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The Giro d’Italia

When I started following cycling in the late 1980s, the Tour de France was the only event to be covered on TV, being given an hourly slot on Channel 4, so I had to learn about the Giro via magazines such as Cycling Weekly and Winning. A couple of years later, I stumbled across the 1973 film, The Stars and the Water Carriers, and here, for the first time, I saw actual footage from the race. I was transfixed by its romantic interpretation of the event – one that cemented the view of the Giro that I still have today.

Inspired by the popularity of the Tour de France, inaugurated six years earlier, and mirroring the French event, the Giro d’Italia was first held in May 1909. The idea was suggested by Tullo Morgagni, the editor of the sports newspaper La Gazzetta dello Sport. He had seen what effect ‘Le Tour’ had on sales of L’Auto, the paper that promoted it, and knew it would be the perfect way to boost circulation of his publication. La Gazzetta was printed on pink paper, so, just as the colour of L’Auto’s stock had resulted in the famous maillot jeaune, the Giro leader’s jersey became the maglia rosa.

This garment soon became the most prized possession in Italy, as the race was instantly woven into the fabric of the nation, becoming as important to the people as pasta and espresso. All aspiring Italian riders dream of adding their name to the list of winners, to be immortalised alongside their heroes, Binda, Coppi, Bartali, Gimondi, Bugno and Nibali, and to have bars, streets and monuments built in their honour.

Watching the film The Stars and the Water Carriers, and also footage from another film, La course en tête (‘The Frontrunner’), the warmth and affection the nation had for the Giro was immediately obvious. It featured race footage set to sombre piano music for increased dramatic effect, but it was actually the images away from the action that captured my imagination the most.

Scenes of riders ditching their bikes and raiding cafés for refreshments, then distributing the glass bottles though the jovial peloton. I loved the idea that a café would allow them to take what they liked free of charge, because it was an honour to be visited by the peloton. The riders were gods among men, earning a living in a beautiful yet brutal way, and their patronage was the greatest endorsement any establishment could have. Another scene that stuck in my mind was that of a rider passing through his home town and being met by his family. He was a hero, a warrior, and the embrace between father and idolised son remains so vivid in my memory, perfectly encapsulating the link between the tifosi and the competitors.

In our globalised age, the race now aims to emulate the worldwide appeal of the Tour, but I hope it always stays uniquely Italian, because if it didn’t, it just wouldn’t be the Giro.
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Bella Italia

My love affair with Italy began in the late 1980s after my mum refused to go on any more of Dad’s birdwatching holidays and forced him to take us on a proper holiday, like other people did. Until then our ‘trips’, as they were called, had predominantly been a consequence of Dad’s career as an ornithological artist, and although that meant we got to see the entirety of the United States, which was amazing, enough was definitely enough. Some family friends had just bought an old farmhouse in the Garfagnana region of northern Tuscany, so in the summer of 1987 Dad left the binoculars and telescope at home and drove us down to a rented place in a nearby village.

As an impressionable teen with out-of-control hormones, I was instantly consumed by the romance and beauty of Italy, and as art was my passion at the time (I was yet to discover cycling), I was in heaven. Mesmerised by the masters of the early Renaissance, Piero della Francesca, Botticelli, Mantegna and the architecture of Brunelleschi, I wallowed in the wonder of their creations. Their use of perspective and proportion, mixing science with art, was truly revolutionary, and once home I would spend weeks creating my own studies in architectural perspective, using the techniques they had pioneered centuries earlier. Through 1987 and 1988, this was my focus in life, but a change was coming.

By our third trip to Tuscany in 1989, there had been a seismic shift in my world. I was now a cyclist and everything – everything – revolved around bikes. I was still painting, but now I was painting bikes, not buildings, and as we approached our annual holiday, the threat of two weeks with no riding was something I couldn’t contemplate. I had to hatch a plan.
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My ‘very small’ 1990 summer bike
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My first Italian steed

I decided I would take my cycling kit, helmet, pedals, and so forth with me, and when we got there I would get my dad to hire a bike for me from a local shop. It seemed simple in theory, but as I didn’t know if there would actually be a bike shop in the town we were heading for, not to mention the fact that Dad was barely competent in ordering dinner in Italian, it was going to be a big ask. The day we arrived in the wonderful Castelnuovo di Garfagnana, we did indeed, after a fair bit of searching, find a small shop. Then, amazingly – and to this day I’ll never know quite how he did it – my dad persuaded the owner, who spoke no English, to lend me a machine for the duration of our stay.
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I’d rather be bike riding

My bike and I were not a perfect match. In order to get it to fit me even approximately, I had to pull the seat pin out so far that there was just a centimetre left in the frame, do likewise with the stem and force the saddle as far back as it would go on its rails, but it worked. I had my bike and, more importantly, my freedom.
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Giro souvenir issues of Bicisport

You see, we always went on holiday with the same families each year, and between them they had seven daughters, which left me as the only boy. This time, with a bike to ride while they hung out at the pool, I could put on my Lycra and hit the hills, and wow, these were proper hills. Until then, the furthest afield I’d ridden was Derbyshire, which, of course, is pretty lumpy but nothing on the scale of northern Tuscany. What I was faced with now were mountains by comparison.

Leaving our rustic villa in the tiny walled village of Perpoli perched high above Castelnuovo, I was about to experience my first proper climbing and hairpins. I rolled out of the village to cries of ‘Bugno, Bugno’, but when I reached the first junction I instinctively joined the road on the left-hand carriageway, without thinking. Whoosh! I was inches away from being cleaned up by an oncoming truck as it crested the summit of the climb. Once you’ve seen your life flash before your eyes like that, you never make the same mistake again. Back on the correct side of the road, I began the descent. On and on, down and down; in fact my arms actually began to ache from all the braking into the corners, and that had certainly never happened before.
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Centrefolds: 1991 Giro winner Franco Chioccioli and 1989 winner Laurnet Fignon

Then, when I was at the bottom, I had no interest in the flat valley road; I just turned around to ride back up again, to take on my first ‘mountain’ and to sweep round my first true hairpins. Here I was, climbing in Italy in blazing sunshine in a foreign land. This is what cycling was all about; I was emulating my heroes, weaving back and forth through the bends. Back with the family, we headed to the supermarket and, blowing almost all my spending money right away, I loaded up with copies of Italian cycling magazines. Issues of Bicisport and La Bicicletta. I couldn’t read them of course, but I would spend hours looking at the pictures; in particular, those in the souvenir Giro d’Italia issues that were still on the shelves following that year’s race. With these documenting the whole event, I could live it from start to finish and in a depth that had never been possible before. Each year, back in our holiday house, I’d pull out the centrefold poster of the winner and stick it up in the bedroom: Laurent Fignon in 1989, and my favourite, Gianni Bugno, in 1990. Yellow suddenly seemed too obvious: pink was the colour to wear; the Giro was the cool race to win, not the Tour de France.
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The artistry of Tommasini
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The perfection of the Carrera ‘Gold one’

And it wasn’t just the race action in the magazines that I was enthralled by; it was also the adverts for the bikes – the exotic and beautiful Italian bikes. No longer was I drooling over Brunelleschi’s application of the Golden Ratio and the Fibonacci sequence; I was now transfixed by the paintwork applied by my new favourite Italian masters, Ciocc, Colnago, De Rosa and Tommasini. As well as in the magazines, I could see these bikes being ridden around in the flesh and strapped to the roof of people’s cars.
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Catalogues of Campagnolo bike jewellery

On the journey down from England I would spend the two-day drive simply staring out of the window (there were no DVD players or iPads back then), looking out for fancy machines on roof racks. Nowadays bikes, especially their components, are all dull and black, but in those days they shone, sparkling like jewels under the European sun. You could spot a pair of Italian Campagnolo Record hubs from a mile away, such was their finish and lustre, and if I spied a particularly fine bike anywhere, I’d have my dad pass it real slow, so that, with my face pressed against the window, I could satisfy my lust.
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The brutal slopes of San Pellegrino in Alpe (page 156)

Back home, my race bike was equipped almost exclusively with Japanese Shimano components because, pound per gram, they were the most cost effective for a cash-strapped teenager. The top Campagnolo group-sets, Croce d’Aune and C-Record, were simply unobtainable, chiefly due to their cost, which further added to their mystique. I did though, in a slightly rash purchase, manage to procure one Campagnolo component that I still consider to be – maybe with the exception of ‘Sheriff Star’ track hubs – the most beautiful bike part ever made: the 1989 C-Record Aero seat pin. Such was its perfection, the beauty of its curves, that it could only have been crafted in the country that brought us Donatello and Raphael, the nation that was home to Pininfarina and Ferrari. The only problem was that it outshone everything else on my bike, not least because I polished it so much, but I simply had to preserve its immaculate shine, as I still do to this day.

During those summer holidays I never really ventured that far afield, mainly due to the lack of a map. I rode some fantastic roads, but little did I know that right under my nose lay one of the greatest climbs in Italy: San Pellegrino in Alpe (see page 156). Unfortunately, my participation in family holidays came to an end in 1990, and from then on, as the rest of the family lazed by the pool, I would spend my Augusts shovelling chicken shit and hauling wheat on a farm in Lincolnshire. It would take 21 more years before I first found myself excitedly at the base of San Pellegrino in Alpe, a whole generation later.
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My partition of a nation

It was May 2010 when I returned to
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