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A Comeback Begins in Earnest


It was old-fashioned training, the way it used to be—no crowds, no frills, just riding and more riding. Lance went out every day and rode in all kinds of weather. The experience brought Lance back to earlier days and he began to just enjoy the act of riding hard, of feeling his body tire, of working against the elements and pressing on. In the evenings the men ate and talked and laughed about old times, all the things that had brought Lance so close to the pinnacle of his sport before his illness had struck. Going to North Carolina was almost like going back in time, when things were much simpler, when Lance would get on his bike and attack, just one man against everyone else….
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Introduction



At first it was the proverbial feel-good story. An athlete comes back from a near-fatal illness to return to his sport. Then he becomes a champion, winning the sport’s biggest event, something he couldn’t do before becoming ill. And when he triumphs again and again and again—seven times in all—he writes one of the greatest sports stories of all time.


The athlete is Lance Armstrong and the event the Tour de France, a three-week-long cycling race that covers more than two thousand miles. Its various stages take riders through the Alps and Pyrenees mountains. The Tour is widely considered the most demanding, debilitating, and grueling sports event in the world, and is the crown jewel of cycling, a race that Europeans have traditionally dominated throughout the years. Then along came Armstrong, who began forging a reputation in the cycling world but was never a real threat to win the Tour. That is, until cancer almost cost him his life.


Diagnosed with testicular cancer in 1996 at the age of twenty-five, Lance’s life not only changed, it almost ended. Tests soon showed that the cancer had spread to his lungs and brain. His doctors, at the time, gave him a 40 percent chance of survival. Years later, those same doctors said they were being generous. Some felt Lance had no more than a 15 percent chance to live. But he fought back. He found doctors who would utilize a combination of chemotherapy drugs that would not damage his lungs, so he might ride again, and vowed to fight his illness to the end.


His ordeal was long and difficult, but eventually he began to recover. Miraculously, the combination of drugs worked and his body was declared cancer free. By then, Lance Armstrong was already back on his bike and thinking about a return to competition. He began focusing on the one race that gave him problems before his illness: the Tour de France.


Why is the Tour de France considered by so many as the world’s most grueling sports event? For argument’s sake, let’s compare the Tour with another event that takes tremendous conditioning and endurance: the Ironman triathlon. The Ironman is a one-day event in which competitors begin by swimming 2.4 miles. As soon as they come out of the water, they jump on bicycles and pedal for 112 miles. Once they complete that phase, they get off the bike, change their shoes, and begin running a 26.2-mile marathon—with no rest. Top competitors finish the three phases of the race in little more than eight hours. The Ironman is a test of conditioning, endurance, and will. But how does it measure up against the Tour de France?


With the Tour, not only do riders cover more than two thousand miles and ride up tortuously steep mountains, but they do it day after day. One stage ends, and after a few hours rest the next begins. For three weeks these elite cyclists must ride every day, often in scorching heat, in wind and rain, at high speeds, and always facing the possibility of a dangerous crash. Many riders have failed to finish the Tour, dropping out at various stages.


This happened to Lance Armstrong early in his career. In fact, he was told by his own advisors that he didn’t have the body type to win the Tour. He was too big, too muscular, and too heavy for those long, uphill mountain climbs. After recovering from cancer, however, Lance’s body had changed. He was about twenty pounds lighter and mountain riding became his forte. Once he excelled at the hills, he was tailor-made for the Tour de France.


“When I came back [from cancer],” Lance explained, “I said, ‘If I ever get a chance to do this, I’m going to give it everything. I’m going to train correctly, eat right, and not going to mess up.’ That’s why I say all the time that the illness is the best thing that ever happened to me. I would never have won one Tour de France if I hadn’t had [cancer]. No doubt.”


His first Tour victory in 1999 was miraculous enough, but from there he went on to dominate the event as no one had before. Only one rider, Miguel Indurain of Spain, had won as many as five consecutive Tours. Lance Armstrong would win seven straight Tours before his retirement after the 2005 race. He has not only been an incredible athlete, but an inspiration to cancer patients and survivors the world over. The creation of the Lance Armstrong Foundation and his trademark LIVESTRONG yellow bracelets are just two of the ways he helps inspire people and raise money for cancer research. With all his great athletic achievements, Lance Armstrong has always been about giving back.


Competing in a sport that is barely a dot on the map in the United States, Lance has become a full-fledged sports celebrity, a guy who had all eyes in American turning toward France each July for seven years. Both sports fans and nonfans alike wanted to know how Lance was doing on the Tour. The answer was always the same: He’s winning and he won!


Even today Lance Armstrong considers himself first and foremost a cancer survivor. To that end, he continues to inspire countless others, both directly and indirectly, and in that respect has become not only a sports icon, but a true American hero. His story is widely known, his achievements almost legendary. The strange bedfellows associated with his name will always be cancer and the Tour de France. Ironically, had he been just a champion cyclist with maybe one or two Tour wins, America would hardly have noticed.


But they sure do now.








The Beginnings of an Athletic Life



There was very little about Lance Armstrong’s beginnings that would suggest a future Tour de France champion. But then again, there is very little about any young American boy that would suggest that. Sure, nearly all kids ride bicycles, but more of them will gravitate toward riding BMX bikes and doing tricks than going out-of-bounds on mountain bikes. Racing generally isn’t an option unless it’s BMX racing over rough terrain, full of bumps and jumps. Add that to the very difficult circumstances Lance was born into, and there wouldn’t have seemed to be any kind of blueprint for athletic success.


He was born on September 18, 1971, in Oak Cliff, Texas, a suburb of Dallas, to a single mother. Her maiden name was Linda Mooneyham and she was just seventeen at the time Lance was born. His father had already left; Lance wouldn’t even know who he was for many years. Even after he found out, he said he had no interest in meeting him because there had never been any kind of connection between them. Fortunately, Lance’s mother was a very special kind of person who could overcome hardship and was determined to raise her son to the best of her ability. They forged a close bond early on, a bond which remains very strong to this day.


Linda Mooneyham and her son lived in a one-bedroom apartment in Oak Cliff while she worked several part-time jobs and also finished high school. When she finally got a secretarial job, she began making more money and moved with her young son to another suburb north of Dallas called Richardson. She continued to work hard trying to make a better life for herself and Lance, and would later get a job with a telecommunications company and eventually obtain a real-estate license on the side. She is living proof that, through hard work and perseverance, a single mother can make a good life for herself and her child.


When Lance was three, his life changed again. His mother married a man named Terry Armstrong who would soon legally adopt his stepson, giving him his last name. But Lance wasn’t always happy with his stepfather. Terry Armstrong was a tough disciplinarian who wasn’t averse to punishing Lance, sometimes for little things. He also used a paddle on occasions, something Lance doesn’t remember too fondly. Because of these things, he never forged any kind of close bond with his stepfather.


Then when he was seven, he got his first bike. The family was still living in Richardson then and there was a store across the street from their apartment called the Richardson Bike Mart. The owner was a man named Jim Hoyt who often sponsored bicycle races. Hoyt loved the sport and also took pleasure in introducing young riders to racing. He got to know Lance and his mother, liked them, and finally gave her a deal on what Lance would call his first serious bike, a Schwinn Mag Scrambler. Lance loved it from the first.


He said having the bike represented “independence … freedom to roam without rules and without adults.” So, if things weren’t so good at home with his stepfather, Lance had his bike and could ride. Around this time the family moved again. Doing well at her job, and with a second paycheck coming in from her husband, Linda Armstrong was able to buy a house in nearby Piano, Texas, which was considered an upscale suburb of Dallas.


Even then, Lance had the ability to see things as they were. At first glance, he said it appeared to be the perfect American suburb, but he felt the place had no tradition and that nothing was real. People were very conscious of their status and the poorer people were looked down upon. Like so many other places in Texas, when it came to sports in Piano, football was king. As Lance said, “lf you didn’t play football, you didn’t exist.”


Naturally, any kid trying to fit in would try to play football. Lance tried, but soon found he didn’t have the proper coordination for the sport. He admitted that he simply wasn’t good at any sport that involved a ball, hand-eye coordination, and moving from side to side. Yet he had an athletic mentality, the tenacity needed to compete, and he desperately wanted to find something at which he could be successful. His first taste of athletic success came in a sport where nothing was needed but his own ability to move his body—running.


It began when he was in the fifth grade. That’s when his elementary school announced a distance-running race and he entered. Before it started, Lance told his mother he was going to win. Sure enough, he got out front and, with all the determination he could muster, held on and crossed the finish line first. Winning was a new kind of feeling for him, and he liked it. Soon after, he joined a local swim club. At first, he wasn’t very good and had to practice with younger kids. It didn’t come easily. He worked and worked, and by the time he was twelve, he was a member of the City of Piano Swim Club.


Suddenly, Lance was becoming a very good swimmer. He had a fine coach in Chris MacCurdy, who worked very hard with him, and within a year of joining, he finished fourth in the state in the 1500-meter freestyle in his age group. He seemed to take to sports that required endurance and tenacity. In fact, it was with the Piano Swim Club that he began to develop his tremendous work ethic. He would work out with the swim club from five-thirty to seven A.M. before going to school, and work out again in the afternoon. To add another kind of training, he always rode his bike to and from school, a distance of ten miles each way. So he was swimming some six miles a day and hiking twenty. Not bad for a young kid trying to get into shape. And all the while, he was becoming more and more of a quality athlete.


Soon after that, he discovered a sport that seemed a natural for his talents. He was about thirteen when he spotted a flyer for a competition called IronKids. It was a junior triathlon, and combined swimming, bike riding, and running. Young Lance couldn’t believe his eyes.


“I had never heard of a triathlon before,” he said, “but it was all the things I was good at, so I signed up.”


It seemed a natural for him, a combination of three sports, all requiring great endurance, and all sports at which he had practiced or simply taken to, and at which he had begun to excel. He got himself the proper clothing and his first racing bike—a Mercier—which he described as a slim, elegant road bike, and jumped into his first triathlon with no previous experience or specific training. He won the event easily. Soon after, he entered a second triathlon in Houston and won again. Suddenly, Lance felt very good about himself. He had some athletic success at swimming, but had never been the best at anything. Before long, he was the best junior triathlete in the entire state of Texas.


“I liked the feeling,” he said, simply and definitively.


What he found out about himself during those first triathlons was that the sport was almost a battle of attrition. Several athletes might have the same skill level, but the one with the will to win, the one willing to push himself with total disregard to how he felt and the strain he was putting on his body, would win. Lance Armstrong soon felt that in this type of event, one where he could grit his teeth and absorb the punishment, he could outlast anyone and win.


A short time after finding his first real sports success, Lance had to deal with another crisis. When he was fourteen, his mother told him she would be asking Terry Armstrong for a divorce. Lance had never really liked his stepfather and didn’t hide the fact that he was very happy about it. He made it clear a short time later that he didn’t want to continue any kind of relationship with the man who had given him his name. He and his mother now grew closer than ever. No matter what else had happened, they always had each other.


Soon Lance began to concentrate even more on his growing athletic prowess. When he was just fifteen, he entered the 1987 Presidents Triathlon in Lake Levon, California, where he would be competing against many older and more experienced athletes. There would be no Cinderella-story finish here; Lance didn’t win. But he still got a great deal of publicity by finishing 32nd in an experienced field. He was a kid competing against men; he had held up well. In races against competitors his own age, he was already picking up significant prize money. He was really beginning to feel his oats and went so far as to tell a reporter: “I think in a few years I’ll be right near the top, and within ten years I’ll be the best.”


For young Lance, triathlons were a way to achieve the kind of success he craved, as well as a way to make some money that would help his mother. He began entering both events for his own age group and events where he competed against men, even if it meant fudging his birthdate on the entry forms. Competitors in men’s events had to be at least sixteen. He won many of the age-group races, and sometimes placed in the top five in the other events. Either way, he was earning money and a reputation as a young triathlete on the rise. It seemed, at this point, that Lance Armstrong had found his sport.


Because he was a youngster with boundless energy, Lance soon began competing in some local bicycle races as well. He rode for his old friend Jim Hoyt, the man from whom he had bought his first bike. Hoyt sponsored a club team that competed in multi-lap road races around the fields that encircled the Richardson Bike Mart. Before long, Lance was winning those races. As with triathlons, he always gave it everything he had, pedaling until he felt his lungs would burst and his legs would move no longer. If there was another competitor to pass or a finish line in sight, he simply wouldn’t quit or slow down.


Lance was so good that he quickly advanced to the age groups above his. When he was sixteen he was already riding against cyclists in their mid to late twenties. At sixteen, he also became the National Rookie of the Year in sprint triathlons and was earning some twenty thousand dollars a year. Even his mother now felt he had a future as an athlete and helped him every way she could. Lance continued to train in earnest, sometimes entering ten-kilometer runs just to improve his overall conditioning and endurance. When school was in session, he would run six miles right after school and in the evening hop on his bike for a long ride. On Saturdays his long rides would sometimes take him nearly to the Oklahoma border, and his mother would have to get in the car and go get him.


Riding all over the area on his bike wasn’t always the safest situation for Lance. One time, after being run off the road by a truck, Lance made an obscene gesture. The trucker came after him, forcing Lance off his bike. He took off by foot only to see the trucker trashing his bike. Because he got the license number, Lance and his mother were able to take the trucker to court and win the case. Meanwhile, he got himself a new bike. This one was a Raleigh with racing wheels. A short time after getting the Raleigh, however, Lance wrecked it and almost got killed in the process.


He recalls riding in town and doing the dangerous practice of running stoplights, going through them one after another in an attempt to beat the timers. He had gone through five without incident when he came to an intersection that had six lanes. The light turned yellow and Lance started through at full speed. He remembers getting across the first three lanes but as he raced across the fourth, he saw a Ford Bronco out of the corner of his eye. The driver didn’t see him and accelerated. The Bronco slammed right into the bike, sending Lance flying out of the seat and flying headfirst across the intersection. He landed on his head in what had to be a very frightening sight for those who witnessed it.


As unbelievable as it sounds, Lance was not wearing a helmet. In addition, he didn’t even have identification with him. These are two things bike riders should never be without. The ID is especially needed when a rider is alone. Lance was taken to a hospital where it was determined that he had a concussion, plus he needed stitches to close gashes in his head and foot. He also had a sprained knee and, of course, a trashed bike. Needless to say, once his mother found out what had happened, she was extremely upset.


Lance, however, was upset about something else. He had been training for a triathlon that was to be held in six days at Lake Dallas, in Lewisville. His heart sank when he heard the doctor say there was absolutely no way he could compete. “Don’t do anything for three weeks,” the doctor ordered. “Don’t run. Don’t even walk.”


The next day Lance was out of the hospital. He was limping badly and his whole body was sore from the impact of the crash. Within a couple of days, however, he had cabin fever and had to get out of the house. He played some golf, took the brace off his knee and felt pretty good. Just four days after the accident, Lance signed up to compete in the triathlon. He arranged to borrow a bike from a friend, actually took the stitches out of his foot himself, cut holes in his shoes so they wouldn’t rub on the cut, and went to work. He was leading the race in the water and still leading when he got off the bike. In the 10K finishing run, he faded a bit and was passed by two other competitors, eventually finishing third.


Yet he got plenty of publicity for his accomplishment. There was a big newspaper story about how he had competed successfully so soon after being seriously injured in an accident. His determination turned a lot of heads, including that of the doctor who had patched him up. A week after the race, Lance and his mother received a letter from the doctor, which said, in part, “I can’t believe it.”


It wouldn’t be the last time that Lance Armstrong would amaze the sporting world and doctors alike.
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