

[image: cover]





[image: Vintage Books]





THE SECRET CYCLIST

Real Life In The Professional Peloton
















[image: ]




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

The Secret Cyclist is an experienced professional, who rides for a World Tour team at the pinnacle of the sport.



INTRODUCTION

I know that this book is going to spark a guessing game. Trying to identify me is going to be part of the fun, and I get that. As a reader, I’d want to know too. I’m not hiding my identity as a gimmick, though. I’m being mysterious because in my world riders are meant to be seen and not heard. I’ve been racing at the top level for various teams for around a decade now, but anyone who’s spent even a short amount of time around professional cycling will know that offering an opinion in public is not the done thing if you value your contract. Even an off-the-cuff complaint about bar tape will get you in trouble with the team, because it’s bound to get them in trouble with a sponsor. When I started out, it wasn’t uncommon to see a team re-cover a saddle for a big-name rider who didn’t like the sponsor’s model just to keep everyone happy. They used to re-label tyres as well when they knew the ones they were supposed to use were no good. I’m sure they do it still. Our sport exists only because advertising and product promotion allows it to, so a rider giving his two cents about equipment is strictly prohibited. I know guys who’ve missed training rides because of dodgy groupset batteries and guys who have spent countless hours shivering and soaked through because their clothing sponsor couldn’t make a decent jacket, but they’re not allowed to tell you that. What domestiques say is just as – if not more – tightly controlled than their fitness and nutrition regimes.

I choose to be anonymous because while I want to show what professional cycling is like behind the ropes, I also have my career and my family to think about. Every public aspect of our lives is so tightly controlled that being truly honest is all but impossible in a newspaper interview, never mind a whole book. There are team guidelines for everything we do, and even something as innocent as borrowing the wrong kind of helmet for a mountain-bike ride with friends can land you in hot water if it ends up on social media.

Then there’s the people. The race organisers, the agents, the other riders, the team bosses. Or, put another way: My colleagues, friends, employers. It has nothing to do with the omertà of the old days, it’s just common sense. I couldn’t show up to a training camp with all of my teammates knowing that I was going to write about everything they did and said, and I wouldn’t expect my contract to be renewed if my manager knew I was likely to poke holes in his tactics publicly. If you don’t believe me, I suggest you write a warts-and-all blog about your office, and put your name to it. Question how the business is run, make sure you remember to call your boss a moron, and then tell me how it goes.

It’s a small world we live in generally, but the cycling world, well, that’s just minuscule. Everyone knows everything, and no one forgets anything. When I set out to write this book, I didn’t do it with the intention of offending anyone or settling grudges, but I didn’t want to be excommunicated either. The truth can be hard to hear, and even when I’m only offering opinions, it would be impossible to share my honest thoughts on a lot of things if I knew my name was going to be plastered on the front cover. Cycling has been my life since I was a teenager, and despite all its flaws, I love it. It has been good to me, and I’m trying to be good to it, too. The purpose of this book is not to complain for the sake of complaining, or to slam anyone. I just want to show you what it’s really like to be a professional cyclist, to give you an unfiltered view inside the peloton. There’s a lot to like about the sport, but there are a lot of problems too, and I want to start a conversation about that. I’ve read books from the critics and the blindly faithful, and I never felt that I fit into either category. I’ve always thought that if you really love something, you have to see it for what it really is. To me, cycling can be glorious and it can be grubby, but quite often, it’s neither. It’s just pedalling for hours and hours for relatively little in return. It’s fickle and occasionally foolish, but it’s also engrossing and exciting, and most importantly, fun. With this book, I want to capture all of that.




GETTING STARTED

When I was little I saw the Tour de France on TV, and that had me hooked. I followed everything after that: the Grand Tours, the Classics, and the Worlds. I couldn’t get enough of it. My dad had this collection of books about cycling, some of them were comic books, and that drew me in too, with all of the crazy stories and characters. The whole thing intrigued me. When I was eleven, I got my first bike, and I used to go bike-packing with my dad; even then we always did big days, so it was normal for me to ride a hundred kilometres.

I joined a club around that time too, but it was a little bit too structured for me at the time. I just loved my bike, so I did my own thing for a few years, and then went back when I was fifteen or sixteen. I was also busy playing football and trying new things, so cycling wasn’t the only sport I was interested in. And I didn’t come from a family with a big bike-racing tradition. We cycled a lot, but for pleasure.

At that age, football was easier, because most of the games were close to home and I could go by myself. Every so often, you’d have a big game far from home, but it was less complicated than cycling; you didn’t have to drive for hours every weekend to compete. When I eventually started to race, I’d go with a friend of mine and his parents – my folks only started coming later when I got more serious. It’s a big commitment for a parent, especially if you have other kids, because there’s so much travel, so I didn’t mind because I knew that my mum and dad had things to take care of at home. The more I got into it though, the more they became interested, and eventually my dad was driving me everywhere. It can’t have been easy for him, but I think he liked it too. It felt like we were doing something important.

While I was in the junior ranks, I remember buying a new racing bike, and like a lot of riders I know, I promised myself that it would be the last one I ever bought. Talking to other pros, it seems to be a pact that we all make at one stage: you tell yourself that you’re going to make it onto a team somewhere and be a professional rider, and get all the stuff for free. I wasn’t ready for what was to come, but I wasn’t giving up, either.

The training is one thing. If you love your sport and you’re driven, it’s not hard to get used to those demands. Your neighbours see you going out when it’s lashing rain, or on a mountain bike when it’s snowing, and they think you’re crazy, but that’s the job. I don’t always like it, but I’d rather that than sitting in an office, and even when it looks shitty outside and I’m tired, I still love what I do. I’ve never hated riding my bike. I don’t think anyone who’s ever got a paycheque for anything can honestly say that they want to do it 100 per cent of the time, but that’s why they pay you. For me, being a professional cyclist is as close as it gets to being paid to have fun.

There’s no one ‘right’ way to train, either. It bugs me when people talk about training in a really dogmatic way, because we’re all different. Everyone has to find what works for them, but incorporating something enjoyable into your routine will definitely keep you going longer. I’ve had a few teammates who never stopped for coffee when they were out training, for instance, but after riding with me they got into the habit. Those ten or fifteen minutes in the middle doesn’t mean I’m lazy, it just means that I like espresso.

One of the riders on my old team never had sex before a race, and if it was a big one he’d go weeks without it. The first time I heard him say it, I laughed because I thought he was joking. That’s some old-school nonsense, like he’s Robert De Niro in Raging Bull. So the older guys all told him that it makes no difference, and he starting smiling and said, ‘Oh! My girlfriend’s going to be really happy. She’s been pissed off with me because of this.’ We were all laughing at him, asking: ‘And what about you? You don’t like it?’ He just said, ‘Sure, but it makes me tired.’ Come on. There’s no way you’re going to have a long career or a happy home life if you’re telling yourself that you can’t have sex every time you want to perform well in a bike race. He’s the same with food, so strict it’s crazy. I’ve had a long career because I love riding my bike so much, but there’s no way I’d still feel that way after fifteen years of denying myself all of life’s pleasures.

On the opposite end of the scale, I used to have a teammate who loved ice cream and he used to eat it all the time. That’s antithetical to what most riders are used to because it’s so calorific, but he’d have two big ones on the rest day at a Grand Tour and then go out and finish on the podium of the next day’s stage. A little treat can have a huge psychological effect. You’ll still hear some guys say that that kind of thing is unprofessional, but how unprofessional can it be if he’s able to go out and challenge for wins in the hardest races in the world? I love a beer, which some teams would definitely frown upon, but if I can’t enjoy myself a little, I’m going to be in a rotten mood and it will affect my training. There are limits, obviously, it’s not like a professional cyclist can consume a twelve-pack of beers and a box of cigarettes and expect to be in racing shape, but if you’re out training for 150 or 200 kilometres almost every day, the odd gelato or a nice cocktail isn’t going to do any harm.

What’s really hard is leaving home all the time. Nothing prepares you for that. That’s not just a cycling thing: ask anyone who travels a lot for their job and they’ll tell you that it sucks. If you get to go on a trip every so often, it’s fun, but it’s a totally different experience when you’re missing big events like birthdays and weddings. The shine wears off that apple pretty quickly. All of your friends and family are together, celebrating and having fun, and you’re stuck in a mediocre hotel somewhere doing very little other than killing time in between training sessions.

A few years back, I was on holiday with my family and I was watching them, thinking that I wished I could do this every day for the rest of my life. I didn’t want to think about leaving them, but I knew I’d have to. That feeling sucks. I’d probably only been home for a couple of weeks all summer in total, and before too long I’d be off again to a training camp or another race. When you have kids, everything changes so fast and you’re not there to see it, or there to help, and it wears you down. Worse still, when I was home, I was tired and grumpy, and I would have been constantly hungry because I was trying to control my weight. My wife is my biggest supporter and she knows what it takes to do this, but I can’t have been much fun to be around. That’s depressing to think about when you love your family as much as I do.

That summer was a tough period, and I phoned my agent and told him I didn’t want to do it any more. Obviously, he was a bit shocked and he tried to calm me down, but at the same time he knew where I was coming from. It’s not an easy life at the best of times, and if you’re unhappy you’re never going to be able to be competitive. We worked together to come up with a plan that would get me back in the right frame of mind while still keeping the team happy, and that was a pivotal moment in my career. He knew I wouldn’t budge once I’d made my mind up. That’s the typical bike racer mentality. We’re stubborn, and when we make a decision, we stick to it. You have to or you’d be swept up by the broom wagon in every race. Even away from the racing, my house was the first one we saw properly with the estate agent. We’d looked at others online or in the brochure, but we visited this one, we liked it, so I bought it. Second-guessing isn’t a good characteristic in this line of work.

My agent and I eventually settled on a good solution. I’d find a team with the right kind of atmosphere, where I could manage my racing days more carefully but still be ready for the biggest events. A guy like me, towards the end of his career, is expected to shepherd the team leader around the really big events, and in the right situation, make big moves in the mountains at a big race. Without wanting to be disrespectful to the smaller events, no one really cares if I’m at the UAE Tour or the Presidential Cycling Tour of Turkey. So that was the pitch from my agent: here’s a guy who loves bike racing, has top-ten finishes at Grand Tours, does a serious amount of kilometres out training, but he wants to spend some time with his kids. It was probably not what they heard every day, but at least it was honest.

I can remember one team manager being a real dickhead. If the answer is yes or no, I don’t mind, you have a team to run and I respect that, but there’s a professional way to deal with it. Behind the scenes in cycling, a lot of the time it’s more about macho bullshit than anything else. He told my agent: ‘I want guys who want to race their bikes, not go on vacation.’ Looking back, I think it’s funny, because I’ve been a part of big wins, the kind of victories that his team couldn’t even dream of. It’s not the only reason that we win, but I think my current team is successful because no one in charge has a shitty attitude like that guy.

At the time, I knew I wanted to keep racing, but I also knew that I needed to find the right kind of team. Money was a secondary concern, because my rationale was that if I was happy, my career would last longer. I told myself that I didn’t care about what other people thought, but looking back now, I did care a little. It’s a weird feeling when you’re in your early thirties and someone tells you that you’re finished. In any other job, you’d just be getting started, but these managers were just dismissing me like I was yesterday’s news. Coming back strong was a nice feeling. I don’t like to carry grudges, but I think anyone in that situation would get at least a small amount of satisfaction from proving the doubters wrong. I’d be travelling somewhere beautiful, posting huge training rides on Strava, and thinking, ‘You see? I can do it.’

Everyone could have told me to fuck off; in fairness, it’s not like anyone wants to sign a rider who is asking for special treatment. We had a few meetings with different teams but I don’t think the trust was there, it didn’t feel like the right fit for either party. But with my current team, they saw my logic and they were willing to trust me, agreeing that whatever kept me the happiest was ultimately best for everyone. I’m not the kind of guy who goes partying or slacking off, so they believed that I’d be able to manage my own training once the conditions were right. The funny thing is that once I felt happy, I also felt like a better bike racer. I needed that time with my kids, without a doubt. Being a dad means more to me than being a bike racer. But the little bit of freedom also made me want to be a bigger part of the team, too. I raced less but I think I contributed more. Riding the bike was never the problem for me, but after so many years, the rest of it stank. Everything was about weight loss, travel, training – no family. The irony of it was that I’d have retired earlier if it wasn’t for my team letting me off the leash a little. They let me do my own thing for a while and I came back as hungry as ever.

Without that change, I wouldn’t be racing now. I used to think about retiring early, but only because of the travel and the stress. It was never the work. I think even when I retire, I’ll still be out riding my bike all the time, trying to be fast and beat my friends. I love that part of it. I’m already a couple of years past the retirement age I used to have in my head, and now I wouldn’t put a date on it.

I don’t want to give the picture that I get special treatment or that I’m being lazy. During the busiest part of the season, I’m only home a few days a month, and less when there’s a Grand Tour. The difference is that I get a good block of time after that, when I can be at home and hang out with my friends. It’s crazy how important a dinner party and a few drinks can seem when you haven’t seen anyone for ages. As for the kids, that time is worth all the money in the world. I was away for so much because it all happens so fast, but now I feel like I’m ‘daddy’, there’s a proper bond and we have enough time to go have fun.

Starting out, it was all a big adventure. Imagine being a twenty-year-old kid being told that they’d get paid to hang out with their friends and travel the world. It sounds amazing. That changes with time, but the kid still comes out for things like the Giro d’Italia or the Tour de France. For the best stuff it’s like being a junior again: I’ll be excited about where the race is going, what the food will be like, what I’m going to see. Even talking shit with the boys and getting to spend time with them all, it’s great. I’ll be sad leaving home for a training camp in Tenerife or somewhere, but a big race? I still love it. That’s a rare thing to cherish, and I want to enjoy every minute. Then, when I’m home, it’s the same. The kids are growing up so fast and I want to be around and savour as much of it as possible. If the team can bag a win at a big event, that makes it all worthwhile. If it’s a difficult season and you’re at some shitty race, you question the decision to compete. But even then, I’ll be analysing the tactics and enjoying my teammates because it’s something that’s in the blood.

Leaving a family at home is hard, but it also gives you something to look forward to. I pity the younger guys, stuck on their own in Lucca or Girona, coming back after a training ride to a lonely apartment and an empty fridge. The team camps must seem like great fun for them. When you’re happy at home, though, no one wants to go to train at altitude and stay in some three-star hotel that’s full of other cycling teams because it’s boring and you’ll probably come down in the morning to find that they’ve raided the breakfast buffet. It sounds like a joke, but if it opens at seven, there’ll be a gang of hungry riders all jostling to get in because we’re all starving. If I’m at home I have all my favourite food and it’s not like I’m competing with my wife or my kids to get the good stuff before it’s gone, so when you’re away from home in January at the start of the season, looking at another year, it can seem like a crappy situation. I suppose pro cyclists get the January blues just like everyone else.




THEN AND NOW

When I started out, riders were generally home a lot more. Now, you’re away for weeks at altitude-training camps before peak races, and you might only get to see your family for a couple of days in between the camp and the race. Back in the 2000s, I was on a smaller team and we definitely didn’t have the budget for these long training trips, but I don’t think even the top guys did much of that stuff – they probably just did a bit more EPO or some blood bags if they needed to prepare for something really big. Being able to do that makes a big difference!

Now you’re either away training or away racing for most of the year. In the old days, riders got to spend a lot more time at home, even if it’s true that they raced more than we usually do. For example, teams these days will begin preparing for the next season with a training camp in December and another in January, whereas when I began my career, riders were set free for the whole winter. If you didn’t want to train, you didn’t have to. The lazy ones could show up for the team presentation fat and totally out of shape, but now we have logs online with all our hours and power values for the sessions we’ve done, so even if we only take it easy for a day or two, team management know right away and you’ll get a call asking what the hell is going on.

I can’t say for sure exactly how it happened, but I heard a funny story from a few guys in the peloton last year about Zico Waeytens, the young Belgian rider. He felt that Team Sunweb had given him a really bad programme for the upcoming season, lots of small races that he didn’t want to do, so to spite them, he went and booked himself an amazing trip to Tanzania without telling anyone. Of course, the team knew right away because he wasn’t filling out the logs! It was not the smartest move on his part, obviously, because it was easy for them to figure out that he was up to something. And I can only imagine what his conversation with the team manager must have been like. At the end of 2017, he left the team by mutual consent, despite having a contract for 2018. I don’t know if that attitude had anything to do with the move, but his new team, Vérandas Willems–Crelan, is Professional Continental, which is a big step down from the WorldTour and an outfit like Sunweb. Even the small events that a WorldTour team will do are bigger than the majority of races that will make up the Professional Continental calendar.

The balance of control has changed. Back in the day, you just rode your bike and did whatever you thought you needed to do to get yourself into shape. Now, the teams monitor everything and there’s a lot less freedom. I don’t want to make it sound like they’re spying on us, but it’s easy to see where a rider is just by checking the GPS files on Training Peaks, an app that we use to track our workouts. Maybe they’ll have a look at your routes if your power values aren’t improving or it looks like you’re taking it too easy, and they’ll certainly ask questions if you disappear to Africa on holiday. I really enjoyed Thomas Dekker’s book The Descent for a variety of reasons, but perhaps the best part of it was when he reminisced about how insane the cycling world used to be a decade ago. I like to enjoy myself when I can, but no professional athlete should be living a life that involves clandestine meetings, bags full of cash, or high-speed crashes. He was an extreme case, but in a lot of ways he was also the epitome of cycling in that era, and for all his personal flaws, the sport has a lot to answer for because it should have taken better care of these vulnerable young guys and made sure that they weren’t being led astray.

If I’m slow to criticise the cheaters too harshly, it’s for that reason. It’s terrible that people were able to so brazenly abuse the system all those years and I have a lot of sympathy for the guys who feel like their careers were short-changed, but at the same time, they didn’t come into the sport as bright-eyed kids dreaming of steroids, Erythropoietin, or blood transfusions. That change only happened when they were absorbed into dirty teams and exposed to dodgy teammates. I knew Thomas a little bit when he was still riding, and I think he’d have been wild whatever he did in life, but it was crazy for me to think about some kid flying around the world, partying and meeting doping doctors, and no one had a clue.

I don’t think cycling – or any professional sport – is 100 per cent clean today, but there’s no way anything like that could happen now. We used to be expected to show up to the race in good shape and that was it, whatever else we did was our own business. We’re less independent now, and it makes it more like a proper job. I don’t mean to say that it used to be easy, because that’s one word you could never use to describe professional cycling, but sometimes it feels now like I have office hours. We used to be more like cowboys. And there’s certainly more paperwork. I think careers are getting shorter as a result. It’s probably partly due to the workload, but also due to the stress. I don’t think you can hold yourself together these days for ten or twelve years at the very top of the sport. I see it with teammates, constantly worrying about contracts and the future, and you can actually feel it in the bunch, especially in early spring, because there’s so much on the line. Cycling has become more scientific in terms of training and tracking a rider’s performance, and because of that, it’s also become more ruthless. Results are everything.

When I first turned pro, the level of the bunch was like a pyramid. The best guys did everything right – and a lot of them did everything wrong, too, in terms of performance enhancements – and the rest of the peloton just rode their bikes a lot, and then went to the races and rode themselves into shape. Now, we all have power meters, coaches, target values, dietitians. And not just the top guys. Most teams will have five or six coaches for around twenty riders. On my first pro team it was one guy for all of us, and he’d just make one training schedule that was very short and easy to understand: ‘Do this all winter, and we’ll see you in January.’ It’s raised everyone’s level, even the domestiques. The watts I’m pushing now, for example, used to be good enough for a top-ten finish at almost any race, guaranteed. Now, it’s thirty or forty guys on the same watts. It’s easy to think, ‘Fuck, am I bad?’ and get depressed about it, but it’s actually not that at all, it’s just that everyone else has gotten better.

The improvements in terms of professionalism have been crazy to see. I miss some things about the old days, like drinking a beer with the guys before a race, but everyone has improved so much and we’re all really focused on diet and fitness. Sometimes I’ll go out to dinner with my wife and, while I’d order some fish and a salad, maybe a small glass of white wine, she’d go for a burger or a steak with a beer. Obviously, when the waiter comes, they always get the orders mixed up and I’m sure we look funny swapping plates and drinks. That’s the job, though. I’d love to stuff my face with chips and lots of fried stuff, but I’m being paid to stay skinny and to make sure I’m ready to race. You see a lot of the rookies struggling with that at the beginning. They’ll try to do things that normal people do, or kick up a fuss when they have to eat a massive bowl of plain pasta after a stage, but they get no sympathy from me, because that’s what we’re being paid to do.

Another big change is that hardly anyone drinks any more. The pro tour used to be wild, but now we have to live like monks. The teams have stepped it up too. These days every rider gets treated so well, they have nutritionists, they work closely with coaches on personal programmes, they study their power values – it wasn’t so long ago that only riders like Lance Armstrong could train like that. Spending time in the wind tunnel was unheard of not long ago, unless you were a big time-trial champion like Bradley Wiggins or Tony Martin, but now everyone does it. You even hear amateurs talking about their VO2 max tests, it’s crazy. If we’re picturing the professional peloton’s talent levels as a pyramid, it used to be really steep, with a huge gap between the top guys and the rest of the bunch, but now the bottom of the triangle is really wide. The best still rise to the top, but everyone just below them is on a similar level. That’s made it a lot harder for the support riders. If you were a domestique ten years ago, your job was to work for the first 150 kilometres of a stage, and once you had done that, no one really cared if you had a beer in the evening or didn’t watch your diet. Domestiques can’t do that any more – if you give anything less than 100 per cent all season you’ll be left in the dust.

I was one of the first riders to get a power meter. I bought it with my own money, and even when there was a blizzard outside, I’d go out on a mountain bike and do a few hours. That was my advantage – a willingness to go the extra mile. But now, the advantage that serious approach to training gave me has been diminished because everyone is on top of their weight and their training all year, and everyone dedicates a lot of time and money to camps so that they can fine-tune their condition together as a unit. That’s not such a big investment for the richest teams like BMC, Sky or indeed Inios for that matter, but for the rest of the peloton it’s a significant portion of the budget. And it’s not just the top guys, like back in the day. I remember going to Tenerife one winter because I wanted to ride a really strong Giro d’Italia, and I paid for it all out of my own pocket. Now when I go, some of the hotel car parks look like they do during a race, full of team cars and mechanics’ trucks, and out on the ride I’ll see Vincenzo Nibali with his whole Bahrain–Merida team preparing for the Giro or the Tour. A medium-sized team like Cannondale or LottoNL–Jumbo might only send five or six guys at any one time, but that’s still a lot of money, maybe €20,000 for the group for a couple of weeks. The hotels are fully booked in April, and the team managers will already be planning the next season’s camp a year in advance. They’ll even organise camps during the Tour de France for the guys who aren’t racing. I remember not so long ago that if you didn’t get called up for the Tour squad, you booked yourself a nice holiday on the Mediterranean and enjoyed the sunshine for a while before restarting the season with a few days’ training hard in the mountains near home. That’s a huge change in less than ten years.

The biggest teams have their own personal chefs at all the training camps and the races, and some of them even have their own dedicated kitchen trucks, but even the little ones will employ someone that deals with nutrition and rider diet. You used to just eat whatever soggy pasta the crappy hotel restaurant was serving, and at home guys could be drinking beer and eating chips. Look at how skinny everyone is. I used to be one of the leanest, but now I’m average. You can’t even have a snack without someone having an opinion about it. I had a huge argument a while ago with my team because sometimes I like a chocolate bar instead of an energy gel when I’m racing. The nutritionist didn’t want to sign off on spending team money on junk food, and I’m a grown man screaming, ‘Just give me the fucking Snickers’ like a child.

It’s a different sport in a lot of ways. Look at the sprinters: everything is designed specifically for those few seconds before the line. Special bike frames, helmets, skin suits. It’s incredible. I was always against that stuff because it felt a little bit like a gimmick and if I’m honest, I like the romantic idea of being a bit old-school, like I’m too cool to wear my aero helmet. But I’ve started to, because you can’t afford to ignore the advantages. David Zabriskie is the first guy I remember wearing all that stuff for a road stage, and it looked so silly to me. Like a lot of guys I laughed and thought he was crazy. But it turns out he was just ahead of the game.

How we train is totally different as well. These days, racing days are more or less limited to around eighty per year, but when I was younger, it could be as many as 110 or 120, because I did a lot of small races and criteriums. The modern season is more about blocks – blocks of training and then blocks of racing – but back then, I was pretty much going from race to race, and when I was home I wasn’t training hard, I was just maintaining the level and recovering, so I only had to ride for a couple of hours a day. The racing days have been cut down, but with all the camps and altitude training, it’s more days away from home. If you’re a GC contender now, you’ll be away from home at altitude for a couple of weeks before a big goal. That’s hard for me, because I didn’t become a professional cyclist to train, I wanted to be a racer.

Sometimes I wonder about how many days I do at the ‘office’ every year, including travel, training, and racing. I’m certain that it’s more than a normal job, and the travel means that most of the time, even when I’m not doing the actual work, I’m still away from home in a hotel somewhere. During the season, I’ll take a day off every two weeks. That’s the only day I don’t ride at all. But that’s not a real day off: there’ll be team emails to respond to, maybe another bike fitting, or a visit to a masseuse or a chiropractor. Also, it’s not like we all have pro mechanics living with us when we’re home, so the bike needs to be cleaned and maintained and that takes time too. I think that normal people would call that a working day. I love it when I reply to an email from one of my sponsors or a business partner on a Saturday night, and I get a reply on Sunday. To me, that’s a good worker, because that’s what my life is like. I can’t understand out-of-office messages, I’m not that kind of person. Some people I do business with only work four days a week. It must be nice for them, but I can’t even imagine it. It’s partly my mentality, I know that, but it’s also a requirement of the job. Pro cyclists are always hustling. We have a small window in which to make money, and it’s not like we’re earning the kind of salaries that footballers or tennis players get, so we have to supplement our earnings with side projects. I looked up the PGA Tour’s earnings list recently and everyone in the top-100 had made more than a million dollars this year. That kind of money would make you a team leader at a lot of cycling teams, but there are some golfers who’ve never even won a tournament on the PGA Tour and they’re multi-millionaires. We don’t have that luxury, so the smart guys in the bunch are all studying something or starting businesses in their spare time so that they’ll have something to fall back on once their racing days are over.

We used to always have a local training group, six or seven guys from different teams who live nearby. It was a good way to stay in shape in the off-season because we could push one another, and it was a bit of fun, too. I loved the communal aspect, going out for a few hours’ training and then stopping for some coffee or a bit of lunch. Now everyone has their own personalised programme, so it’s impossible. There’s a gang of guys in Girona that have a big group ride, but they only stick together for an hour and then everyone splits off to do their own thing. The social side of it is totally gone. The younger guys seem to distrust that kind of training, preferring to just go solo and do whatever the coach has scheduled for them on the computer, but if you look at the data, I don’t think you lose anything by hanging out with your friends as long as you’re all serious about training. And I know I’d rather race my friend up a mountain and have some fun than just do structured stuff alone while staring at a little screen. With my friends, ‘interval’ is a dirty word. We just go fast. That’s the training programme. It’s not so empirical, but it keeps it interesting, and ultimately that’s what will keep a guy in the best shape possible. There’s no way you can have a long career if you don’t enjoy riding your bike.

The first rule of cycling is that you need to suffer, and no one else can do that for me, and no computer or programme from a coach is going to make it hurt any less. It seems like a lot of people these days start with the last 5 per cent, the things that sound impressive, like the personal trainer, the intervals, the wattage targets. But none of that is going to win you races if you can’t sort out the first 95 per cent, and that’s all up to you. When I’m at home, I have my gym, my rollers, my turbo, I like to use Zwift sometimes, I have a guy who’ll drive the scooter for me when I’m out riding. The improvements that the teams have made over the course of my career have been incredible, but ultimately, I’m a professional athlete and it’s my responsibility to take care of myself. As my coach used to tell me, ‘Cycling is a tough sport, but it’s also boring.’ If you want to be good, you have to ride your bike every day for five or six hours. You’ll go home, have lunch, take a nap, maybe go for a walk, then dinner, and sleep. That’s it, over and over again.

If you’re not in this game, that can be hard to understand. We’re not out doing hour-long cafe rides or skipping days because of the weather. In the space of a month, a pro might do as many kilometres as a keen amateur would do in a year. I love that cycling has opened up a lot in recent years, and embraced a wider audience and new technology, but it’s annoying when people who don’t understand the sport comment on what we do, or when the data is misused to make a point. Guys will look at the power values in the middle of a flat stage of the Tour, for example, and then come on Twitter to tell you that they could do that. OK, they could hang for an hour or two in the middle, but there’s no way they could handle the final kilometres because the pace is crazy, and we’re doing that repeatedly for three weeks. It’s not always meant in a mean way, but it can feel a bit disrespectful when you see that kind of thing on social media, because I’ve poured my whole life into this, and I don’t want to see somebody just playing the pro to look cool on Instagram.

The old guys found a way to balance the drudgery of training and the hard labour with some company and some laughs, and that’s what kept them going. I try to explain that to my younger teammates, but it’s hard for them to understand. I’m still a young man in the grand scheme of things, but for some of the kids coming into cycling I probably sound like a pensioner.

I used to watch my more experienced teammates and then try to do the same. That’s how I learned to be a pro. When I joined my first
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