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To Ted, and anyone dealt a seemingly bad hand at birth.

It isn’t fair, but there’s a chance it’s an opportunity. So go out there and show the world what you can do and you may find that that bad hand was the Royal Flush you never dreamed of.

 


[image: ]






[image: Bloomsbury%20NY-L-ND-S_US.eps]




Contents

1 Not Horrific, Just Terrible: The Hour Record, 2015

2 The Day My Dad Stopped Whistling: Diagnosis, 1990

3 Freedom: The Commonwealth Games, 2014

4 One Evening, on the River Blackwater: The Beginning, 2001

5 The Hunger Games: The British Academy, 2007–2009

6 The University of Livestrong: Riding for a Legend, 2010

7 On Planet Dave: Team Sky, 2011–2012

8 Treading My Own Path: Team Sky to Movistar, 2011–2013

9 Letting Go of the Bike: The Giro, 2013

10 The Armstrong Comment: The Start Line, Beijing, 2012

11 Growing Up: On the Road with Cavendish, 2013–2015

12 Mummy’s Boy: It’s All About Love, 2016

13 Heartbreak and Glory: The Olympics and the Commonwealths

14 Mayhem: Katusha–Alpecin, 2018–2019

15 Life Expectancy: The Tour de France

16 An Arm Around My Shoulder: The Worlds, 2019

17 Stage 8: Giro d’Italia, 2020

18 Winners and Losers: The Hour, 2021

19 Born Lucky: Leaving the World Tour, 2022

Acknowledgements

Index





1


 Not Horrific, Just Terrible

The Hour Record, 2015
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So, this was the sound of 3,000 people losing faith in you. This was the sound of a packed arena beginning to smell failure. There was no anger or disappointment, but something far worse – the sound of silence. And the only thing on earth which naturally fills that silence is self-doubt.

I had put myself in the loneliest place an athlete can be.

It was 2 May, 2015. I was 25 minutes into my attempt to break the World Hour record and the crowd had just realised I was off the pace. The energy had been drained out of them by the possibility that they were watching the most solitary, exposing failure in professional sport.

And they had fallen quiet.

The penalty taker who misses, the marathon runner caught at the last – those things don’t come close. If you take on the Hour and fail, there is no one else to blame or praise, no one who has beaten you, no one who has blocked your path to glory. You have failed alone and you have failed entirely, and must face that fact at the lowest physical ebb of your life, one full of pain.

It is one of the phenomena of sport, one of its greatest characteristics, the way that athletes feed off a crowd and the crowd off an athlete. A football team can be trailing and outclassed and one crunching tackle from a journeyman defender ignites the crowd and transforms the game. A tennis player can be on the brink of defeat and playing without rhythm or belief when one glorious, instinctive winning shot makes them suddenly unplayable.

The night before, I had dreamed I was in the middle of my hour attempt and every single seat in the Manchester velodrome was filled with crash-test dummies. They were dressed and sitting forward expectantly, but their faces were blank. I had not produced the power to keep them animated. I walked my bike out of a silent arena. No one could look at me.

Twenty-six minutes in, and my real attempt on the record was a dream come true. The object of the record is to cycle further in 60 minutes than any person has ever done. The apparent simplicity of a ride that takes the body and mind to their deepest reserves and darkest corners makes the Hour one of the most prestigious world records in sport, and utterly unique. Many have failed in attempting it and, if I was in the process of joining them, I was going to be in fine company. But I wanted to put my name among the legends who had broken the Hour – Petit-Breton, Coppi, Anquetil, Baldini, Ritter, Merckx, Moser, Obree, Boardman, Induráin – and become a part of cycling history.

To do it, it’s not just that your preparation has to be perfect and every possible legal technical gain found in your bike set-up, skin suit design and your position on the bike (not simply the most aerodynamic but the most aerodynamic position that you can maintain for an hour of increasing physical agony). But on the day your body also has to perform faultlessly while your mind and emotions shut the hell up. You must have a flawless lap-by-lap game plan, then use all your experience and pacing instincts to execute it perfectly.

My mission was simple: ride 212 laps of the 250-metre Manchester velodrome in 60 minutes to go further than the existing record of 52.491 km held by Rohan Dennis.


It is a mission a cyclist undertakes surrounded by friends and supporters, but totally alone. I had a truly exceptional team around me, but was still more exposed than at any other moment in my career; that is the nature of the event. With the Hour, you succeed or you fail; there is nothing else. If you fall short, you find yourself alone, undone, on a small, suddenly claustrophobic, banking track in front of thousands of people who can barely look at you.

And in silence.
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I never dreamed of being a pro cyclist as a kid. I dreamed of a life without the hospital visits and to find something I could be good at. When I did get into cycling and time trialling, the rivalry between Graeme Obree and Chris Boardman was legendary and Boardman had claimed the Hour for a third time. It always seemed to me the ultimate time trial, the holy grail for a TT specialist, but as Obree and Boardman’s attempts got more extreme, bikes looked less like bikes and the UCI didn’t like it. In 2000 they outlawed the anything goes aerodynamic machines and ruled that you had to do the Hour on the same sort of equipment Eddy Merckx rode for his record of 49.431km in 1972. The event went into hibernation because no rider or bike manufacturer wanted to step back in time technically.

Eddy Merckx was the greatest but raced in an era when things were different. He tested positive for doping on several occasions, and was disqualified from races but never banned. I’m playing by a different set of rules, as are the vast majority of riders. In 2014, the UCI announced new criteria for the Hour which allowed modern bikes to be used – aero bars, disc wheels and aero helmets were all permitted – and suddenly my generation of pro cyclists wanted to attack the ultimate TT.

A year earlier, I had signed with the world tour team Movistar. There was history between them and the event with Miguel Induráin’s 1994 record. I was adamant that I wanted a shot at the Hour and when Jens Voigt broke the record on 18 September, 2014, covering 51.115km, I started jumping up and down about wanting to do it. It seemed like the natural next step for me. I had won a TT stage at the Giro in my first year with the team. I had won Gold at the Commonwealth Games and been the national TT Champion. I was fearless, cocky and basically expecting to become an all-time superstar some time soon. And Induráin’s legacy meant Movistar had a special place for the Hour in their heart. They responded to me more positively than I was expecting. Eusebio Unzué, the team manager, is a cycling romantic as well as one of the finest minds in the sport, and he saw the opportunity in me for seizing the record.

They booked an hour’s training at the London Velodrome and what I thought was a first foray into the possibility of an attempt quickly revealed itself as the start of my team’s total commitment to it. As I began to ride around the track, I saw people of note entering the venue to watch me; four from Movistar had made the trip from Spain, the CEO of Endura had come down from Scotland, three people from Canyon in Germany, including Erik Zabel, and a couple from power2max. They had all come to see me do my first training session for a World Hour record attempt that I now realised was no longer just an idea but a reality, and it took me approximately 30 seconds to adjust.

I liked the attention. I realised that Movistar had listened to me banging on about doing the Hour, and had looked at it and decided that in me they had a rider who could. I liked the pressure that came from being selected. That’s what I love – being picked.

When you stand in line in the school playground as captains pick teams, being picked last because you’re too small or a bit crap provides an obvious motivation. You want to prove people wrong, become sought after. But I was lower in the food chain than that. I wasn’t even in the line as a kid. I was watching from the side or sent to the library. Selection means so much to me; by my team, by my country. Movistar didn’t back cyclists to do the Hour regularly. They hadn’t attempted it for 21 years, and they put their resources and name behind an assault on the Hour only when they believe you can and will become the fastest man on a bike over an hour in history. For all the pressure, and I certainly felt it, I loved being singled out like this, having been singled out in the worst possible way as a kid.

UCI president Brian Cookson declared how happy he was that Dame Sarah Storey and I would be attempting the men’s and women’s records on consecutive days. Canyon built the bike phenomenally quickly. In December 2014, we did a launch at Rileys Sports Bar in Central London. My bike was unveiled there and it looked awesome. The Speedmax was already the fastest time trial bike out there and Canyon had custom-made me a version of it for the unique demands of the Hour, based on all the wind tunnel work we had done at Mercedes F1. Campagnolo had created a new Pista wheelset with Cult ceramic bearings. By this time, I was obsessing about my attempt and every possible marginal gain, and the first time I saw the bike it filled me with confidence.

If you’ve saved up and forked out a small fortune on a bike, you know what it’s like to admire and covet and want that bike and to consider it an object of beauty that is going to bring pleasure to your life. I was no different. I loved this bike. I loved looking at it. I couldn’t wait to get going on it.

I got stuck into training. Movistar booked the Velodrome at Lee Valley for 8 a.m. sessions, which meant 5 a.m. starts for me. The drag of an early alarm clock was nothing new to me, nor was the hushed start to the day, dressing and making coffee in a fug of sleep, and tiptoeing out of the flat without waking my girlfriend. I had been starting my days at this sort of time for much of my life and the feeling was horrible (sometimes feeling weak and nauseous from being woken mid-REM), but I could switch off mentally and make myself do it on autopilot. What helped, on those early drives through the darkness down to East London, was the fact that my old friend Steve Collins was one of my two coaches, and as much as I hated the early starts, I always looked forward to working with him.

I hit all my target numbers in those track sessions, completed every session. But any sense of overconfidence or celebration at doing so was negated by the knowledge that, to break the Hour, hitting your numbers and performing on the bike was just the beginning of the bare minimum requirement. And every minute I spent on the track taught me more about what a lonely event this was going to be, how stripped down and exposing it was compared to a stage race or time trial. Even the outstanding track sessions we responded to with an understated satisfaction. We never interpreted anything as meaning we were knocking it out of the park. We knew the Hour was an event that undid even the best prepared and finest riders. At our most excitable, we responded to a great session by thinking it meant I had half a chance of not fucking it up.


That said, I was in outstanding physical shape and bang on course when I headed out for a training ride with Mark Cavendish on 13 January, 2015, 45 days before the attempt. At 11.50 that morning, Cav tweeted a photo of the two of us out training. By lunchtime, I had a fractured collarbone and was on my way to hospital.

Cav and I had completed a pretty normal ride around the Essex lanes. We had been tearing into it, producing some serious power and egging each other on, but there had been nothing unusual. I was finishing the session with some standing start efforts. They simulate putting your legs under extreme heavy loads, in a big gear, going from inert to pedalling as hard as you can. It was my first start and I put a huge amount of load through the bike – and the group sets aren’t built for that. I was in the second pedal stroke when the chain came off. My right foot went from having 1,200 watts on it to having none, very quickly. That threw me forwards and to the right, and I went straight down.

I lay on the road for a few seconds and instinctively reached for my collarbone. I could feel a piece of bone poking up. I knew I was in trouble and when I sat up I was in agony.

The incident was as innocuous as the effects were disastrous. My Hour record was over. It had been scheduled as a live Eurosport event and the broadcast was cancelled. The London Velodrome was let go. The only thing that took my mind off the huge headache I had created for Movistar and for my manager, Sky Andrew, was my fear of the attempt not being rescheduled. Catastrophising is something I do and I devoted the late winter of 2015 to it. I live in a permanent state of expecting to have my sporting life taken away from me because I had to win it for myself in the first place, against all odds.

Good news came soon, though, from Movistar. I was at home doing some planks, testing my collarbone: if you can hold a plank pose then you can use the tribars on a bike and apply pressure through them. In general, I was finding a return to what training I could manage difficult. The Hour seemed to have gone away and suddenly, despite the World Tour, I felt that I had nothing to focus on and fight for. I had been so fit, so ready, and now I was in a no man’s land.

Until Movistar called.


‘We’ve all learned so much and come so far, Alex, we can’t waste that. You’re doing the Hour as soon as you’re fit again.’

That was all I needed. My motivation returned in an instant. I threw myself into training. And soon there was another call, from Steve Collins.

‘I’ve got good news and bad news,’ he said.

‘The bad first, please.’

‘London is not available.’

‘The good?’

‘Manchester is quicker.’

‘There’s no bad news there,’ I said.

Manchester’s Velodrome was a second home to me after the thousands of hours I had spent on it during my time at the GB Academy. I was very happy to be returning. They were far more accommodating than London, and it was the track where Chris Boardman had broken the record, which also meant a lot to me.

The new date was set for May and in early spring we headed north. We discovered that Manchester was 10 watts quicker. This is great, I thought. This is perfect. We’re meant to be here. Weirdly, the track was flatter in Manchester. When you transition from the banking to the straight in London, you seem to lift up a little bit and it shaved a fraction off your speed. You’d have to lean into that and then, as you dropped into the banking, you’d accelerate a bit and correct again. The Hour is not a steady state power profile. You’re doing more wattage on the straights than you are on the bankings. The smaller disparity between the power needed on the two in Manchester brought the average power requirement down.

Manchester was where I began to realise that the Hour is not the ultimate time trial after all. It’s a different beast. In a TT there are moments of rest, at roundabouts, downhills, in a tailwind. Those don’t exist on the track. And in a TT you go as fast as you possibly can. To crack the Hour and not let it crack you, you go as fast as you need.

All the hard work we put into the wind tunnel sessions was not designed to make me faster but to make 52.5km easier. The goal was to bring the power required down. And the power required for the rescheduled attempt kept coming down. If I had started requiring 400 watts, the Manchester track had brought that down to 390. A faster skin suit would get it to 380, faster wheels to 370. That was our rationale: don’t make me faster; make the record more achievable.

We tested 14 different skin suits in one day, 53 in total. I was in the tunnel from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. Endura’s suit was sensational and their refusal to settle for anything but the best was one of the most satisfying professional encounters of my career. They would decide that a change to the stitching would make an infinitesimal gain and they’d do it, knowing that every single detail could add up to a world record.

Conti came through with some faster tyres, Campagnolo with faster wheels; both improvements marginal. We freed up all the bearings, optimised with a wax chain, used aero socks which were in their infancy then because you weren’t allowed to use overshoes. We had a gold-plated rear sprocket to reduce friction. The bike was silent as I rode it and silence from the bike is as good as it is bad from a crowd. We calculated that a temperature of 30 degrees in the velodrome would bring the watts down further. On my final training session Dad said: ‘It’s lovely and warm in here’ and I laughed. ‘Yes, that’s not for your benefit, that’s for me.’

We had to make the Hour easier, not faster. Movistar were adamant about this in every meeting; ‘You break the record and that’s it. We’re not here to go as fast as we can.’ To every degree you go too fast early in the Hour, you suffer and lose distance later. Movistar had put a bucketload of money into the event, organised everything, then reorganised everything. All the sponsors had put money in. They wanted cautious glory, achieved in a grown-up way. Of all those adjectives, glory was the only one that got me excited, but I took the counsel of my team and my own coaches. We try to break Rohan’s record. We don’t try to knock it into orbit.

Movistar wanted the record and were trying to protect me from myself: if you screw up the Hour – not because you fail to break it, but because you mess it up by tearing off too fast and falling short – your reputation and position are hugely damaged. People doubt your ability to think straight and be strategic, which is a huge part of your sport.

You stick to the plan and whatever you do, you don’t do a Bobridge.
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Prior to my attempt some, like Thomas Dekker, had failed valiantly and by a whisper. Gustav Erik Larsson had failed spectacularly. But no one had done what Jack Bobridge did.

The Hour is an unknown for everyone taking it on. The final 15–20 minutes are, in particular, viewed as uncharted territory for any rider and those like Rohan, Jens and Matthias Brändle were respectful of it and played their attempts down, because there are horror stories. You can’t understand in advance quite how it’s going to feel or affect you, and why it’s not as straightforward as perhaps it ought to be. Eddy Merckx claimed that the Hour had taken a year or two off his life.

Endura had close links to Graeme Obree and said to Movistar, ‘Here’s Graeme’s number, Alex should call him.’ But I didn’t want to hear how hard it is. It’s like giving a pregnant woman the numbers of five women who have been through labour. I tried to avoid talking to anyone who had attempted it. Having spent huge portions of my childhood in pain, I have no fascination with pain as a subject for discussion.

But I had watched all the recent attempts. Dekker missed it by next to nothing, and he’d done so well given he was not a time trialist. Rohan had been brilliantly clinical, so had Brändle. Larsson, I suspect, approached it like a time trial and went in woefully unprepared to ride the track. He’s a very smooth time trialist, but it looked like he’d not given it the respect it deserves because he was all over the place. I learned lessons from all of them, but my focus was solely on our strategy, not on anecdotes and horror stories.

That said, there was no avoiding the biggest horror story of all. Jack Bobridge approached the Hour differently. He got a tattoo of a clock on his chest and boasted, ‘I’m aiming to set a benchmark that leaves everyone questioning themselves about whether they want to do it or not.’

Well, he did exactly that, but probably not in the way he intended.

In the build-up to Bobridge’s attempt and at the same time as I was having a plate drilled into my broken collarbone, Rohan Dennis announced he was going for the Hour – and it was generally accepted that Wiggins would do so too. In Jack’s mind, he was going to post an untouchable distance that would make the future attempts by both those greats redundant. He went out of the blocks looking to annihilate the future field, but he came undone and it made for uncomfortable viewing.

To be fair to him, Bobridge went further than Voigt, set a new Australian record and was half a kilometre short of Brändle’s record, but he set out a pace to do 55km and failed spectacularly. The only way they could get him off the bike afterwards was by removing the front wheel and have three men hoist him off on to a chair.

‘I was in that much pain I couldn’t walk. I think it was the closest I could feel to death without actually dying,’ he said. It didn’t look like an exaggeration.

It was a wake-up call to me and to Movistar, a reminder that you have to respect the Hour as seriously as you respect the mountains or the sea. If you don’t, it will chew you up and spit you out. It is a world record that offers the possibility of entering a place of pain that not even an experienced bike rider knows about.

But although Bobridge failed, and latterly – sadly – went off the rails, ending up in prison for drug dealing, he had two qualities that every truly great, pro cyclist needs: ridiculous levels of self-confidence and an ability to embrace pain. I was told that before the 2009 World U23 TT Championships, the three-time world champion Mick Rogers had advised Jack to attack the climb in a lower (easier to pedal) gear on the small chainring, saying, ‘You need to do that climb in the little ring,’ and Jack replied, ‘Not if you’re here to fucking win the race.’ Mick repeated, ‘If you do it in the big ring, you will grind to a halt and pay for it.’ Jack dismissed him: ‘No, I’m here to win the race.’ He did it in the big ring and he won the race, but in every picture of him doing it his eyes were pointing in different directions from the agony. Jack could put himself somewhere that few other riders can.

While it’s an unavoidable truth that he became a byword for how not to do the Hour, perhaps I could do with a bit of what Bobridge has from time to time. But you don’t want to become a verb in cycling and that’s what Bobridge became in our camp. ‘We can’t do a Bobridge.’ Everyone was muttering it. Even Eusebio, my boss, who does not speak a word of English, would walk around saying, ‘No Bobridge.’
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A lot of science and equipment and expertise precedes an attempt at the Hour in the modern era. But cycling has a habit of bringing you back down to earth. My final warm-up before leaving for the Velodrome took place in the hotel car park. There was nowhere better to do it.

So, under a grey sky, on the tarmac of a car park, beneath the elevated rail line and surrounding tower blocks, sandwiched between our old blue van and a white transit with the words crusty headfuck written into the dirt on the rear doors, an elite professional athlete started the process of loosening up his finely tuned body and clearing his mind. And given that most elite cyclists do not have physiques like Zac Efron or Tom Daley (we’d be useless if we did), I must have looked like some skinny eccentric, pedalling and going nowhere in the least exotic of settings, and not like an athlete on the brink – potentially – of making history.

And at the same moment, without me knowing it, the tribars on my bike were being incorrectly adjusted and a skin suit was being unpacked for me that would prove so difficult to get on that two grown men would be needed to zip me into it, leaving my dignity – or what was left of it after a few years on the World Tour – on the floor of the changing rooms.

The life of a professional World Tour cyclist embraces thrill and banality, the glamorous and the drab, the collective and the solitary, and places your chances in the shaky hands of teams that are both state-of-the-art and shambolic. It brings you the adulation of dedicated, fanatical, warm-hearted fans at the same time as a disregard from your employers that can sometimes range anywhere from the dismissive to the abusive. It pinballs you from moments of perfectly organised team logistics that usher you seamlessly through your working life, to periods of total mayhem where you have no idea which country you’ll be in next week and if you’ll have a job next year. I have been made to feel indispensable and like a piece of dirt by the same bosses in the same week. I have been coached by the best minds in professional sport and left to sort out my own training and diet at my own expense. I’ve watched grown men crawl out of bed with broken bones, burned skin and internal bruising, and climb back on to the bike for a punishing 200km bike race because they are terrified of not having their contract renewed. The world of professional bike racing is a total shitshow, and I am grateful and privileged to have been a part of it for so many years.

So there was nothing surprising about the fact that, as thousands of people took their seats in the arena above us and the global cycling community trained their eyes on the live coverage of an elite athlete’s attempt at a world record, I was naked in the subterranean changing rooms and trying to climb into a skimpy piece of chamois-padded Lycra, ultimately being manhandled and stuffed into it by Simon Smart, one of the finest minds in aerodynamics, and Jim McFarlane, the CEO of Endura.

The skin suit was down to me. Endura had tested 53 versions of it in the wind tunnel with me before we decided that number 52 was the one, but with one final alteration. ‘Make the zip as short as humanly possible,’ I had told them. Which is why, for a moment in time, these two highly accomplished men had one job, to engage in what would have seemed to a passer-by like a disturbing game of partially naked Twister, forcing my limbs into the right openings and giving me the mother of all wedgies.

Once on, the suit felt superb. It fitted perfectly (well, it would, after 53 versions), offered me serious aerodynamic gains and looked brilliant in the deep dark blue and luminous green of Movistar.

But I was agitated now, the half hour on the turbo-trainer designed to work up a sweat superseded by the battle of Lycra. I was not in the calm, focused state that an assault on the Hour demands. As members of my inner circle came and went, some hand-picked by me, some by my team, the opening of the dressing room door gave snatched hints at the growing noise above me. But when the doors were shut, there was near silence and I could focus on getting my head into the right place, where no self-doubt exists. That has been a difficult place for me to access at times in my career. What I have achieved has been despite an often tormenting brew of strong self-belief in my ability and a deep-rooted expectation that things will go wrong because, at the very top level of cycling, a lot does go wrong, with our bikes and bodies, and with just about every other imaginable factor that can affect your performance. And that is what makes the Hour so seductive. Many of the elements that capsize your cycling dreams are stripped away – other cyclists, to name the principal one – and this makes the task both simple and daunting.


Moments before executing the strategy we had worked on for months, the simplicity of the ride eluded me and I could see only the fear.

Lois, my sister, came to the rescue. She sat quietly opposite me in the changing room, and just her presence allowed me to gather my thoughts and refocus. Soon it was just the two of us, and the whole world seemed to have fallen silent for a few precious seconds until the voice on the stadium tannoy rang out, muted unintelligibly to us but whipping up the crowd, whose voices and stamping feet carried down to us and told me it was time. For a split second I thought I was going to throw up, but then I felt a surge of adrenaline and, instead of nerves, I felt excitement. I was ready. I was not going before a firing squad, I was going before thousands of people who wanted me to succeed. Most of them knew my story, that I might so easily have died in childhood before I ever got to climb on a bike. They knew the improbability of me being here today doing this. They were here because they believed I could become the fastest man on earth on a bike over an hour. They were all on my side.

I reminded myself I was honoured to be here, lucky to be alive. Any cyclist who cannot relish a moment like this does not deserve the chance. Most cyclists who aim for a professional career don’t make it. Of those who do, the majority of them have to abandon hope of winning races at the start of their career and become domestiques, worker bees who exist to serve other riders. Most professional cyclists ride more than 10,000km every year in 80–100 race days, spending more than 200 nights in faceless, often shabby hotel rooms shared with a teammate, without winning a single race. One or two cyclists each year will get to attempt the Hour and most of them will fail. I was moments away from my shot at glory; how many people get one of those?

Then I heard exactly what I needed: the sound of my sister’s voice, as unflappable and matter-of-fact as if we were going to the supermarket.

‘Come on then,’ she said.

She stood up, with the permanent expression of slight concern that she has inherited from our mum. I smiled at her and nodded. I stood up too. I took a deep breath and she gave me a hug, then slapped my back as if to tell me to stop dicking about and get on with it. She pushed me out of the changing room and I headed into the underground passageway in which the noise from above grew steadily as I got closer to the entrance to the arena. I was 27 years old and walking to my destiny. At the final doors before the slope up to the inside of the track, I saw on the ceiling in big block letters, the words, This moment is yours.

Canyon had made three bikes for me: the training bike, the spare and the race bike. The choreography of the event was that I had to ride the spare bike up a ramp and around half a lap of the track to get to the race bike. As I cycled up the ramp and emerged into the centre of the track, the sound of
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