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  INTRODUCTION


  An accidental athlete


  We all make sacrifices to feed our passions. In my case, I can barely remember the last time I spent the night anywhere other
  than in a tent. This would be understandable were I a survivalist, a Bedouin or a terminally lost arctic-explorer, but Im not. Im a cyclist.


  The tent is in my bedroom, which most people seem to feel makes things not quite as adventurous, but no less peculiar. I sleep in it because it simulates high altitude  the air inside has
  been pumped through a filtration system to reduce the oxygen content from the normal sea level 20.9% to something more like 14%. Its the equivalent of 3,500m, further up than Europes
  highest mountain pass. Sleeping at altitude this way is supposed to give you most of the benefits of altitude training without the inconvenience of living and working at the top of an
  Alp for 12 months of the year, or moving to Albuquerque.


  Thats not to say there are no downsides at all. The pump makes a noise like an outboard motor. On a warm night the temperature inside the tent can climb into the unbearable, and on a cold
  one the condensation drips down the inside until it saturates the sheets and I end up trying to sleep on a tiny sliver of dry in the middle of the bed. If I run a small fan
  inside the tent it can help with the heat and condensation problems, but then the noise of that combines with the outboard motor to replicate the effect of sleeping on an airliner.


  The other inconvenience is my partner. Her first introduction to the tent was when she got home from work one night to find it already fully installed. I hadnt had the nerve to mention
  it. I suppose I hoped the surprise of finding it would distract her from the surprise of how much money had vanished from our bank account to pay for it. Since we lived in a one-bedroom flat she
  was either going to have to share it, sleep on the sofa, or just cut her losses and get out of the whole relationship.


  I didnt show her the bit of the instruction manual that promised suffocation to those who attempted to share the limited air supply. The way I saw it, the less air there was to go around,
  the higher the effective altitude, and at no extra cost. I was untroubled by how closely this was related to the plastic-bag-over-the-head altitude-simulation system. This was simply because the
  tent was something that might help me ride a bike faster. I already trained more or less all day  now I could use those wasted hours of sleep to sneak another gain. Id have bought the
  tent even if the warning was one of a random 30% chance of sudden death. Anything for speed.


  I like to think that none of the foregoing would make anyone question my sanity. But even I have to admit that a rational man would have his doubts when I say that to this day I have no idea
  whether the tent and all its associated costs and aggravations actually made me any faster. The theory is sound, there have been a few reasonably good scientific studies, but even the best of those
  only claims it makes a relatively small difference, for some people, sometimes. For me, perhaps multiplied by perhaps is enough.


  Its not just the tent. In the same period I rode somewhere around 175,000 miles. I owned around 50 bikes, each one of which I was convinced was going to go faster than
  the previous one. I even spent a morning riding round Manchester Velodromes track in the nude in an attempt to find out if bare skin was faster than a Lycra suit. (It wasnt, and thank
  God for that.)


  I spent hours in laboratories being tested and measured. Im an unusual physical specimen, so there was never any shortage of physiologists keen to poke and prod. I found out all manner of
  unlikely things about myself  I had what was reckoned to be just about the highest ratio of lung-capacity to height measured in a UK lab, for instance  that would have made
  interesting, if creepy, conversation starters at parties if I had not been so scared of catching a cold that I avoided parties at all costs, along with cinemas, and concerts. I sat on planes with a
  polo-neck jumper pulled up to just below my eyes, like Wilfrid from the Bash Street Kids.


  I lived in a world where, one way or another, everything was divided into things that might make me faster and things that might make me slower. Pretty much anything pleasant fell into the
  second category. Eating sensibly makes you faster. A couple of beers make you slower. A quiet evening with your feet up to recover from a hard day on the bike makes you faster. A night out with
  your friends makes you slower. But misery and loneliness make you slower too. You dont have to be happy, and you almost certainly arent, but you have to be able to function
  sufficiently to get up, have a kilo of porridge for breakfast, and get on your bike. Even the most committed have to choose between speed and sanity. So the question is: how much more committed
  will you be to next weeks workload if you go out for a drink, and try to get riding right, eating right and thinking right out of your mind for an hour or two? Will you
  lose 3% of the weeks progress, but gain 4%? Always running in the background is an app that asks, How do I go faster?


  I never meant for any of this to happen. I never even wanted to be an athlete. My ambition was to be an academic lawyer, and by my mid-twenties thats exactly what I was.
  I taught slightly left-wing civil liberties and human rights courses to first-year undergraduates at Sussex University. Since most of the students had their hearts set on becoming big-shot lawyers
  for major corporations, my job was overshadowed by the unspoken irony that my flock was almost certainly going to spend more time oppressing minorities than defending them.


  I wasnt really too bothered by this, nor by knowing that theyd earn five times my salary while they did it. But I was driven to despair by the interminable Wednesday afternoon
  meetings of the faculty staff. Hours spent achieving nothing in an airless 1960s seminar room where the unjustified use of a gender-specific pronoun was fighting talk. We would debate such things
  as the political significance of the sign on the womens toilet featuring a figure standing legs-together, and the mens featuring one standing legs-apart. Or rather, older members of
  the faculty would debate it, while I and a couple of the younger members of staff would pass each other sarcastic notes about them under the table.


  By then Id been cycling for a couple of years, and I was getting quite good at it. Id begun spending my weekends travelling up and down the UK to national-level races. I often
  abandoned work at lunchtime to do a few hours training, making up the time by working into the night. I resented every minute spent in the faculty meeting because it was a minute I wasnt on
  my bike. This quickly progressed to resenting every minute of my job because it was a minute I wasnt on my bike. My contract came up for renewal, and I dont think
  I even bothered going to the interview. Maybe it happened one Wednesday afternoon while I was down the corridor trying to work out which toilet to use.


  I went to a research job at a different university. Or rather I took the money and the accommodation, and spent my time cycling. A successful season followed. A bike manufacturer offered me a
  contract to go full-time. The money wasnt great, and it would almost certainly be the ruin of my proper career,1 but I said yes anyway. The obsession
  with faster had taken hold, and the chance to work at it undistracted by any more grown-up responsibilities was too much to resist. In some ways nothing Ive done since in the pursuit of
  speed has been quite as irrational.


  It led me into an odd career. I was a time-trial specialist, and I was in the only country in the world where you could conceivably make a living doing that. Unlike everywhere else, in the first
  few years of the twenty-first century the UK was still obsessed with time trialling as the bedrock of the sport. It suited me perfectly. Unlike mass-start road racing, TTing is an event for the
  analytical. It rewards hard work, knowledge and research. Its about control, in racing and training, about measuring efforts perfectly, and concentrating on what youre doing.


  Its not mercurial. Its not especially interesting to watch, if Im honest, at least not for a casual spectator. But its the purest form of bike racing, and it finds
  the strongest riders. Its about speed, and nothing more. If you want to win a time trial, all you have to do is be the fastest rider in the race. There are no tactics, no teams, just you.
  From the inside it is fascinating, and it fascinated me.


  There was another reason I was happy with it. My career coincided with the dirtiest era in international pro cycling. That was where my background probably made a very
  serious difference to my riding. I didnt grow up as a star-struck kid dreaming of a life in cycling, or in any other sport. I bumbled into it almost by accident, and at an age where I was
  quickly under no illusions about how pro cycling worked. I didnt have hopes dashed, or agonising choices to make between my dreams and my honesty.


  I knew what that world was like, and I wanted nothing to do with it. A friend of a friend went to Italy to try to carve out a career, and came back a few weeks later in despair. You can
  cheat or you can lose, was his comment. Your choice. Like a lot of honest riders of that era, I was a victim of the doping that was rampant. At the time I didnt really
  mind, because I had other options in life. I didnt feel trapped or disappointed. I just felt content to be scratching a living doing something Id otherwise have been doing for
  nothing.


  As time has passed Ive come to resent it more. I cant help thinking that in a different time, or even a different sport, I could have been a star. Towards the end of my career
  Ive become more competitive against the worlds best riders than I ever was in my prime because the worlds fastest bike riders are not quite as fast as once they were. The sport
  is finally making inroads against doping, and you can see it in the fact that since about 2006 the top pros have slowed down. Ten years ago, if I went to race a time trial against the very top
  riders I got beaten by margins that you could mark out on a calendar. In the last few seasons, its down to a something you can measure in seconds, with perhaps even the occasional win.


  I didnt really mind at the time, though, and Im not sure theres a lot to be gained by minding now. Im grateful that, for the moment at least, the
  sport has moved a long way in the right direction, and that young riders can find honest role models.


  In my analytical little time-trial specialism I won more than 50 British titles over various distances, and as a dual-national I also won the Irish championships. I set numerous national
  records, including one that I took from Bradley Wiggins, was placed fourth at the Commonwealth Games on two occasions, and rode at the World Championships. I might not have reached the very top,
  but what I did I did clean, properly clean, and however self-congratulatory it might sound, Im proud of that. I was, and I still am, a very fast bike rider.


  The first question is: why? What is it about me that makes me faster than the vast majority of bike riders? Is it physical? Mental? Is it something innate, or something I
  achieved by training? There was a phase early in my career when I was so terrified that whatever it was might suddenly vanish that my first race of the year was a source of acute pre-event anxiety.
  Whatever it is was always there when I needed it, but that doesnt solve the mystery of where it came from in the first place.


  The second question is: why are a lucky few faster than me? Is it just more of the same thing that makes me faster than everyone else?


  The third question is: can I do anything to catch them?


  These questions have had a hold over me for the last decade and a half  a large proportion of my adult life. Its no sensible preoccupation for a grown man, I know that. But I
  cant help it.


  At least Im not alone. Over the last few seasons Ive had more and more people to keep me company in my obsession. For those of us interested in drug-free speed, the reduction in
  doping has had significant consequences. As one coach put it to me, Six or seven years ago, who the hell was going to look for a 1% gain from better training if they
  could inject a 10% gain with better drugs? If you wanted to go faster, in a sport with a doping culture, pharmaceuticals were always going to be the most cost-effective place to spend your
  time and money.


  One of the sports more powerful players gave it a broader context: Ten years ago, a teams budget comprised one-third rider salaries, one-third logistics, and one-third
  drugs. The core skills were pharmacology, doctors, how to avoid detection, and how to move the whole operation around the world without getting caught. The teams were very good at this. But most of
  them had very little knowledge of genuine coaching and conditioning of riders. Then in the last few years, teams have had to get out of the systematic doping game. Theres a third of the
  budget going spare. A lot of them spent it on rider salaries. But some of them spent it on coaching, equipment, sports science support.


  In short, there has never, in the whole chequered history of cycling, been more interest in non-pharmaceutical ways to make riders go faster than there has been in the last few years. Ten years
  ago a lot of clean amateurs had a more sophisticated grasp of training, aerodynamics and associated arts than the top pro teams did, because the top pro teams had better (for which read
  worse) things to worry about. In many ways, pro cycling has become much more like amateur cycling, or like the kind of thing Ive been doing all my life.


  The idea that the doping culture meant that every other aspect of cycling performance was underdeveloped is one that I found was supported by almost all the sports scientists and coaches that I
  talked to, from within cycling as well as without.


  Sir Dave Brailsford, the boss at Team Sky, accepted that this backdrop was part of the reason for their success: In a sense it was a fluke, the sport was cleaning
  itself up just as we arrived, with a different skillset that we transferred from the national-squad track programme. We spent less on big-name riders, and more on full-time coaches, performance
  analysis, psychology, and sports science.


  Its not surprising that Team Sky would want to take as much from the Team GB approach as they could  the GB squad has been quite outrageously successful over the last few Olympic
  cycles. Its probably been the most successful sporting campaign in history. The sudden availability of lottery funding from the late 1990s onward was certainly the basis for it, but the
  money wasnt infinite, and it was spent efficiently.


  The lottery cash was aimed at generating Olympic success, following a national panic after the 1996 Games when the British team came home with just a single gold medal. Since Steve Redgrave and
  Matthew Pinsent were such unsurprising winners the medal almost didnt count. Peter Keen, the first director of the new-look GB cycling team, concentrated exclusively on the events where he
  reckoned Olympic medals were easiest to win. That meant staying away from the road entirely  too many drugs, and tactics-dominated racing that was too unpredictable  and putting all
  the resources into track racing, which by the late 1990s was a backwater that no nation had invested in properly since the fall of the Iron Curtain.


  It was more focused even than that  the investment went into the quantifiable, controllable events with the lowest possible risk. The 1km time trial, the team sprint, the individual
  pursuit and the team pursuit got the cash, because they were races of pure speed. Other events, like the match sprint and the points race, which depend on tactics and a bit of
  luck, were largely ignored. If it didnt generate a number for the spreadsheet, it didnt get done. It was a ruthless, lean system designed to turn money into medals.


  I was, for a while, a handful of cells on the spreadsheet. I spent a couple of years not quite on, not quite off the track squad. To get properly on to the squad, I had to make a qualifying
  standard time of 430 over a 4,000m pursuit. It was obvious to the coaches that I had the capacity to do this, but, though I repeatedly got to within a few tenths of a second of it, I
  never quite made it. The head
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