a race announcer at every kind of cycling event imaginable. I was hired as the main announcer at races throughout the 1990s and transitioned to the mobile announcing role at the major American stage races (Amgen Tour of California, the old Tour de Georgia, and the Larry H. Miller Tour of Utah), where I got the unique opportunity to speak to every single spectator along every mile of the course. And throughout all of these experiences, I have remained a license-holding bike racer. I assumed all this would make me some sort of expert on the sport, but I was wrong. It was the time I spent working with the Astellas Pro Cycling Team that gave me a much deeper understanding of how the sport really works.


Forty-one riders wore the Astellas kit at various times during the team’s run, and those riders poured their hearts and their souls into the sport for as long as they were able. American Pro is my attempt to put them in the spotlight, if only for a moment.


More than anything, I wanted to show bike-racing fans what’s behind the curtain. It’s not always what it seems.









CHAPTER 1
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DREAMING BIG


Professional bike racing is an amazing sport with loyal fans who happily stand along a remote section of road for hours waiting for a glimpse of their heroes. They’ll dress up in ridiculous costumes and hike up a mountainside to cheer on someone they hardly know. After their favorite rider passes by in a whoosh, they’ll wait another 20 minutes for the last rider to trundle up the hill. The costumed fan will scream a litany of positive encouragements to the first and last riders and everyone in between, truly believing that it has an effect on the rider’s ability to make it to the finish. And it may.


These fans wear their hearts on their sleeves. Their workspaces are adorned with the trinkets recovered from bike races: race posters snagged from the cafe window, routing signs off telephone poles, and stickers from the team cars. The water bottle that Brent Bookwalter discarded onto the side of the road is treated like the Great Chalice of Antioch. Of course it never held a drop of wine, but it once held some of the best hydration mix that Skratch Labs has to offer.


Every spring at the Amgen Tour of California, legions of fans wait for the team buses to pull into town with cameras and felt-tip markers in hand to meet their favorite riders. They come from all across the country to see cycling’s version of LeBron James and Ricky Fowler, to actually reach out and touch the riders they’ve watched on TV racing in the Tour de France. The true aficionados know precisely what time to arrive and precisely where to stand so that they’ll be positioned in front of the door when the team bus is finally parked.


The teams that ride in the Amgen Tour of California and the Tour de France are the major leagues, the crème de la crème. They are, in a cycling fan’s mind, every bit as famous and wonderful as the New York Yankees. But teams like Astellas are not part of this scene.


The Astellas Pro Cycling Team raced at a level of pro cycling more on par with the Trenton Thunder, the New York Yankees’ double-A farm team made up of promising young players who were paid a pittance while gaining valuable experience that they hoped would carry them up to the major leagues.


Despite racing at the lower level of the sport, the Astellas team had their own corps of dedicated followers who tracked their progress throughout the season and made pilgrimages to see them race. Granted, their pilgrimages were likely across a county instead of an entire country. They may not have dressed in costume, but they made poster-board signs and rang cowbells at the bike races. And they knew where the team parked its van each year for, say, the Clarendon Cup in Virginia, and would stop by to say hello before the race.


Over five seasons the Astellas team developed a loyal fan base, and the team earned key victories in popular American races thanks to their willingness to race hard against much tougher opponents. It took five years of bike racing to reach their zenith at the bottom rung of cycling.


It began years before as a daydream.


BIKE RACERS OF ALL LEVELS and abilities think about some strange things when they’re on a training ride, including the fantasy of owning a pro team. They let all of their best ideas play out as if $10 million landed in their laps and they could choose the riders and design everything from the ground up.


Sure, it’s a fun mental exercise to help fill the hours on a long ride, but the idea of actually starting a professional bike racing team is daunting enough to keep it safely within dreamland. The wherewithal and the shear amount of work it takes to acquire sponsors, organize logistics, and manage a group of athletes is a dream killer.


But that didn’t deter Matt Curin.


Matt Curin is your typical bike racer, bike-racing fan, and dreamer. He dreamed the dream and began to mull over all the decisions involved in managing a competitive team while watching the Tour de France. It was years in the making, but Curin eventually set his dream into action.


Curin’s racing career began in 1989 as a 15-year-old racer in a local club, the Cadieux Bicycle Club in Detroit. He had as much enthusiasm and ability as everyone else, but not enough raw talent to have a shot at becoming a pro cyclist himself. He raced a lot, spending his summer traipsing across the Midwest with his teammates in search of the next bike-race high that came with winning $30. He learned how bike racing worked and how it didn’t. Even as a teen, he picked up on the exasperating and frustrating aspects of the sport that kept it from becoming as mainstream as baseball and football. He readily accepted the idiosyncrasies, as most cyclists do, as he took the unofficial oath of a USA Cycling licensed member: “It is by no means a perfect sport, but it’s a damn cool sport regardless, and I love racing my bike, so, flaws be damned, I’m a bike racer for life.”


It’s not a well-worded or inspirational oath, come to think of it. But it’s binding.


Matt Curin is the kind of person that cycling fans would want undertaking a project that helps the sport grow. One of the most polite people walking the Earth, he maintains a deferential demeanor, often self-effacing. Even on issues he knows well, he speaks in a nervous rush as if to get out of the way of the next speaker. He hasn’t a mean-spirited bone in his body. And he truly loves the sport of bike racing.


Lacking the skills to garner a pro contract, Curin attended the University of Michigan College of Pharmacy and took the path that diverged from that of a pro cyclist—one leading to a comfortable bed, a full refrigerator, a car that starts, six fully functional bikes in the garage, a wife and kids, medical benefits, a dental plan, and a steady paycheck. In his sophomore year, he took over the presidency of the University of Michigan cycling team in an elaborate procedure that involved raising his hand and expressing interest. At that point in time, the club was at a low organizational ebb and in desperate need of leadership.


Under Curin, the team grew from eight riders in the first year to almost 20 in his senior year due to his enthusiastic recruiting efforts. The team represented the Wolverines at National Collegiate Cycling Association (NCCA) events throughout the Midwest and attended collegiate nationals for the first time in the program’s history. Despite the minuscule funding typical of club-level activities, Curin left the Michigan cycling scene better than he had found it, and the experience he gained by chasing funding across the campus proved helpful later on. He made a promise to himself that, were he ever in a position to funnel money into the sport, he would do whatever he could to make it happen.


Two years out of college, after filling prescriptions at small pharmacies, he began working at Pharmacia, a Swedish-American pharmaceutical company. Once established in his role at the Pharmacia offices in Kalamazoo, Michigan, he took his first steps through the looking glass in an attempt to push his dream into reality. He sent emails to anyone in the organization with “marketing” in their title asking them for money to fund a cycling team. He stopped short of begging, but he didn’t stop asking until he finally found someone willing to earmark $15,000 from the public relations budget—enough to fund a five-person team consisting of four men and one woman who raced as amateurs throughout the Midwest.


Pharmacia’s first team carried the name “Detrol LA Cycling Team” to promote a drug that treated the symptoms of urinary incontinence. Granted, it was not a romantic name for a cycling team but was exactly what one might expect a pharmaceutical company to select. The money from Pharmacia was not necessarily granted to the team with a marketing strategy in mind. It’s probably more accurate to say that the money was burped out of an overstuffed budget.


Curin had every intention of helping his company as much as his team. He was off and running.


Detrol LA Cycling was somewhat invisible in the peloton with only two riders who could finish in the lead group of any given Category I/II race, usually around 11th place. Every now and then, they would find themselves on the podium of a regional race, placing among the top three finishers who are invited to appear at the awards ceremony, an accomplishment in any bike race. But with a national sponsor emblazoned across the front, sides, and back of their jerseys, they fooled competitors into thinking the team was a force to be reckoned with.


When a cycling kit is imprinted with the logo of a local bike shop (or chiropractor’s office, or engineering firm, etc.), bike racers assume that the rider doesn’t pose a big threat. Even if they aren’t familiar with the bike shop, their assumption remains unchanged, and nine times out of ten it will be fairly accurate. But when a bike racer sees a national sponsor taking up most of the room on an opponent’s kit, they’ll do a double take. Even at the amateur level, national-level sponsors usually indicate—rightly or wrongly—a big budget and strong riders. Even if there are only two riders wearing the kit in a race, other racers will draw the conclusion that there exists somewhere a complete team of highly trained and well-supported riders, and that the rest of those riders must be racing elsewhere this particular weekend . . . thank goodness.


But that is not always true. The notoriety of a sponsor does not directly predict the caliber of the team.


Though they garnered only a handful of results, Detrol LA’s riders were able to race a full schedule of races they might otherwise have missed. They traveled out of the peninsular Michigan cycling scene, and they represented a professional company as professionally as possible. For Curin, it was a great first effort and the “proof of concept” needed to initiate a second season.


In the second year, the budget grew to $60,000, considered by many to be massive for an amateur team. The team’s name changed to the much sexier sounding Pharmacia Cycling Team. The roster grew to eight riders, including some rolleurs who would eventually turn pro. Canadian Jacob Erker rode with Symmetrics and Kelly Benefits Strategies later in his career. Ben Sharp was the reigning national criterium champion and later became a US National Team coach. Adam Watts, former national champion Dave Wenger, and Ohioan Andrew Frey rounded out the roster. Frey had a dual role as rider-manager, handling logistics and spending the boatloads of cash handed down by the sponsor.


The team jelled quickly and developed a one-for-all, all-for-one attitude that helped them get results even against stiff competition. On the very tough Oak Glen stage of the Redlands Cycling Classic in California, without hesitation, Ben Sharp gave his bike to Jacob Erker, who had suffered a mechanical failure that threatened to cause Erker to lose time on the final climb. That and other unselfish moves helped them finish as the top amateur team at that event, a huge result for a new team.


Giddy with the success at Redlands, Matt Curin started to dream of shrink-wrapped team cars, matching warm-up suits, and air travel. But the dream vaporized less than a month later.


Pharmacia had agreed to make four payments over the course of the season totaling $60,000. The first check arrived, and the team was virtually swimming in money. They didn’t have time to count it. By the time they arrived in Georgia for the Athens Twilight Criterium in mid-April, Pharmacia had been gobbled up by corporate giant Pfizer, for whom cycling was not a priority. Pfizer promptly cut all funding to the cycling project, leaving Curin in the awkward position of having to hastily call a team meeting in the parking lot of the Atlanta Marriott, where he apologized profusely to the riders, dismantled the team, and put his dream back on the shelf.


Curin soon left the company to join another pharmaceutical company in Indianapolis: Lilly. His move had nothing to do with Pfizer’s pulling the funding; it was purely coincidental.


The consolation was that he had actually done it, even if on a very small scale. Curin’s modest success at managing a cycling team only fanned the flames further. Sure, he had made some mistakes along the way, but he embraced it as a learning experience.


Curin was just a regular guy. He didn’t wear a superhero’s cape, and thanks to his rigorous work as a pill researcher, he no longer had the time to maintain a superfit body. He looked the way you’d expect a pharmacist to look: normal. He didn’t possess a one-of-a-kind set of management or organizational skills. The only thing that distinguished him from anyone then, and still today, was moxie. He had the unmitigated gall to ask his employers for money.


And, with the exception of Pfizer, they all said yes.


After a year spent getting to know the lay of the land at Lilly, he tried again and was able to procure a budget of $60,000 by using the “ask everyone” method that had been so successful at Pharmacia. He received the funding, but he found that there was no interest in bike racing to accompany it. As makers of a synthetic insulin, Lilly instead earmarked the monies for a corporate cycling club that would participate solely in fund-raising events such as the Tour de Cure, a charity ride benefiting the American Diabetes Association. A departure from racing, sure, but still a victory of sorts for Curin, who was now adept at finding money from within and creating cycling partnerships that benefited his company.


After eight years with Lilly, Curin moved to Chicago to work for yet another company. Until he applied for the job, he had never heard of Astellas Pharma. It was a relatively new company, the result of a 2005 merger between two large Japanese pharmaceuticals, Fujisawa and Yamanouchi. Boasting more than $14 billion in assets, Tokyo-based Astellas was in the process of developing its own oncology division and was looking to reach oncologists with its new brand. If that didn’t ring bells in Curin’s head, nothing would. Cancer and cycling had been sewn together by Lance Armstrong in the early 2000s. Curin’s pitch for funds had the perfect set-up.


CONSIDERING THE NET WORTH of a corporate giant it’s easy to assume that, say, Coca-Cola or Ford Motor Company could hand over a large pile of money—certainly enough to fund a cycling team. Surely, there must be extra money in Coca-Cola’s $56 billion, Ford’s $199 billion, or Astellas’s $14 billion that a rounding error could cover. A measly $200,000 would not be missed. This is, for the most part, a fallacy. Large corporations may waste money in creative ways, but they have a team of accountants keeping close tabs on where their money is wasted.


In fact, pitching the concept of a cycling team to the marketing department of Coca-Cola or any other company might be the most difficult sell ever made. In the supermarket of sports, cycling is located so far up the niche sport aisle, it’s invisible to the naked eye. It sits atop a high shelf out of reach of children and wedged between other sports like rowing, luge, and short track speed skating. These sports get their 15 minutes of Olympic fame every four years, only to quietly retreat for the next 47 months. However exciting these sports may be, the marketing executives of nonendemic sponsors (and even sponsors within the industry) are highly unlikely to back them. It’s the participants in niche sports who foot most of the bill. Anyone who has a child playing on a travel hockey, soccer, or softball team can attest to the high cost of participation.


Today cycling has devout followers in every nook and cranny of the country, and bikes are being sold in greater numbers than ever before. Still, the selling power of American cycling barely rises above a whisper. Cycling events such as Tulsa Tough, one of the most popular races on the US calendar, draw crowds numbering in the hundreds and thousands of online viewers but they remain hardly worthy of corporate notice. Meanwhile, the third round of the 2016 Colonial, a PGA golf tournament, drew a 1.4 rating/4 share on television and 80,000 spectators on the course. If you’re Coca-Cola, in which direction will you be looking? In the case of the Colonial, west. It’s played in Dallas.


Curin knew the many challenges he faced. If there was going to be an Astellas team, there was no way that he could run it while accomplishing his assigned duties. Not only would it be impossible from a time management standpoint, it would also be a conflict of interest within his company. He would need to find someone else willing to take complete charge of the operation. He called former Pharmacia team member, Andrew Frey. Frey had kept himself busy as a schoolteacher and as a USA Cycling official while Curin was with Lilly. He also had a degree from Miami University in a field related to the job: sports and recreation organization. Like Curin, he loved the sport of bike racing.


They agreed that the timing might be right to start another team. If Curin could find the money, Frey, now working as a full-time stay-at-home dad, would have the time and inclination to do the legwork. Curin conducted his own research before knocking on doors at Astellas. He contacted Amgen, a world leader in oncology medicine, and asked for whatever marketing research he could get his hands on linking Amgen’s success with their Tour of California to the increased awareness of their brand among cancer patients, oncologists, and other stakeholders. Luckily for Curin, Amgen was quite gracious about sharing marketing information. He was put in touch with Anschutz Entertainment Group, the owners of the event, who were well aware of the challenges Curin faced. Even though Astellas competed directly with Amgen, the marketing goals of the two companies were vastly different and Amgen was interested in seeing cycling projects like Curin’s succeed.


Curin also had an insider’s view of how marketing money is spent. He saw the corporate year-end reports, so he knew that the Astellas marketing budget wasn’t being fully depleted. If he could convince the right people in the correct order, taking into account the interests of the company, he believed he could create the perfect vehicle for promoting the oncology brand.


Such a simple-sounding endeavor took several months to carry out. It took hundreds of emails and hallway conversations to find the right decision-maker who could get the company to move in the right direction. Being told “no” repeatedly and remaining undaunted is probably Matt Curin’s greatest contribution to cycling because it finally paid off. In late 2011, Astellas agreed to fund a cycling team.


One glaring error that Curin made during this process was lowballing the budget. When the “yes” finally happened and he was asked how much it would cost, he blurted out a very low $60,000 because that was the amount he had worked with at Lilly and Pharmacia.


“I should have asked for a million,” Curin said later, in perfect hindsight. He joked that, really, he should have asked for $2 million, because $1 million is too round of a number, but $2 million would have sounded as though he’d put careful thought into it.


With a $60,000 budget, he was off and running. Or at the very least, walking. Moving forward nonetheless.


Curin didn’t consider this project to be an opportunity to carve out a new job description for himself. He was a pharmacist who loved the field and a cyclist who knew cycling well enough to know that his family would appreciate his pharmacological income more than that of a cycling team manager. Anything that he did with the team would be done on his own time with no compensation. But he loved cycling enough to get the ball rolling and find the right people to make it happen out on the road.


He delivered the good news to Frey, whose first act was to establish the Cycling Development Fund, a nonprofit organization through which he could manage the funds properly. As a stay-at-home dad, his strength was his ability to juggle most team duties during nap time. Team members would eventually learn the napping habits of Frey’s growing family and would time their phone calls accordingly.


Frey’s own racing career began in Toledo, Ohio, at the age of 15. Because he lived only 90 minutes from Curin at the time, they raced against each other almost every weekend as juniors. They also competed against each other at collegiate races within the Midwest Conference. During (and after) college, he worked for a popular Ohio race promoter on several races each year. That led to an interest in officiating, which Frey did for 10 years. His innate desire to help people guided him to the field of education, where he worked as a teacher and administrator until he met his wife and started a family.


A helpful person will find success when running a cycling team. It requires being part parent, part college professor, part circus performer, and part nursery school teacher. Frey also possessed the rare ability to sleep in any position on any surface, a talent that came in handy when there were only six beds available for thirteen people.


Spending many evenings talking on the phone after their kids were in bed, Frey and Curin set out to spend the small pot of gold that they had acquired from Astellas.









CHAPTER 2
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ANATOMY OF A NICHE SPORT


The budget that Curin and Frey had to work with meant that the Astellas team would spend July in Milwaukee, not Paris. To fully understand where this put them on the food chain requires a basic knowledge of cycling’s somewhat confusing hierarchy. Major League Baseball and its farm system provide a basis for comparison. Every season, 30 teams compete to play in the World Series. Casual sports fans are usually familiar with Minor League Baseball’s structure of Triple-A, Double-A, and Class A teams connected to a Major League team. For example, the Detroit Tigers lay claim to the Toledo Mud Hens (Triple-A), the Erie SeaWolves (Double-A), and the West Michigan Whitecaps (A).


With few exceptions, each minor league team is independently owned and operated. Though connected to the Colorado Rockies by an affiliation agreement, the Albuquerque Isotopes are owned and operated by Albuquerque Baseball Club, LLC. Closer to a cycling fan’s heart, the Salt Lake Bees, the Triple-A affiliate of the Los Angeles Angels, are owned by the Larry H. Miller Group of Companies, the owners and sponsors of the Tour of Utah.


Young prospects hoping to make it to the major leagues will usually spend time honing their skills on one of the farm teams. Depending on their abilities, they may spend many years, or as little as a few weeks, working their way up through the farm system. Their progress will be watched closely by the affiliated Major League team, which will also direct their every movement through the farm system. When they are deemed ready, they will be called up to the Majors.


Realistically, they will probably never make it. By most educated estimates, the star player on a high school varsity team has a 5 percent chance of being drafted into the minor league system, and less than a 0.02 percent chance of actually playing in the big leagues.


Cycling’s structure is similarly complicated and just as heartbreaking. Its governing body, the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI), has three tiers of men’s professional teams: WorldTeam, Pro Continental, and plain ol’ Continental. (One might think that the UCI could find a better way to differentiate between the second and third tiers, but no.)


The WorldTeam or WorldTour (WT) level represents the big leagues. These teams contain all of the recognizable superstars of the sport. WT teams are automatically included in the Tour de France, Paris–Roubaix, Tour of Flanders, and other high-profile races, showcasing the sport’s superstars.


There are 18 men’s teams at the WT level, each of which is required to have at least 23 full-time riders, four sports directors, and 10 year-round staff members. The team budgets vary dramatically, between roughly $7 million and $35 million. There are no salary caps here as there are for MLB teams, but there is a minimum wage for individuals in the neighborhood of $38,000 per year, which is coincidentally more than half of Astellas’s first-year budget.


Applying for one of the UCI’s 18 spots requires more paperwork than a mortgage on a house. It includes all the legal boilerplate information, such as the team’s annual budget, the financial plan, the profit-and-loss account forecast, cash flow, biological passport antidoping information, and so on. The team must also make a payment of one-quarter of the team’s annual budget (or 975,000 Swiss francs, whichever is higher) to the UCI. Essentially, it’s a safeguard that the UCI has put in place to protect riders from a sponsor deciding to pull out without warning.


PRO CONTINENTAL TEAMS (PCTs) make up the second tier of pro cycling somewhat akin to baseball’s Triple-A league. The requirements set forth by the UCI are less stringent at the Pro Continental level. Bank guarantees and minimum wages are lower. Staffing requirements are fewer. There are PCT teams that are every bit as major league as their WT counterparts, with high salaries, fancy buses, big-name riders, and the ability to give schwag to fans, while other PCT teams barely make the minimums and must weigh every expenditure.


Whether a team lands at this middle level is determined partly by budget and partly by organizational structure. If a team can’t meet the requirements of the WorldTour, it will voluntarily remain at the PCT level. Some teams, however, strive to reach the WT level and have the budget and staff to do so. They may meet all the requirements for WT status but are forced to remain at the PCT tier based on the UCI’s selection process. The WorldTour is limited to 18 teams, and there is often contention among the teams battling to be selected. As such, the selection process may become subjective, a polite way of saying that it is political.


It resembles England’s Premier League soccer, which uses a system of promotion and relegation to maintain a league consisting of 20 teams of comparable ability. In soccer, a team that suffers an awful season may be relegated to a lower level the following year to make room for a more successful team. The difference between English football and cycling is that the selection of the WorldTour’s 18 teams is based on many aspects other than performance.


Where baseball has its affiliate agreement linking minor league teams directly to an MLB team, there is no such relationship between PCT and WT teams. As a result, the biggest difference between cycling and baseball minor leagues is that without an affiliate relationship, PCT teams don’t act as an official pipeline for young prospects. A rider’s ability to climb from one rung to the next is pinned to the rider’s own ability to get top placings in races, market himself, make connections, and prove himself to those who are paying attention.


WorldTour team directors are always on the lookout for up-and-comers. They are in tune with what’s happening at other races and on other teams, but it still falls on a rider to sell himself to other teams. This is best done by having a résumé full of top race results.


TEAMS AT THE CONTINENTAL LEVEL are on the lowest rung of the professional ladder and are governed not by the UCI but by the team’s national governing body. In the case of American “Conti” teams, that’s USA Cycling (USAC), which is based in Colorado Springs. (To save energy, cyclists tend to shorten lengthy words. As a result, continental becomes “conti.” The amount of time and printer ink saved each year by shortening words is incredib.)


Conti teams must contain at least eight riders and no more than 16. They must have at least one full-time staff member. The bank guarantee is smaller. That’s about the extent of the requirements.


It is also notable that there is no minimum wage at the Conti level. Teams are left to negotiate whatever pay scale they’re able with riders who are willing. In most cases, teams make an attempt to pay their riders as much as possible within the limits of their budgets, but that is not mandated by USAC, thus leaving a wide range of annual salaries—from zero to $120,000. That’s right: There are professional bike racers who receive no salary for racing their bikes.


In fact, some teams require that a rider bring a sponsor to the team in order to be guaranteed a spot on the team. It can be an in-kind sponsor responsible for supplying parts, equipment, or product, or it can be a cash sponsor. This is informally referred to as a “pay-to-play” team, something that is illegal at the higher levels of the sport due to the minimum wage requirements.


It would be difficult to find anyone in the sport who likes these payment arrangements, even among those parties involved. They would change them if they could, but lacking the discovery of a winning lottery ticket or rich relative, it will continue to happen at the Conti level. Riders who sign such a contract do so of their own volition because it allows them to race as a pro. For some, having their expenses paid is sufficient reimbursement.


During Astellas’s years as a Continental pro team (seasons 3, 4, and 5), the riders were each paid a salary between $6,000 and $16,000 per year.


It’s worth noting that women’s pro cycling has a slightly different structure. There are approximately 40 teams licensed as pro teams by the UCI and ranked according to race results. There is no PCT or CT level. Staffing requirements are less stringent. The top 15 are automatically invited to race in Women’s WorldTour (WWT) single-day events and stage races, and as such, they are considered to be WT teams. The rest are selected using various criteria. The Amgen Tour of California women’s race, for instance, invites the top 15 teams and fills the remaining spots by including many of the smaller-budgeted teams such as the American-based Hagens Berman Supermint Women’s Cycling Team, which seldom travels outside of the US to race. If only a handful of the top 15 teams accept the invitation, there is more room for lower ranking teams.


SHADOWING THE CONTINENTAL LEVEL from just inches below is where the Astellas Cycling Team took its first pedal strokes: at the Domestic Elite level of racing, a term that describes independent amateur teams.


Teams at the Domestic Elite level consist of amateur riders who have obtained the highest amateur categorization by USAC: Category I for men, Category I and II for women. Another requirement is that a certain percentage of an American Domestic Elite team must be US citizens. Teams can have up to 25 members. They are the only amateurs permitted to race in the Professional National Championship races.


There are Domestic Elite teams set up like Continental-level teams in that they travel to larger races with similarly sized support staff and with similar equipment. They often have generous sponsors or donors who provide everything from soup to nuts: bikes, clothing, travel, expenses, entry fees, housing. It’s not unheard-of for these amateur teams to have operating budgets that are larger than those of Continental teams. They will walk and talk like pro teams. They may even drive around in team vans that are shrink-wrapped with sponsor logos, just as a pro team does. They may pay a salary to their riders. From street level, they will look every bit like a pro team. The one big difference—the one thing they lack—is a small piece of paper in their wallet that reads “professional.” And that piece of paper changes the game significantly.


While a Pro Conti team upgrading to WorldTour status depends upon the decisions of the UCI to be included in the group of 18 WT teams, a Continental team can upgrade itself to PCT simply by meeting the requirements. Similarly, a Domestic Elite team can choose to become a pro team simply by filling out the license application, writing many large checks, and fulfilling the necessary requirements.


THE FUNNY THING—the thing that is nothing like Major League Baseball, the thing that sets cycling apart from almost every sport—is that all four levels of competition can race against each other on any given weekend. In baseball, each team competes exclusively against teams within the same level. The Toledo Mud Hens never travel to Minnesota to play the Twins.


In cycling, the four levels do indeed cross borders. All the time.


The UCI assigns a rating to every race on its calendar based on the status and difficulty of the race. That rating determines which teams may participate. For instance, a UCI 1.1 European Tour event indicates a single-day race in which WorldTour teams make up half the field while the rest of the peloton consists of PCT, Conti, and national teams. (That means that top amateurs racing for, say, the US National Team can race against the major league teams of the WorldTour.)


A UCI 2.2 event, by contrast, indicates a multiday event that includes everyone except WorldTour teams. And only two of the PCT teams can come from outside the country hosting the race. Or consider a UCI Women’s 1.2 event in which women’s UCI teams, national teams, and regional and club teams, as well as mixed teams and junior riders, can be combined into one peloton.


There are several ratings and many rules and exclusions that accompany each race. It creates a confusing organizational chart, certainly, but most spectators are unaware of this structure and really only want to know, “Is Peter Sagan going to be there?” Most knowledgeable spectators are aware that when they attend a race in Walterboro, South Carolina, Taylor Phinney and Greg Van Avermaet are not likely to show up. But when they visit the Amgen Tour of California, all the big names should be there.


The Tour de France is a WorldTour event that, ironically, doesn’t receive a numerical rating. It is simply called a WorldTour event. Participation is mandatory for all 18 WT teams. An additional four PCT teams are included in the race by invitation only.


Knowing the sheer magnitude of the exposure a team can get for its sponsors by racing in the Tour de France, almost every big-budget PCT team hopes to receive a golden ticket. As a result, the selection process for the four invitees is not unlike deciding who gets the last wedding invitation. No matter what, someone’s nose is going to be out of joint.


Do the differences between the WT, PCT, and Conti levels have an effect on racing? Not really. The earlier versions of the Amgen Tour of California contained Continental teams such as Bissell, SpiderTech, and Jelly Belly. And though the top ten final placings were dominated by WT teams, the PCT and Conti teams were very active throughout the race and made the WT teams earn their wins. The top two finishers of the 2016 Tour of Utah were both Conti riders: Lachlan Morton of Jelly Belly and Adrien Costa of Axeon Hagens Berman.


What is the difference between riders at one level and the next? If they’re often racing in the same events, why bother making a distinction at all? It’s complicated. While almost all the mystery has been removed from determining a rider’s potential thanks to threshold power testing, the line that separates riders at each of the pro levels is somewhat blurry.


Since the ability to measure one’s power output has become so attainable, anyone can hop on a properly equipped bike and, through a complex test that involves riding as hard as possible for longer than is comfortable, determine their power profile. They can then compare their result to that of a WT racer. In very general terms, a rider must produce about 5.3 watts per kilogram of body weight in order to even be considered for a spot on a pro team. That number has been well publicized and has become the measuring stick for aspiring pros. It’s much like walking through the garage at the Daytona 500 and seeing the same size engine in each car.


That’s the basic measurement for a pro cyclist, and there are hundreds of riders who meet or exceed that requirement. Beyond that, intangibles separate the wheat from the chaff and carry a rider to the next level: the ability to actually ride a bike without frequently crashing, the ability to read a race and understand team concepts and tactics, the ability to put one’s own needs aside for the advancement of others, the ability to suffer beyond what the power meter says. Important intangibles, all of them.


Riders who believe that it’s all about power numbers and race results will be surprised to learn that an important factor in making the team is simply being a decent human being. Who cares how strong or fast riders are if they’re selfish, needy, or just unbearable to be around? All else being equal, the small factors can tip the scale one way or the other. Something as simple as being willing to clean the team van voluntarily may be the breaking point between being invited to stay on the team another season and being cut to make room for a better rider. It almost happened on the Astellas team.


But physical strength and racing prowess remain the benchmarks for entry. All the other stuff that goes into being a bike racer comes with experience. The Domestic Elite and Conti levels are where that stuff is acquired.
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