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Chapter 1

1981—QUEENS, NEW YORK

I loved cartoons. What kid doesn’t? It didn’t matter what superhero was blowing up buildings or saving the world: I loved them all. And in perhaps a Freudian prelude to my later life, I especially liked Tom and Jerry. I spent countless hours staring at the television dreaming of being a superhero myself. One of the few recurring skirmishes I had with my father, and it happened on a weekly basis, was when he’d pull me and my big brother, Rich, away from the TV on weekends for a morning bike ride.

Originally from Colombia, my father, Ricardo, had moved to the United States in 1964, sending for my mom, Martha, a year later. They brought few things with them except their hope for a better life and my dad’s enthusiasm for cycling.

Since 1951, the Vuelta a Colombia (Tour of Colombia) had captivated that country every August. In the 1960s, one of the riders to garner heavy public support was Martín Emilio “Cochise” Rodríguez, who got his nickname because he was a great admirer of the Apache chief from the 1800s known for bravely resisting American intrusions onto Apache soil. Cochise (in Apache Cheis) means “having the quality or strength of oak.”

It was the strength of this modern-day Colombian cycling warrior that my dad admired and wanted to instill in Rich and me. So as you can imagine, while these weekend rides were a way to combine his loves of cycling and family, they were not leisurely rides, and as we got older and more experienced, he was also primed to give us a taste of competitive cycling to expose us, in a small way, to the effort we would have to exert to be successful at anything we did in life.

Funnily enough, it was my sister, Clara, who provided me with my earliest memory on the bike, when, on a sidewalk in Queens, I graduated from training wheels . . . on her bike.

CLARA HINCAPIE BALTRUSITIS, GEORGE’S SISTER

It’s fun to remember that moment. My bike had a banana seat, and a basket on the front. While he was learning, I’d run behind him as we went around the block. But on that day, he just took off! I was so excited to see him so happy.

RICARDO HINCAPIE, GEORGE’S FATHER

I grew up in love with the bike. I dreamed of sharing my passion with my sons. The first time I ever took George out, for a proper ride of about an hour and a half, he was five or six years old. Rich was much stronger than George, and as we hit a slight uphill, Rich raced through a light that was green, but by the time George, who was desperately trying to keep up, got there, it had turned red. I watched in horror and amazement as he shot through the intersection. He never hesitated, he was so focused on catching Rich. I knew right then that he had the focus to become a bike racer.

Once I got over being ripped away from Tom and Jerry, what I remember most about those early rides is the fun I had alongside my dad and brother.

TOM SPUHLER, CHILDHOOD FRIEND

George’s family moved from Queens to Farmingdale in the second grade, and our houses were back-to-back. We’d always say, “I live up the hill, he lives down the hill.” We hit it off immediately, since we were both athletes, but George was better than me at everything. Except hitting a baseball! But we all knew, even then, that George was destined to be great in whatever sport he chose. He loved three things: clothes, girls, and competition. He’d compete in anything, the girls went crazy for him, and he’d take the bus to the flea market just to get jeans!

I’m the first to admit, I was an average student. School wasn’t hard because I didn’t make it so. I was more than happy skimming along just beneath the surface of academic excellence. Even though I was fluent in Spanish, I took the subject in high school so I’d have a free period to daydream of biking.

But my focus on the bike only added to my outsider status during my years in school. I was a shy kid—I’m still shy—and I was happiest sharing time and conversation on two wheels.

RANDOLPH SCOTT, CHILDHOOD FRIEND

I was a senior in high school and I’d just started racing that spring. Each Sunday, at the spring series races in Central Park, we’d race against some of the best talent in the country. There would be former Eastern Bloc riders who lived in the city, national team members, and national champions, all there to test their early-season form. I remember seeing this kid named George who looked my age and acted quite maturely, and we struck up a conversation. The next week, I found out he was twelve!

Very few kids my age were into biking. I was living a real-life version of the 1979 movie Breaking Away, where Dennis Christopher’s character, Dave Stoller, finds himself struggling to fit in, unable to deny the joy and passion he has for the bicycle.

I spent the hour a day I was allowed to ride memorizing every inch of the twenty-mile loop I circumnavigated near my home. I would attack the pavement twenty to thirty, sometimes even forty, times during the ride. Sprinting as hard as I could, I visualized myself as one of my cycling heroes, Eddy Merckx or Bernard Hinault, able to win races at will. I never felt any pain, only intense joy and freedom.

RANDOLPH SCOTT

Since I had a car, a beat-up, stick-shift Volkswagen GTI, and was the only friend George and Rich knew who had a license, Mr. Hincapie, after I met him, asked if I could drive his sons home after a race. A part of me was scared to take on the responsibility, but the other part, which won out, thought, This could be a lot of fun! We became an inseparable trio that spring and summer.

It didn’t matter to me that I was the youngest, often by years, kid in the peloton (literally “little ball” or “platoon” in French, but more commonly used to mean the entire field or a group of bikers bunched together during a race). I was around peers, no matter what their birth certificates read. At thirteen or fourteen, my skills elevated me into races against men who had been shaving for years. And more often than not, I didn’t see someone cross the finish line in front of me.

RANDOLPH SCOTT

George was just this dopey, friendly kid. Winning races to him was like the rest of us reaching into the fridge for a gallon of milk. It took very little effort at all. It was so easy for him. We would go to weekends where he would race in the twelve-to-thirteen-year-old age group, and win. Then he’d do the fourteen-to-fifteen, the sixteen-to-seventeen, and finally the Category 4 race. He’d win or place in all of them, and since every race had prize money, paid in cash, he’d come home each weekend with his pockets overflowing.

TOM SPUHLER

These weren’t chump races he was winning. They were some of the best events on the eastern racing calendar. After George would lap the kids in his age group, then enter and usually beat the older ones, the race organizers would come and complain to Mr. Hincapie. Mr. H. would win the argument.

I was an adrenaline junkie. Nothing felt as good as soaring down a hill at sixty miles per hour, but it felt even better to know how to properly set my line in a turn, or to put myself in the perfect position within the peloton. It was a high that no drug could produce. I was so dialed in that what men decades older had a hard time convincing themselves to do, I did without even thinking, and with each passing race, that fearlessness transformed itself into experience. And the more experience I gained, the gutsier I became, and the wins piled on. After feeling myself to be average for as long as I could remember, here was something that I not only enjoyed but excelled at. Out on the road, shifting through gears with what seemed like a sixth sense, the road spoke to me through my saddle. A hyperawareness took hold as I caressed the handlebars. My pedals were the contact point for painless pistons. I had found my calling.


Chapter 2


For the Hincapies, cycling was a family affair. After my dad put in a monster amount of work with United Airlines during the week, he seamlessly transitioned into the role of mechanic, soigneur (French for “caretaker,” “attendant,” or “facilitator”—in the cycling community, someone who helps take care of the riders in all aspects), and chauffeur on the weekends.

RICARDO

I knew George might have a chance to be great from his very first race. I’d brought him to Nutley, New Jersey, and he got thrown into the Midget category (seven- to eleven-year-olds). There were about twenty kids entered and when the gun went off, George shot forward like he’d been launched out of a cannon. He won. Easily. And he continued to win, week after week.

As a father who shuttles children to and from athletic endeavors, I have begun to understand the sacrifice my parents, and my father in particular, made during those years. But he never complained or betrayed any sense that he was being inconvenienced.

TOM SPUHLER

Their family is so special. I didn’t have a father around, but they treated me like their own. George’s mom would feed me, and I’d usually pile into the car with them for the big races. They’d throw four bikes on the top of their little white Honda, and find a way to fit me in too.

All three Hincapie men, for a while, raced in our respective divisions. Eventually my dad sat on the sidelines more and more to coach both me and Rich, shouting out instructions lap after lap of whatever critérium (a race in which multiple laps are completed on the same course) we were taking part in.

RICARDO

I couldn’t wait to take them to races. I used to get Velo News, and since this was before the Internet, the only way to enter a bike race was to tear out the entry form, or copy it, and send it in immediately after you saw it in the magazine. The races up and down the East Coast filled up fast, and I wanted to make sure Rich and George had the chance to test their skills against the best.

RANDOLPH SCOTT

Mr. Hincapie was very traditional, very serious, but 100 percent cycling crazy. When it came to biking, he was one of the boys, like a third brother to George and Rich. On the bike, it was easy to see where both sons got their fun-loving personality.

I knew my dad worked hard, saving to make sure Rich or I could have a new bike or get to a race. I saw how much he toiled to provide for my family and how much he loved his kids, and his unwavering support made me want to succeed.

While the men of the family raced, I remember my mom, Martha, not being a huge fan of the sport, but because her “boys” were completely devoted, she supported us any way she could.

MARTHA HINCAPIE, GEORGE’S MOM

It was our whole life. I didn’t care at all about bike racing, but it was what Ricardo and the boys liked to do, so I wanted to support them. Every weekend, we’d be up at 4 a.m., and I’d take something to do while I sat and watched the races.

I recall my sister, Clara, the oldest of the Hincapie siblings, being very studious—always bringing her books to the races.

CLARA

It was just what our family did. I grew up watching first my dad, then Rich, and finally George. My dad had a full-time job, but in his spare time, he trained like he was a professional bike rider. Every day. My mom used to joke she’d have to plan her death around cycling. They were so proud of both my brothers. I loved being at the races too. It was fun to watch all three of them and their teammates. They taught me how to love the sport.

RICH HINCAPIE, GEORGE’S BROTHER

We were a family totally devoted to cycling. My mom did everything for us in terms of cooking, serving us (she’d even get up from the table to get us drinks), laundry . . . she made sure we could concentrate solely on bike riding. Part of it may have been, being from Colombia, she came from a culture, at least at that time, where the women served the men. That was obviously generational as well. But it went deeper than that. My mom genuinely loved seeing us excel. She had three men who were devoted to the sport, so her devotion to us took the form of doing everything outside of racing. It was just a “perfect storm” of how all the pieces of our family fit together. As George got better, we all played a part in allowing him to focus on being a better biker. And we were all extremely happy to do it.

Weekend after weekend the script remained the same. Rich and I raced, my dad cajoled us from the fringe of the crowd, and my mom and Clara occupied the time; then we would all load up into the Buick Regal to drive home and count the days until we would start the process all over again.

For motivation, my dad always had cycling magazines lying around the house. I would read about faraway races like Paris–Roubaix, or the most impressive race of all, the Tour de France. I also knew about the Vuelta a Colombia, since my father had witnessed it firsthand for so many years, and occasionally we had Colombian cyclists stay at the house. One such cyclist was Cochise Rodríguez, who stayed with us for a few days. I can’t remember if it was a bigger deal for my father or for me.

But though my dad was a fan, he never put cycling’s stars on a pedestal. It wasn’t my father’s way to be enamored with one cyclist or another. He respected their accomplishments and marveled at their ability, but he knew where that came from—dedication and hard work. I grasped that as well. It’s what I credit my father most with passing on to me: a tangible respect for the amount of effort it takes to get good at anything.

So though I entertained dreams of being a professional cyclist, at that moment, my reality consisted of only a measured number of miles every day. Rich was older and had started cycling earlier, so he was already attending training camps and taking international trips as I began to explore my pedaling parameters. Every time Rich would travel, I would be happy for my brother but also envious of the experience he was getting. I used that angst to fuel my workouts and to expedite my conditioning.

After Rich returned from one such adventure, when I was thirteen and he was seventeen, the two of us headed out for a ride. I was eager to show off the form I had been refining in his absence. It was a pivotal moment in our relationship, as I beat my brother more than once in the designated sprints during that ride. But rather than making excuses to diminish my accomplishment, as a less supportive older brother might, Rich embraced the level I had reached. He was genuinely happy for me.

CLARA


It seems weird now, but back then, it was just the way they were. They ALWAYS got along. In the beginning, George was kind of lazy. My dad and Rich definitely trained harder, but George had more natural talent. Keep in mind, cycling was Rich’s sport first. But I never saw Rich be jealous of George. They were inseparable as they shared both the highs and lows.

Rich is my confidant, my alter ego, my sounding board for everything substantial. It’s simplistic to say he is my best friend, but it’s true.

RICH

It’s funny, I can’t really remember a time we didn’t get along, or I wasn’t genuinely happy for him and his successes. Well, except once. We were out doing stupid stuff, what typical teenage boys do, and George was with his group of friends, and they decided it would be funny to chase me through the woods and tie me to a tree. I put up a good fight, kicking and screaming, but eventually they succeeded, and they left me there for a couple hours. He came back and before he untied me, he put his BB gun up to my thigh and shot me—at point-blank range. I wanted to kill him. Looking back on it, I can’t remember another instance I ever got mad at him.

RANDOLPH SCOTT

George, even though he was four years younger, almost seemed the bigger brother. That said, Rich was the serious one. He never picked on George. It was the exact opposite; he was always looking out for him. George, more often than not, was the one looking to have fun, and he picked on Rich every chance he got. But they were 100 percent best friends. I never saw them get in a real fight. They did, however, have a little ring time one afternoon. I got an excited call telling me to hurry over to their house; they’d purchased boxing gloves and wanted to try them out. Twenty minutes later I arrived, and a grinning George answered the door. He blurted out, “I KO’d Rich!” I looked past the giddy younger brother through the doorway. Off to the left, sitting on the staircase was Rich, definitely looking dazed and groggy. He lifted his head and feebly tried to defend his honor verbally, since he hadn’t done it too well physically. “It was a lucky punch.”

I credit Rich with helping me achieve everything that I have accomplished, and along the way, I have eagerly shared my success with my older brother.

Early on we shared more than a room. Within those four walls, we shared our hopes, our dreams, and our plans on how we would become better—not just better cyclists, but also better men, like our father. It was a bond that helped shape me and continues to keep me grounded. The Hincapie ideal of “family first” is very much a cornerstone of our lives, impressed upon us right from the beginning.


Chapter 3


While I’m hard pressed to remember a time in my youth where I worried about my biking, I distinctly remember watching my dad struggle in a Cat 1 race in New York. (Amateurs race in Categories 1 through 5; 5 is for beginners, 1 for the most experienced racers, one notch below the pros.) He crossed the line completely exhausted, just happy to hang on to the back of the pack and finish with the group.

He would never have made excuses—that wasn’t his way—but the demands of my father’s job and regularly alternating shifts prevented him from the training required to compete with semipros. That day, it started to become clear to me the time commitment required to finish in front, and I began to mentally build my life around this goal. I imagined myself bringing what I assumed had been my father’s dream to fruition.

My father worked all the time, but it was clear we were never far from his mind. Sometimes his shift went from 4 a.m. to 2 p.m., but at least that meant my dad was around for late lunches, when we came home from school, and dinners. He also made it a habit to call twice a day to check in to see how everyone was doing, as well as to find out my progress on the bike during my afternoon rides. On the weekends, my dad would apply the knowledge he gleaned from those conversations, as well as his own brand of coaching, to the races in which Rich and I took part.

My dad emphasized focus above all else. This meant staying out of trouble in the group and concentrating only on my own ride, what I was doing, not worrying about others. My dad would hammer home that lesson: hold your position and keep your eye on the prize.

RICH

George definitely learned dedication from our father. Our dad came over to the U.S. with nothing, started working at a diner, and eventually worked at United Airlines for thirty years. He built our family’s life in America from zero. George learned through my father’s success that it’s worth taking a chance and jumping in with both feet. Also, George absorbed the ideal that the harder you work, the better the rewards. Cycling was a sport founded on that principle.

He’d monitor my training closely and then, after a particular race, ask me how I felt and how I could use what happened to do better the next time. He based a lot of his ideas on how I felt in previous situations and what I was thinking during the race tactically. To advise accordingly, he became a local cycling encyclopedia, carefully considering the course opportunities in upcoming races and evaluating the competition.

Over the years, the strategy worked—time and time again. A normal race day consisted of my father finding a place on the side of the course, shouting instructions each time I passed. The commands changed depending on the lap, and were determined by how the race was developing. The usual outcome was me standing on the top step of the podium, but eventually my father admitted I had outgrown his skills.

RICARDO

George won almost everything, but he always dreamed of winning more. His personality never changed, because he realized there was always going to be somebody better out there, somebody he could use as a target. He’d continually ask me about strategy and for more ways to improve. He stayed humble because, even as a boy, he was wise enough to know everyone can always learn something new.

RICH

The first time I realized George had the potential to be not just good but great was when he was fifteen and we went to New Jersey to take part in the series of races around the Tour of Somerville (one of the oldest bike races in the U.S.). It was two days before the big race, but there were plenty of pros and Category 1 riders who were there to use this particular race as a warm-up for the event in two days’ time. George attacked from the gun, and while most everyone chalked it up to exuberance, plenty of riders had to have been thinking, Who the F is this guy?! Eventually they caught him, but with about ten miles to go, George decided he was going to attack again. Nobody saw him until the finish. People definitely took notice.

The first person to help my career not named Hincapie was Gaylen “Lenny” Preheim. He was a New York City cycling guru who was the first person to talk to me about organized, structured training. Lenny was co-owner of the Toga Bike Shop on the West Side. He was famous for taking young athletes under his guidance and not just teaching them skills and strategy, but also instilling in them the discipline needed to create their own structure. Lenny believed it wasn’t about taking things from a book or aping what others were doing; he urged his riders to make their training their own.

He was an aficionado, and took great pride in having the best team in the city. Early on, one of his star students had been former New York bike messenger Nelson Vails, the 1984 Olympic silver medalist in the one-thousand-meter match sprint competition.

Lenny started shaping young New York riders in 1975. Kenny Sloan, a rider on his team and later the manager of his shop, once said, “Lenny believed he had glasses that saw into the future,” and it showed. In the cycling world at the time, Team Toga were the 1990s Dallas Cowboys—it wasn’t if they were going to win, it was how.

He was always scouting for talent. He wore a green blazer and cowboy boots, and his flamboyant style was impossible to miss in Central Park. Lenny had seen me racing for weeks before he approached my dad, telling him that he would not only train me but give me a bike and other racing gear, which alone was a huge cost-saving measure. I was well aware that my dad did everything he could to help me, but there were times when I wanted a new piece of equipment, whether it was a bike or simply sunglasses, and my father couldn’t afford to get it. Being sponsored by a bike shop—and Toga in particular—meant I had graduated to the next level.

But even more, Lenny became my sensei.

He was an icon, and it was devastating for the NYC cycling scene when he passed away in 1996. I remember someone pointing out a quote of his in New York magazine: “The real satisfaction for me is to take a young guy who has a bike and some raw speed and help him develop into a first-rate racer.” Lenny was a critical evolutionary step in my development. He provided equipment as well as a coaching structure that I’d never imagined. My dad and I had gone to races every weekend and tried to win. Lenny sat us down and planned out our entire season. In 1990, we traveled to San Diego for the National Championships. Lenny welded a set of aero handlebars to my track bike and gave me a rubber skin suit to reduce drag. He was ahead of his time in his attention to the science of riding, and I benefited greatly from his knowledge.

But it was another New Yorker, Fred Mengoni, often called the Father of American Cycling, who was pivotal in helping me make it further up the pecking order. Today, the GS Mengoni team Web site proclaims they have graduated more top amateur cyclists to the professional ranks than any other amateur team in the United States.

He grew up in Italy, just south of Ancona, a center for musical instrument making, especially accordions. When he saw Marilyn Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, he decided to go to New York (in March 1957) to visit some friends. Once he saw Manhattan, with all those skyscrapers, he realized that’s where he wanted to be.

Mengoni turned a tourist visa into a multimillion-dollar real estate empire through hard work and shrewd investments, and though he had raced bicycles as a young man in Italy, even winning some regional races, he didn’t see much of a future in a cycling career, so he let his bicycle gather dust for close to two decades.

He reconnected with his bike by riding in Central Park as a way to blow off some steam during the workday. But considering his erstwhile passion, he couldn’t leave it as a hobby and decided to apply his business acumen to start his own cycling team. The initial edition of GS Mengoni lasted from 1981 to 1988, with riders like Canadian Steve Bauer leading the charge.

Mengoni immediately recognized talent when he saw it. One sixteen-year-old he spotted was Greg LeMond, who went on to become a three-time Tour de France champion. Even though they were friends, Mengoni never got Greg on his team. Greg decided to race for the U.S. national team until he turned pro, but Mengoni’s eye for investment eventually centered on me.

In 1991, Mengoni introduced himself at a race in Central Park and told me he’d like me to ride for him. By this time, I had become well established not only in the New York racing scene but nationally as well. I had won on the road and the track, and the promise I had shown as a junior was beginning to be realized against the stiffest competition in the senior ranks. Mengoni had more money than Lenny Preheim, and his team opened more doors.

Mengoni made it possible for me to have the best of both worlds. Since I was paid a true salary, I only had to concentrate on riding. Since I was on the national team, I got to do all the big races in Europe and gain valuable experience, and as a member of Mengoni’s team, he made it possible to contest all the best races in the United States. He fostered an accelerated learning curve that wouldn’t have been possible without his support.

He lived right on Central Park, and every time I won, he’d invite me and my dad to come to his six-story brownstone, where we’d be escorted directly to his first-floor office and he would pay me a hundred dollars in cash for the win. He only showed me around once, where I couldn’t help but notice how cluttered the whole place was. I suspect I was actually taking in an arrangement of priceless antiques, but to me, it looked like junk was everywhere. Mengoni’s accent was so thick, I could barely understand him as he handed me the money. He finished every exchange by saying, “Keep doing what you are doing. You are going to be great one day.”

RENÉ WENZEL, USA CYCLING NATIONAL JUNIOR TEAM COACH (1990–1992)

Before the first camp in Colorado Springs, there were plenty of stories about George, which people usually pronounced in Spanish as a small joke, and perhaps in homage to his Colombian roots. I kept hearing about the kid who had shaved since he was twelve. The boy who had lived as a pro, earned enough money from his racing since the same age, and was a head taller than the rest.

I went to the old Springs airport to pick him up and see for myself, even though it was protocol for a mechanic or massage therapist to do that task. Not only were the rumors true, but he was so polite, I joked I wouldn’t tolerate any “brownnosers” on my team. George nervously laughed, but continued with his good manners and I could see he was genuinely eager to make a good impression. His first rides only confirmed what I had heard. He was the most talented rider I had ever worked with (and ever since). Even then, he had a gigantic physical engine (testing even better than Lance) and a rarely seen street sense.

I rode for GS Mengoni from 1991 to 1993. In 1992, I ventured to Barcelona, Spain, to my first Olympics, switching out the team’s legendary green and yellow for the red, white, and blue of Team USA. It would be the first of five Olympic Games I would qualify for and attend. Even though the team got crushed in the one event we entered, the team time trial, for me, Barcelona was an important lesson. I had now been exposed to the best the rest of the world had to offer, and after being handed my proverbial hat, I vowed to train harder, longer, and faster than I ever had, to make sure I was prepared for next time.

TOM SPUHLER

George worked harder than any human being I’ve ever seen. I went to college with NFL players, and only one, Wayne Chrebet, rivaled George’s commitment and singular focus. The only thing that ever kept George off the roads was snow, and even then, if forced inside, he and Rich would train in their basement—a low-ceilinged makeshift gym with bikes on rollers, a weight bench, and a radio.


Chapter 4


If you could wrap up and combine the Fourth of July, Christmas, New Year’s, birthdays, and a first kiss, that would describe my elation upon getting the call to turn professional from Jim Ochowicz, the manager of the Motorola Cycling Team. It was late May or early June 1993, days before my twentieth birthday, when I hit the jackpot. I was upstairs in my room when my mom called up that someone wanted to speak with me.

Ochowicz was known as a no-nonsense midwestern man who cut straight to the chase. Our first exchange was short and to the point. I stood in our all-white kitchen, feeling claustrophobic among the small table, four chairs, and glistening Formica countertops. I’d been racing well that spring, having notched some notable wins, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think I was ready to try to be a professional. Lance Armstrong, whom I had met and befriended at a USA Cycling training camp years before, had even hinted to me that Motorola was looking to sign a few guys. But “The Call” caught me off guard, making it feel as if the earth’s axis had just shifted slightly.

JIM OCHOWICZ, GENERAL MANAGER, MOTOROLA CYCLING TEAM

We were primarily an American team, so I was always on the lookout for the best American kids. I’d heard about George from a variety of sources—my contacts at the national team and Lance—and his name came up in conversation with people throughout the sport, so he was on my radar. The thing I heard the most, which sealed the deal for me, was that he was a kid who could win races. I never saw George ride before I offered him a contract. I didn’t need to see his résumé. That he turned himself inside out to win was enough for me.

If Fred Mengoni was the father of American cycling, Jim Ochowicz was its godfather. Ochowicz had made a name for himself as a gutsy cyclist, competing in two separate Olympic Games on the track, and had reinvented the landscape of American cycling through his management of the 7-Eleven Cycling Team (from 1981 to 1990) and its next incarnation, the Motorola team, which began in 1991.

Simply put, Ochowicz paved the way for a generation of cyclists. Not for them to dream, but for their dreams to become a reality.

As I scanned my surroundings, though my brain was busy telling me everything was the same, something deep inside was whispering, “Things just changed in a big way.” I had to call my dad at work to share the news.

RICARDO

I’d actually spoken to Och earlier that day. He had called in the morning to ask what I thought about offering George a contract. Since he was a minor, I think it was the proper thing to do. I asked him what his plans for George were, and told him George had enrolled at Hofstra University for the fall. Och explained that they wanted to send George to Europe for a couple races in October to see how he would handle the racing. That made me nervous. I worried that if George didn’t go to college and get a degree, he’d lose out on a huge chance. But since I had worked my whole life, I also knew I couldn’t keep him from taking this opportunity and seeing where it led.

So, later that day when George did get the call, even though I knew it was at the expense of his education, I knew there was no way he was going to turn it down.

Then, of course, I called Rich, who was at a USA Cycling national camp on another one of those adventures I coveted so much.

RICH

It wasn’t a surprise—George had been racing so well—but it was really cool that it finally happened. Europe was this far-off land that we only read about in magazines like Velo and heard people talk about in reverent tones. Now my brother was heading over there.

After the phone calls had been made and we’d spread the news, I felt like Rocky in the scene where he runs through the streets of Philadelphia, with Bill Conti’s “Gonna Fly Now” in the background. There was only one outlet for this intense energy. A bike ride. I don’t remember where I went, or if I even intended on going anywhere. In that moment, nothing mattered but that this dream of mine was becoming a reality. I’d worn grooves into the pavement ascending Long Island’s Mill Hill Road and Stillwell Road, and that day, I flew faster and with less pain than ever before.

From that day, I redoubled my efforts and found ways to punish myself like never before. My thought process was simple: I knew I was going to go through more pain than I ever had when I started racing in Europe, so I had better try to equal that pain on my own before I was forced to react to others in a race.

RICH

Initially, there was some nervousness from George, the tiniest of questions as to whether he could cut it. But he took his dedication and training to a whole new level. We’d always been junk food fanatics, but once George got the call, our trips to 7-Eleven ended and he completely changed his eating habits.

RENÉ WENZEL

I was one of the first coaches he had who reminded him that even though his talent was great, when he reached the pinnacle of racing, he’d run into riders of equal or greater skill. For that reason, every little thing he did in his everyday life would matter toward the end product of being professional. For instance, take chocolate. He had to now think of the whole path, from pleasure to aftermath, of what eating it meant. What would be the benefit? What were the possible downfalls? If the downfalls outweighed the benefits, could he live without it? George was not ready for this as a junior—his talent carried him through. He did it right, he had fun during his early years, but he became extremely serious with himself and his career when he turned pro. It all clicked for him when he got the call to be professional.

If I had done ten intervals before, now I did twenty. If I’d rested five minutes between hard efforts, now I only took three minutes before hammering my body again. And again. I tried to turn off the pain, and then I tried to make the cells of my body scream so hard I couldn’t see straight.

RENÉ WENZEL

I dragged the junior team out on a one-hundred-mile ride to prove to them they were not going to fall over if they did one. Near the end, as we got near the Olympic Training Center, Fred Rodriguez rode up and said to me that George had figured out if we turned into the driveway now, we’d only have ridden ninety-six miles. Freddy said George wanted to ride the extra four miles (out to the old Freddy Cappy course at the Olympic Velodrome park and back) since that was the whole point of what I had argued for so insistently. It showed me they both (and George in particular) had the capacity to want something badly enough, it didn’t matter what it took to achieve it. They would do it. As for the ride, Freddy went with him. Every other member of the team rode straight into the training center.

Everything was a test, and I approached it all as if my life depended on it. The way I saw it, it did.


Chapter 5


The Motorola team that year was a who’s who of elite cyclists.

A sampling of the talent: American Andy Hampsten, who’d finished fourth overall at the Tour de France the year before; workhorse fellow American Frankie Andreu; England’s Sean Yates, often called the toughest man in the peloton, who could make himself suffer like few before him; Norwegian Bjorn Stenersen, a time trial specialist; Australian Phil Anderson, a man who could be equally dominant in a multiday stage race or a one-day classic; Italian Maximilian Sciandri, who’d won stages of both the Tour and the Giro (Tour of Italy), and been on the podium of the World Championships; and a young Lance Armstrong, who had only turned professional the year before, but already had a multitude of wins on his résumé.

The first time we met, we both had been invited to the Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs. He was almost seventeen and I was fifteen. Lance had already established himself as a big-time triathlete, and he was being invited for the first time to take part in a road-cycling camp. He hadn’t done many road races, but the rumor was he had this really big “engine,” that he was superstrong. He showed up to camp in his Camaro IROC-Z, and he just had an assured aura about himself that I liked. Sure, he was confident, if not cocky. But I didn’t mind that since he had the racing results to back it up.

LANCE ARMSTRONG

Our personalities meshed from the moment we met. He was younger than me, but he was so good. I was coming from the world of triathlon, but he was already an established presence in the sport of cycling. A lot of our initial bonding was we were both just kids just having fun, being teenage boys. Stupid stuff. We were both extremely cheesy, but we hit it off at that first camp and were friends from that point on.

During the first week, we had a number of training rides where we talked and got along really well, so I drove with him to the very first race we did together. On the way there, I asked him, “What’s our strategy going to be for the day?” I’d come from a background where my brother, father, and teammates had always had a plan on how to win, or at least to put someone in the best position to win. Lance just looked at me like I was from another planet and said, “What do you mean, strategy?”

“There are going to be some really good riders here today,” I said, “even national team members. We should have a plan, so let’s figure out one.”

Gazing through the front windshield at the open road ahead, he paused for a moment, then matter-of-factly declared, “I’m just going to attack from the gun and get away and win. That’s my plan.”

“Dude, you can’t do that. Nobody does that.”

“Watch me.”

And that’s exactly what he did. He called his shot. And that was vintage Lance. Nothing was insurmountable and everything was attainable, in his mind.

I was never that outwardly brash, and I guess that brashness drew me in. I watched him be tough with others (for instance, he and Bobby Julich never really got along, since they were more direct competitors), but I escaped that side of his personality. I knew I could never have that exterior gruffness or toughness, and maybe he sensed that in me and was able to tell I would not confront him.

I also think Lance could see I was genuine, that I never really wanted anything from him. It helped that I never threatened him or his stature within the cycling community. But I also think he liked how different I was from him. I was a much different character and, for the most part, very happy to stay in the background.

JIM OCHOWICZ

Lance was already showing signs of the phenomenon he would later become, but I saw George simply as a sprinter, which was more than okay by me. He had an amazing turn of speed. No one yet knew his affinity for the rough roads of Belgium.

During that first call, Ochowicz made it clear the team had a use for me before the start of the 1994 season, so I traveled over to Europe in the fall of 1993. Few people gave me much of a chance to make an immediate impact on the European racing scene, even though I’d been achieving stellar results in North America.

My first race in a Motorola kit was 1993’s Milano–Torino, a distance of 199 kilometers (roughly 121 miles). It is the oldest of the Italian “classics,” first contested in 1876, and after its position on the racing calendar was moved from March to October, in 1987, a high percentage of top riders always had it circled as a late-season goal.

On race day in Italy, the sixth of October, Phil Anderson, Sean Yates, and Max Sciandri were the three guys from Motorola who drew the most attention. I was there simply for experience. In bike racing, the word experience translates to “suffering.” I was there to help the team in any way they needed, as well as to begin to test my limits at this level. On the start line, I had to keep reminding myself to calm down. These were my idols, and even though I had only just turned twenty, I was now expected to assimilate my skill set with theirs.

The first ninety-five kilometers were raced in a southwesterly direction on broad, mostly flat roads. Eventually, a series of undulations gave the peloton something to react to as we approached the town of Asti. Here’s where I felt more at home. These little “bumps” in the road were very similar to the hills I’d been riding on Long Island, and as the race progressed, I found myself not only feeling good, but in a break that contained, among others, the eventual winner, Rolf Sorensen of Denmark (himself a two-time stage winner of the Tour de France, wearer of the coveted yellow jersey at the Tour, as well as winner of multiple one-day classics including the Tour of Flanders).

I ended up eleventh overall, right behind my teammate Max Sciandri, and with that first result I embarked on my professional career, confident I could handle anything thrown my way. Just as important, I was happy to prove to Jim Ochowicz and the team that their trust in me was justified.

SEAN YATES

I’d really taken notice of George earlier in the year when one day during the Tour DuPont, in the locker room afterwards, I could tell he was incredibly upset because he had come very close to winning the stage, finishing second. I remember thinking, That guy’s got passion. So when we lined up months later in Milan, I had a feeling he was keen. Then, when he got in the break, to be honest, my first thought was, Thank god, we don’t have to work on the front! My trademark was, if it had to be done, I was never one to shy away from hard work, and that’s what I saw in George, a kindred spirit who had the resolve and the will to suffer. For George to not only be in the break, but to race as well as he did in his first pro race in Europe, I was massively impressed. He was quiet and simply got down to the business of riding. There was no hullaballoo about him. It was a good start to his career.

The first team camp of 1994 took place in Italy in January. I’d been back home in New York for the holidays, but my mind was elsewhere. Toward the end of the fall of ’93, I’d gotten my first real batch of training gear for the winter—all the necessary stuff you need to ride during the winter months, everything silk-screened and imprinted with the Motorola team logo and its sponsors. There’s not an easier or quicker representation that you’ve “made it” to a cyclist than that first team kit that you’re given. It’s not only amazing to see piles of clothes scattered on the floor in front of you, but the most thrilling aspect to most of us is that it sends a message to the world that you now represent your team. In an overly simplistic way, it’s like gang colors. I was now with the Motorola crew and the whole world knew it.

SEAN YATES

We had our training camp in Tuscany. One day, I was screaming down a descent with George and Brian Smith (a Scot who won the British National Road Race Championships two times, as well as a British Eurosport commentator), and George tried to stay on my wheel and follow me
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