


Bib Shorts and Bare Arms

In few sports is it as easy to get it wrong with your clothing as in cycling. Its most defining item, the bib short, is something that no fashion designer would ever consciously come up with. Perhaps if they were Austrian, you might argue, but even then the fabric is wrong. Pull on the bib short in front of a new ladyfriend unfamiliar with the garment and you can see the confusion and distress on her face: have I started going out with a deviant, or a Freddie Mercury impersonator?

The first time I wore bib shorts as a kid, down to a Maindy mini-league race in Cardiff, I wore pants under them. Why wouldn’t you? I wore pants under my rugby shorts. I wore pants when playing football. It led to an awkward but important conversation in the changing rooms. ‘What, you’ve got pants on?’ ‘Well, yeah . . . haven’t you?’

You can try to fight these things, but in time you have to accept it. Cyclists do not wear pants, at least not when they’re cycling. It’s the same as shaving your legs. When you are a twelve-year-old boy in Cardiff you do not want to be rocking up at school with shaved legs. It’s a matter of choosing which world you belong too, the ‘normal’ hairy-legged world of the playground, or the smooth, clean-shaven changing rooms of the velodrome. So I fought it until I was fourteen and away at a race in Germany where I thought no prying eyes could find me. Into a Portaloo with the cheapest disposable razor I could find, hacking away like a blindfolded lumberjack. I stumbled out of that toilet looking like Johnny Hoogerland’s backside after he was knocked off by a car straight into that barbed-wire fence during the 2011 Tour: wild gashes, blood everywhere. Mixed in among random hairy patches over my calves and thighs.

It takes some longer than others. Aged fifteen you would still see girls wearing thongs beneath their bib shorts. You never thought of saying anything, because you were fifteen and you could see girls wearing thongs.

My first proper cycling jersey was in the luminous yellow of Maindy Flyers. While the design these days is more subtle, I look back on the dayglo years with pride. The top was of its era, and it comes with its own set of special memories. I’ve kept a jersey from every club or team I have ridden for precisely that purpose: a sartorial time-travel machine to bring the past back to life.

Even in the late 1990s, there was neither the beautifully designed cycling clothing of today nor the number and size of bike shops. What you could buy in the shops that were around cost you a year of prize money. I used to get my gear from the car-boot-style sales they held in the car parks outside the various velodromes, where you’d find random items hanging off coat racks and plastic tubs of gloves or caps. You’d pick up a horrendous multicoloured jersey for a fiver and wear it with immense pride. At one place, I bagged a pair of T-Mobile team shorts. Grey panel down the side, three stripes down the leg. If it had been possible to wear them to bed and school as well as in the saddle I would have done so.

There was seldom a thought for the practicalities. If you reckoned it looked the business then that would trump everything else. It’s raining? If being dry means you can’t see my multicoloured magic then soak me to the bone. Have you seen my T-Mobile shorts?

Technology was still in its scratchy infancy. The jerseys made you both hot and cold at the same time. The shorts very rarely maintained their shape. At one race on the Manchester Youth Tour, when I was thirteen, our rain jackets were black bin bags with holes cut in them for our heads and arms. You wouldn’t see that in a Rapha store. Not at a bin-bag price-point.

You learned through osmosis. Either that or hypothermia. I remember going out for an evening winter ride, snow falling heavily on the streets of Cardiff. The lad I was supposed to be meeting was late, leaving me riding up and down a rapidly disappearing stretch of tarmac with my legs going the same colour as a Welsh rugby shirt.

Eventually he arrived just before snowdrifts cut the road off like a mountain pass. ‘Whoah, what’s happened to your legs? Why aren’t you wearing tights?’ ‘What do you mean, tights? Is this like the pants thing?’

By the time I got home I was so cold I had to be helped directly into bed, kit stripped off, wearing a thick woollen jumper, jogging bottoms, three pairs of socks and curled up under two duvets, shower forgotten. I couldn’t move. Every ten minutes my mum would come running upstairs to make sure I hadn’t died.

Things came second-hand – a helmet also worn by the British team, imbuing its teenage wearer with the same sense of cool. A first pair of cycling-specific shades, loved so much I barely wore them. In fact I hardly took them out of my bedroom. Very little fitted. Skinsuits were not suited to your skin. It was like wearing a onesie that had gone wrong in the wash.

As in every sport there was always one kid who had all the gear: bike, replica kit, shades, team gloves. Helmet? We thought so.

It didn’t so much make you jealous as desperate to beat them. There was a lad called Ben Crawforth who was very evenly matched with me. We’d trade victories: whoever didn’t win that day would always be in second. ‘There you go,’ my dad would say; ‘He’s in ordinary kit, and he still wins.’ The next race Ben rocked up on a pimped-up bike. I beat him. Motivation.

Don’t think the pros have got everything right. You might not see the ultimate horror – a lad putting on his arm and leg warmers before anything else, and his girlfriend waking up to see what appears to be a floating limbless torso backlit against the bedroom wall – but mistakes abound. Bloodied backsides hanging out of shorts are a common sight after crashes in the peloton. At Barloworld, the young Chris Froome decided his team-issue skinsuit had the wrong dimensions, and took some nail scissors to the sleeves. Skinsuits are seldom flattering. They’re even less flattering when they’re entirely sleeveless. Barloworld, to make matters worse, was an Italian team. If you are going to get away with a skinsuit with no arms and ripped shoulders, it will not be with an Italian team.

‘FRRROOME! You cannot go out like that!’ There were no spares. Instead, he was made to borrow a suit from an Italian teammate who had just finished a twenty-kilometre flat-out effort in 25°C heat. Lesson learned.

These days there is no need to rummage in the car-boot sales. At Team Sky we begin each season under a mountain of bespoke kit: three sets for winter, four regular, three summer, two made from mesh, three skinsuits. Some last longer than others. Socks and arm warmers fall victim to light-fingered teammates who have misplaced their own. Mesh tops are quietly left to one side, a little too Fifty Shades for the more modest rider. I’ve never been on a bike and worried that my legs felt too hot. Mesh on bare chest must be an acquired taste.

Most is worn hard. Little lasts long. First to fall are the white socks, victims of mass genocide in the washing machines that are running twenty-four hours a day on the Team Sky bus during stage races. Crashes see off more kit. Inadvertent error takes care of other items. On the bus we have a compression device to help our legs recover after a race. It requires you to strip down to your underwear to be treated. After one punishing day I limped to the back of the bus to reunite with my trousers, only to become aware while walking into the hotel a few moments later that I was giving it the full Jay Z – waistband round my thighs, backside on display for the world to see. Just as I had begun to fear that I had somehow lost two stone through the day’s brutal exertion, I spotted my giant teammate Christian Knees staggering about wearing black tights and a confused expression. Ah, Christian. It appears I may have picked up the wrong pair. What’s that? You don’t wear pants off the bike either?

The best item of day-to-day wear I have now is the merino undervest. Warm when you want to be warm, cool when you don’t. Garmin are rightly proud of the skinsuit they have, which features a letterbox-style slot an inch above the groin (farewell, soggy chamois; hello, easy urin­ation on the move), while every other team has copied the filled-in helmets we debuted to so much scorn at the Tour of Qatar in 2010.

The single finest piece of cycling clothing I’ve had the pleasure to wear is also Sky team issue: their Rapha rain jacket. The fit is perfect, with minimal pinch-points or flapping. It’s warm. It’s waterproof. On those days when the rain is no longer individual droplets but a three-dimensional wall of water, it keeps you riding.

Not all the kit is entirely practical. The label on one garment states that it must only be hand-washed. It would do well to receive this treatment at my mum’s when she’s bored, let alone on a three-week stage race populated by exhausted men who can barely be bothered to hand-wash their hands. The worst? White shorts are never good. In any sort of rain your private areas become instantly public, which reminds me too graphically of an old teammate at Barloworld for whom the distinction between private and public spheres just didn’t exist.

I say spheres – if it were just those on display it wouldn’t have been too bad. Instead, this was something that no teammate wants to see, even if it was medically intriguing: the act of climbing off the bike after hours in the saddle triggering a reaction in his bib shorts that, shall we say, quickly became a pressing concern. The rider himself couldn’t have been more proud, strolling round the bus with a delighted expression on his face that seemed to say, ‘Look at that! Just imagine what would be happening without five hours of pedalling behind me!’

Worse still was what I had inflicted upon me as a teenager while racing for a British representative team for the first time. We were in Germany, riding for the British Schools Cycling Association. Bear in mind that this was a time when merely crossing the Severn Bridge from Wales into England was enough to make our whole minibus start booing loudly. So imagine the reaction when I found out that the British kit – rather than the usual combination of red, white and blue, or even the strange green they had for a while – was plain white with a red St George’s cross. There was genuine outrage. I thought my dad was going to head straight to the airport and fly back to Cardiff. In the end, I wore it for the minimal time possible. Literally seconds after slamming on the brakes over the finish line, I’d torn the jersey off and thrown it back at them.

Jump forward a decade and those wrongs were being righted in spectacular fashion. By the 2008 Olympics, being part of a British cycling team meant you looked like an astronaut and felt as if you could fly to the moon. Our track kit looked sensational. What it did for our performance was even better. Did you feel 2 per cent faster, or sense 0.05 seconds slipping over your streamlined back? Not really. But when you knew how long it had been tested for, the hours Chris Boardman and his fellow secret squirrels had spent studying wind tunnels and equations on coefficients of drag, you felt something far more powerful: you felt like a superhero going into battle. You had a special something no other team had.

It took a little getting used to. Putting on some of the skinsuits was like climbing into a drainpipe. So obsessed were the designers with getting an aero advantage that, after one fitting, my pursuit teammate Ed Clancy offered to have an inch taken out of each of his collarbones to reduce his front-on profile to acceptable levels.

You would do your warm-up, sweating from both exertion and nerves, and then try to slip into this unmalleable plastic second skin. So stressed was sprinter Jason Kenny that he once inadvertently put a huge tear in his. There was always a spare on hand, but the worst part of any race is the longueur between warm-up and gun. Trying to swap your race numbers over with shaking hands, knowing that one more rip is your Olympic Games gone – I feel a little sick just thinking about it.

By the next Olympic cycle, some of our rivals had caught up a little. That was when the double bluff came into play. At the 2012 Track World Championships in Melbourne, just a few months short of London, our Australian arch-rivals treated it as a full Olympic run-out – all their best kit, their latest innovations, their strongest team. Deliberately we did the opposite – ten-year-old jerseys, helmets with cracks, bikes a City boy might use at weekends.

Come the team pursuit final, we beat them by a full tenth of a second, breaking the world record in the process. In that moment we won Olympic gold. You could see it in their faces: if GB can do this to us now, in that ropey old gear, what are they going to do in their superhero cloaks?





Belgium

You want to know what Belgium is like? Before one race over there when I was a teenager, rather than putting the riders up in a hotel, they stuck us in a barn. With stretchers for beds.

That’s Belgium.

Belgium, for the professional cyclist, means the end of winter and the slow start of spring. So, when I shut my eyes, I see this: rows of dark, bent trees; narrow, wet roads; grey skies overhead with rain on the way or just passed through; barren ploughed fields; and cold-looking cows. Plus the occasional knocking shop.

In some ways, the country seems frozen in time. It’s a place where the wind blows hard and the droopy moustache rules uncontested. The main squares of the towns where we race and stay seem so familiar from films that you half expect to hear a heavy, clunking sound and see a tank roll round the corner, gun barrel swinging round towards the clock tower.

It’s a nation in love with cycling, a nation in love with the strange, the unpronounceable and the almost unrideable: Omloop Het Nieuwsblad, E3 Harelbeke, La Flèche Wallonne.

Racing there as a junior was a significant culture shock. We’d pile over the Channel and come up against traditions that were entirely alien to a lad from Cardiff. You would go down for breakfast, starving hungry as always, to find only black, chewy bread, slices of meat and hunks of cheese. For a while I couldn’t work it out. Had I come to the wrong room, or had I slept in and come down instead for lunch?

Everything was fried. Everything had meat in it. Particularly popular was meat that had been fried.

Before races we would always be served the same dish: a watery spag bol, with cheese on top that had the appearance and taste of stale straw. To this day it brings back awful memories. My wife, Sara, makes a cracking spag bol, but I simply can’t handle it. Too many mental scars.

I’m aware that the Belgian tradition of mayonnaise on their chips is frowned upon by many British visitors. With repeated trips and tastings it grows on you; I now view it as a good thing. The beer is a different story. You need to remember that cyclists are very poor drinkers. We don’t have the build for it. If ever we could handle it, long spells of abstinence have turned us back into teenage novices.

It’s a dangerous game. In Belgium, every beer is an exponential version of what we might taste at home. Their session lager is equivalent to our man-killer. If they just want a light ale, perhaps something around midday on a hot afternoon, they’ll still start off on something coming in at 9 per cent.

That’s a problem for anyone, let alone a cyclist at racing weight with the sort of thirst 220 kilometres of hard riding brings on. Every year after Paris–Roubaix, the longest and hardest of the spring Classics, the chef at our usual hotel will celebrate the end of the misery by bringing out a tasting menu of local beers. It never ends well. In fact, it always ends the same way, with one of the riders being sick on a rug. But they keep putting on the party, and they keep putting out the rugs, so they can’t mind that much.

Usually, of course, we avoid beer. It’s not a good drink when your job depends on keeping the weight off. The preferred tipple, because it carries the fewest calories, is a G&T or a vodka and slimline tonic. Unfortunately, ordering that in a pub in Cardiff, as a man, doesn’t tend to go down particularly well.

In many ways we’re similar to jockeys. Always watching the weight, always counting the calories. I’m told that if you go out in Newmarket it’s the same sort of vibe – lots of small, lean men with small, feminine drinks. At least the British riders have their teenage escapades to fall back on. The French riders, despite coming from a culture that allows children to enjoy a watered-down glass of wine with their lunch, are notorious lightweights. There’s an annual criterium in Japan where the booze tends to flow afterwards. Within a few half-cut hours the French are transformed from stylish iconoclasts into weak-kneed eighteen-year-olds.

I digress. Belgium is special for cyclists, its races as redolent of spring as the Tour is of high summer. The Classics build from late February onwards, Omloop and Kuurne–Brussels–Kuurne on the opening weekend, the excitement and profile increasing with every race that goes by, the coverage in the newspapers spreading across more and more pages, the talk, everywhere you go, only of cycling.

That first weekend always follows the same plot lines. The significant riders testing each other out, the weather always rotten, snow frequently in the air. These were always races traditionally dominated by the natives, but the Brits have been coming hard, just as we have on the track and in the Grand Tours – my Sky teammate Ian Stannard winning Omloop two years in a row, my old mate Mark Cavendish sprinting to the win in Kuurne in 2015.

Belgium is a place to rug up, to pull on as many layers as you can. Cobbles, mud, crosswinds and short, vertical climbs. You’re glad the descents are equally short, because it keeps you from freezing solid. You see your name in the papers in previews of the big showdowns, which feels encouraging until you realise that you cannot read Flemish and that the words ‘Geraint Thomas’ may be followed by ‘does not look to have the legs and will struggle badly on the Kemmelberg’.

It’s not always great racing there. It’s a country I rarely visit after April. The races are always stressful, always dangerous. Street furniture everywhere; riders on the pavements and bike paths trying to move to the front of the group; having to dodge kids, dogs, cars, people in wheelchairs. Out-of-control bunch sprints, a few too-keen guys from smaller teams taking big risks to impress the bigger teams. In the Classics you deal with it: it’s the Classics. Afterwards, you don’t want to deal with that any more. The Belgians? They love it. It’s what they know.

E3 Harelbeke holds fond memories for me. It was where I won in 2015. I’ve always enjoyed the race (I was third and fourth in the preceding two years) because it tries to lull you into a false sense of comfort, staying relatively flat over the first 100 kilometres before throwing in a dozen nasty climbs in the second half. On the fateful day, Zdenek Štybar, Peter Sagan and I rode away on the Kwaremont, the most famous climb in the region. The other two were looking tired coming into the final twenty kilometres, pulling the odd face, making the odd noise. I thought they might be bluffing, but decided in my head that I was going to have a go. Pick my moment in the final kilometres and just go. Štybar looked the stronger of the two, so I tried to catch him off-guard. Only one way to find out. Big effort, big effort, glance back under my armpit . . . not bluffing.

That’s the Friday. Two days later comes Gent–Wevelgem, through western Flanders and up and over the 22 per cent punch in the guts that is the Kemmelberg. And still they come – the Tour of Flanders, with its seventeen climbs, up and over the cobbled hills of Oude Kwaremont, Paterberg and Koppenberg, desperately trying to save some juice over the first 150 kilometres for the pell-mell madness of the last hundred; La Flèche Wallonne, taking you three times over the Mur de Huy, only 1,300 metres long but averaging almost 10 per cent and kicking up to a cruel 26 per cent, the Amstel Gold race still in your legs from three days before; Liège–Bastogne–Liège, the oldest of the Classics, won and lost on its long hills.

Of them all it’s Flanders that I love the most. It suits me down to the rubber on my tyres. This was where I came of age as a teenage wannabe, and it feels both familiar and thrilling – the narrow roads and the kicking climbs, the secteurs of cobbles, the smell of embrocation, the discussion beforehand in every restaurant and hotel you go into and the level of detail in which the ordinary fan can analyse a race. There is a museum in Oudenarde, where the Tour of Flanders now finishes. Memorabilia from all the iconic races, pictures of snow, mud, destroyed riders. Heroes of the sport hanging on the walls. Mangled bikes. This is Belgium’s history, and it is cycling’s history. To pay homage by riding through it feels wonderful.

There are skills required for these one-day trials that are like nothing else in cycling. Never can you rest easy. Six or seven hours of unbroken concentration. The race can blow wide open in an instant, and if you’re not at the front with antennae twitching, fighting your way through the secteurs with spider-sense on full alert, it’ll be gone and away from you. The old pros know every corner and cobble. ‘Watch out for the house with the red door – there’s a sharp left, into a narrow road, immediately afterwards.’ ‘Here there’s always wind, so be near the front just in case.’

It’s often not the climbs themselves that are the worst part. It’s the race into them. They’re so narrow and rough that, once you’re on them, you’re log-jammed where you are. So the approach to each one becomes like a mini bunch sprint, almost like a points race on the track compared to the longer, more infamous Alpine climbs, where at least you can settle into your rhythm and pick your rivals off.

It makes the anticipation and the wait the worst part of all. My fellow Olympic team pursuit gold medallist from Beijing, Paul Manning, used to say to us: ‘Don’t go looking for the pain, boys, it’ll come to you.’ Never is that truer than in Belgium. On or off the bike, some might say.

In the team pursuit it’s actually harder to ride at 95 per cent of your absolute maximum than it is to go flat out. It’s the equivalent of a long-drawn-out Chinese burn that you cannot escape from rather than a sudden cut. So it is in the Belgian Classics. Holding it fractionally back. Keeping that last burst of acceleration in the tank, but still going so hard that the pain is hunting you down.

On every nasty climb you assess your legs. How am I feeling? What has that taken from me? It’s horribly easy to talk yourself out of carrying on, to forget that everyone else is being drained in exactly the same remorseless way. When the final break happens, it’s almost a sweet relief, even though the sudden effort – out of the saddle, head down, breath rasping into lungs – hurts even more. Now it switches to the pain of a deep but quick cut instead of the endless burn. The intensity is horrible, but you know it cannot last for ever.

It shapes the characters of the men who grow up riding this landscape. Belgian riders never complain. They barely talk. They look forward to crosswinds. The worse the weather gets, the happier they become. The Italians don’t even train in bad weather, let alone enjoy racing in it. They don’t have to. If it rains, they can take a rest day, safe in the knowledge that the next will be perfect for riding. Try that in Belgium and you’d never get on your bike.

And Belgian riders are big. As a kid I was average height. When I raced in Belgium I was suddenly a midget. I’ve often thought that Ian Stannard should be Belgian rather than English: tall, big legs, big head, strong like an ox but fortunately much faster.

They can suffer like few others. Which is rather handy, bearing in mind the problems they have with fashion. You know when you used to visit your gran’s house, and everything felt fifteen years ago? That’s Belgian riders. Clothes that went out of style years ago. Haircuts that Premiership footballers had last decade, that even League Two defenders would turn their noses up at.

The French cannot drink like the Belgians. The Belgians cannot dress like the French.

The French rider thinks: ‘Does this coat look good on me?’ The Belgian rider thinks: ‘That anorak will do.’ The Belgian fan thinks: ‘Those waterproof trousers are perfect, because it’s definitely going to rain.’

What you appreciate about the Belgian cycling fan is their knowledge. Stick your head into a pub full of old men and they’ll all be sitting around the television watching a race you’ve never heard of.

As a cyclist you become obsessed with not getting ill. At Team Sky we carry a small bottle of hand sanitiser wherever we go, so we can avoid germs and illness as much as possible. So, when you are stopped by a fan carrying ten identical cards for you to autograph, who sneezes across all of them, wipes his nose on the palm of his hand and then offers you the pen which he’s had in his mouth, the alarm bells start to go off. Particularly when you sign the lot and then they stare into your face and ask, ‘Who are you, please?’

Possibly as a result of that, possibly because we get bored, possibly because Wiggo was born in Belgium and has picked up some of the language, we are all able to swear in Flemish. I shan’t repeat any of it. It probably doesn’t make grammat­ical sense anyway. There’s one about being the father of some rather badly behaved women. There’s another that calls into question the target of your deepest affections. And then there’s one about being naked in the kitchen, which makes no sense at all but is Brad’s clear favourite. I’d rather not delve into it.





Alpine Adventures

What do you think of when you think of the Alps? Lush green meadows? Ski passes and beers on the slopes? Cowbells and sunburned noses and clean air and snowy peaks?

When I think of the Alps I think of this: sweat in the eyes, burning in the legs, a crowd so deep and so close you can smell the beer and barbecue on their breath. The noise they make is so intense it’s like being in the Millennium Stadium as the Welsh team run out to face England: a continuous roar that hurts your ears and rattles your bony chest.

And, as you summit the climb, sudden silence – ears ringing, then breath sucking and sighing, the light fizz of other riders’ spinning wheels sounding like champagne settling in a distant glass.

As a kid riding for Maindy Flyers in Cardiff’s northern suburbs I would dream of these mountains. Sometimes I was in Heath Park pretending to dive under the posts at the Millennium, or smashing home the winner at Wembley. Most of the time I was sprinting up empty lanes imagining Alpe d’Huez.

Never did I dream of being one of the great climbers, one of the stars who I watched explode up those climbs on television. I dreamed only of being me, attacking them with a few kilometres to go, catapulting away, never to be caught again.

And then I was there, and I dreaded those climbs.

It is one thing riding them in training, sessioning the curves and ramps with teammates all around. It is quite another racing up them in the Tour, 180 kilometres already drained from your legs, fourteen days of hanging on and fighting hard dragging you back.

For the first few years at the Tour you want so desperately to finish the whole race. Your greatest obstacle, both phys­ical and mental, is the Alps.

Over breakfast you study the route maps for each day to try to work out where the gruppetto will form and simply try to hang on ’til then. As the mountains come into view there is such fear in your stomach. All that is ahead will be bad. But you’ve made it this far. You can’t fail now.

If the day starts with a climb, it’s dread at dawn and every man for himself. Everyone is nervous. The riders chasing the yellow jersey worry about a big rival escaping early, turning the day into a frantic, exhausting chase for their team. The breakaway experts are stressed because this is their big chance. Get in the break, make your name. Miss the break, miss the headlines. And the sprinters – to be out the back of the peloton five kilometres into a 180-kilometre stage is the definition of disheartening. It’s a day for an extra coffee, for a warm-up on the turbo, for a glance at the skies and a kiss of your lucky charm.

This is how it happens. At the start the road in front of you is a long, horizontal line of sprinters, a wall of muscle. It should make no sense. These are the men who hate the climbs, whose bodies are built for entirely different tests. Which is exactly why it does make sense. These are the men who want the race to slow, who want to place the incoming pain on hold for as long as possible.

On a flat stage, the neutral zone is an easy pedal, a social spin of chat and stretching. On a stage where there is a six-kilometre climb starting at kilometre zero, it’s manic. Flag drops, road kicks up, race goes. Like a dam slowly filling with water, the barrier of sprinters holds the race together. Climbers are itching to get through the cracks, itching to attack. The unity of the big boys’ teams stays strong. ‘Watch left!’ ‘Right!’ Shouts to warn the troops on the front line of potential threats to the peace. The pace is slow, but you daren’t tempt fate by saying it out loud. Then, bang! An attack, followed by another. Sometimes the dam might hold for another thirty seconds. Then it bends, ruptures, explodes. The pain that has been on hold for the longest six minutes of the Tour so far finally hits.

You hear the first attack before you see it – a panicked crackling on the race radio from a teammate (‘It’s started – one Quick Step rider’) a sudden click, click, click as everyone shifts gears at the same time, the shouts of your directeur sportif in your radio earpiece. The shapes change on the road up ahead – the big guys swamped by the little men, the slim nose of a peloton forming where once was the wall.

What shocks you the first time you live it is the speed. They just go. The rhythm in the legs, the distance they spin out behind them, the way they are actually braking into corners that you are struggling to get round.

Teams battle to put their grand classification men in the best slots for the climbers. The climbers’ teams fight to do the same. As the climb gets serious, the lieutenants swing off and away to the side to clear the stage for act two.

Once on the climb you try to concentrate and relax. You find your response. Don’t try ticking off the hairpins. The distance between them is too irregular. One will hurt you by not arriving when you want it to or trick you by appearing before you expect it.

But always break it up. No-one can think about climbing those Alpine slopes in their entirety. Split that endless effort into mouthfuls you can swallow. Watch the kilometres turning over on your computer and know that every one that ticks past is another one in your slipstream rather than your eyeline. Every pedal stroke takes you closer.

And pray for cloud cover. I grew up in South Wales and matured in Manchester. In those cities, grown men walk around with their tops off at 20°C. It wasn’t just that 35°C never happened. It was unimaginable. To find it on an Alpine climb on my first Tour, back in 2007, almost ended my race. Jersey totally unzipped, sweat dropping into my eyes. My whole body soaked, my head throbbing horribly.

After fifteen kilometres of one climbing stage I was already getting dropped. I emptied one of my bottles over my head. The second would have gone that same way had it not been an electrolyte drink. I drifted back through the convoy of team cars. The Barloworld car pulled up alongside with team manager Claudio Corti leaning out of the passenger seat. ‘Claudio, I need a bottle.’ ‘Tom! You’ve only done fifteen kilometres. We can’t give you a feed until at least forty!’ Shit . . .

He undid his seat belt, leant further out and threw a glass of water over my head and back. It was so cold I lost my breath. And then it warmed, and I licked my lips, and rode away into the heat haze.

You don’t worry that the massed ranks of supporters will fail to part in front of you like the Red Sea. It always happens. Instead, let those childhood memories power you on. This is what I grew up watching. This is where I want to be. Make that adrenaline your fuel.

You know those names on the road? The flags, the ‘Allez G’, the half-dried paint and the scrawled chalk? It’s all invisible. You see none of it. The only way you might catch the slightest glance is if you are at the very front of a group and, if you’re up there, you’re not looking around you. Same for the scenery. You might as well be in a tunnel. The only view you’re interested in is the wheel in front.

If you want to spur on your rider, wave a banner at face height. I always see the Welsh flags. I always hear the British voices, even when the shouts in your ears seem to assume a solid mass. Every familiar accent kicks you on.

And you can definitely enjoy it. You’re climbing with the best riders in the world, setting the tempo, leading the charge. You’re hurting, hurting, hurting. But you are where you want to be, in the form you have worked for hours each day to hit. This is your greatest test. Meet it with your best.

Of them all, it’s Alpe d’Huez that you love and dread the most. There are longer Alpine climbs and there are steeper ones, but this is the most iconic, the one that lives up to all that teenage expectation.
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It may appear a benign squiggle on the map, but Alpe d’Huez is just over thirteen kilometres in length, ramping up to 11 per cent, those iconic twenty-one hairpins zigzagging back and forth above you.



All the riders feel the same way. Riding it in the gruppetto is a wonderful thrill. Riding it at the front, with the Froomes and Contadors, is even better – leading the way through Dutch Corner, the bedlam of Irish Corner, climbing with the best, leading the charge through more than 100,000 screaming fans.

In the 2013 Tour we rode it twice. A haymaker with the right, a haymaker with the left. As we passed through the village itself, the crowds suddenly disappeared. It was like stepping from the stage at a rock concert into an alleyway outside the venue. Echoes, ears ringing, hearts thumping.

Then you have the double punch of the Col du Télégraphe and Col du Galibier: almost twelve kilometres at just under 8 per cent, a breather on the 4.8-kilometre drop down to Valloire, and then the hard yards – eighteen kilometres of climbing when you’re already 1,400 metres up, averaging 7 per cent, leaping up to 12 per cent.

You have to break it down into portions you can manage. Try to enjoy the consistent gradient on the Télégraphe, because the Galibier will hurt – through the altitude, through the barren landscape that height produces.

Towards the top, the road curves sharply right. When you’re riding well at the front you can glance back down and see the race strung out below you. A sweet feeling. When you’re looking up instead at a long line of cyclists riding away, your heart sinks into your stomach. Those are the days when you pray for bad weather, because heavy cloud and mist obscure that morale-sapping view. If you can’t see them out in front, you can kid yourself that they don’t exist.

The Col d’Izoard – almost twenty-three kilometres long if you’re attacking it from Guillestre in the south, sixteen kilometres of real climbing – can be almost pleasant in training, when you can appreciate the long gorge and the green meadows. The descent to Briançon actually takes you somewhere, rather than being a steep one-way street, as many are. As Ben Swift likes to say, ‘Why did they take us up there, just to come back down to the same road?’

Like the Col de la Madeleine, it works for me. I’m lucky; I seem to cope naturally with high altitudes better than others. The scenery? Come race day, it’s all just a peripheral blur. What you do notice is the road surface humming under your wheels on the descents – smoother than the Pyrenees, longer runs between the bends.

When the rain comes in, when the temperature drops, the Alps become a cruel place to ride your bike. You might be staying in a nice mountainside chalet rather than the usual Tour tedium of a Novotel or Campanile, but when the cold is such that you would actually rather be going uphill than down, the thought of a wooden roof and softer duvet doesn’t even register.

On the way up you sweat. Before the top you drop back to the team car to get more kit. It takes an eternity to get warm gloves over your wet, numb hands. The struggle to get your arms through your jacket and to zip it up is a race against time, because you’ll be starting to descend at any moment. Sometimes I’ve had to stop and, like a toddler, have the team soigneur put my clothes on for me. It’s a worthwhile humiliation; being warm, or at least warmer, on the descent is a lot more important than sticking with the group you were in. They can be caught and beaten. The cold in your bones cannot.

When you climb again your legs blow up. They have already done too much. The cold has already sunk so deep into your muscles. You try to spin your legs on the descent but the speed is too high. You fight on.

This is the Alps. It’s a love affair, but one that breaks your heart every time you rekindle it.





Boredom

To those who believe that the life of a pro cyclist is one long succession of thrilling sprint finishes, freebie £8,000 bikes and pecks on the cheeks from podium girls, let me tell you this: I once did a three-hour turbo session in my conservatory in Newton-le-Willows.

For those who don’t know what a turbo is, it’s when you park your freebie £8,000 bike on a stationary trainer, start pedalling fast and slowly go out of your mind.

I hadn’t planned to do three hours. The normal mental threshold for a turbo session is about an hour, maybe an hour and a half if you’re feeling inspired. Otherwise, the tedium is too great: pedalling as hard as you can with the only thing to look at being the wall opposite, or the beads of sweat dripping off the end of your nose and onto your handlebars.

But I was feeling keen, it was only my second training session of the winter and it was snowing outside. At least, it was when I started – within twenty minutes the windows were steamed up, there was a puddle of my sweat on the floor and my hands had started going wrinkly. I was in my own microclimate. Downpours forecast. Heavy depression on the way.

Boredom comes in many forms. The traditional way to combat it on the turbo is to break it up into chunks: twenty minutes’ warm-up, deliberately not thinking about it; three chunks of ten-minute intervals and recoveries; a few five- and ten-second sprints; ten minutes easy. Worry only about the block you’re doing, not what might be left to do. Before you know it, you’re done.

That certainly works. It works even better if you utilise the technology available to you.

You can watch television. The problem is that you can’t really concentrate for any extended period of time. The noise of the flywheel on your turbo rotating at speed is like a washing machine with a full load on the 1200 spin cycle, so, unless you’re watching something with subtitles – and it’s been done – you’ll miss critical plot developments. For this reason, anything multilayered or nuanced (The Wire, Game of Thrones) is a no-no. Chat shows, physical comedy: fine. Sport can work, but you have to be selective. Snooker gives off the wrong vibes and pace. Football works. Some riders watch a bike race from the past and go hard when the attacks are going, which wins bonus points for invention. A buccaneering Welsh rugby win is even more inspiring, although I find myself wishing I was there rather than in a conservatory that is wetter than the street outside.

Because cyclists spend such a large proportion of their day training or racing, the rest of the time involves trying to do as little as possible in as prone a position as you can find. This can obviously lead to boredom, unless your hotel-room takes the same approach to informative and educational posters as a dentist’s waiting area.

All of which means that we become expert at doing nothing without going insane. In other words: chilling.

I consider myself pretty accomplished at the chill. You might think students were the ones to beat at this game. Well, in some sort of International Chill-Out, all three podium places would be taken by professional cyclists. Especially if alcohol was a banned substance. It’s not just the regular practice of having to do nothing at all for extended periods of time. It’s not only that we could perform superbly anywhere, home or away, after years of honing our skills across Europe and beyond. It’s that we can also suffer. We can absorb pain, for hour after hour. It’s a life of extremes. Students? With all respect, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

My techniques vary. Watching a DVD is almost the easy way out. The true champion of chill can just lie there, with no external stimulation whatsoever, and exist happily in that motionless, yet fully awake, state for an entire afternoon.

Staying in as a young man can be boring. My solution at one stage was to stay out. In the period after winning my first Olympic gold in Beijing, it went a little bonkers for a while – a combination of being the right age, of having all my friends around, and being fit enough to successfully do a runner from a taxi after I’d missed the last bus back home.

Clearly that solution was incompatible with my ambitions to be a successful cyclist, so I initiated a harsh but effective three-point plan: 1. Move away from Cardiff. 2. Move away from my ‘normal’ mates. 3. Settle down with my girlfriend.

Living with your partner is undoubtedly very pleasant. It is also undeniably less rock and roll. ‘What’s on telly tonight?’

‘That painting programme on BBC Two.’

‘Cracking.’

And so your definition of chill develops. It is realising you’ve seen the same advert on television every day for a whole year, but you still have no idea what it’s for. That’s champion chilling.

I find you can have chill form as well as cycling form. If I’ve been at a Grand Tour or a training camp up on Tenerife, it’s hard to snap out of that carefully honed routine. Sometimes, when Sara is chatting away to me, I can allow myself to drift away too far. After a while I’ll perk up enough to ask her a question, only to find that she’s been answering it in detail for the past forty minutes. It’s just as dangerous to always respond with what feels like a safe, non-specific answer: the ‘Yeah, know what you mean,’ or the ‘Mmm, sometimes.’ A lot of the time that will suffice, but occasionally it slowly dawns on me from her response that she’s asked me if I want a cup of tea, or what time I’m training in the morning.

For that reason it’s often tempting to simply grunt, which is neither romantic nor new man but dovetails perfectly with the state of chill. But it should always come with a clear user warning. When my world and that of Sa’s family first came together, there were problematic yet inevitable misunderstandings. Her mother would interpret my silence and minimal physical response as illness, anger or distress. ‘What awful thing have I done to upset Geraint that much?’ Nothing. Quite the opposite. I simply lack the energy to utilise my voice box.

Long stage races can have their moments of tedium. The first few days of Paris–Nice tend to be long, flat and with no breakaways. You’ll be bumbling along at less than 40 kph, desperately trying to stay focused on what might happen later. You torture yourself by watching the kilometres crawl by on your trip computer: 220 kilometres to go, 215, 210. Oh God, I wish I was back on the turbo in my conservatory. Watching snooker.

Travel is supposed to broaden the mind. It can also bore the mind. Hours on the team bus, hundreds of hours in the skies. If you forget to charge your laptop before your flight to Tenerife your heart will sink, because just as you can have bad days on the bike, you can have bad days off it – sitting in the middle seat of a flight to the Canaries, sweating heavily, your backside numb, legs cramped. You are pressed against the guy in front who has reclined his seat into your knees as soon as the wheels have left the runway, your own seat acting as a punch bag for the equally bored five-year-old sat behind you. Close your eyes, dream of better times: future parties, future wins, future plans.

Being bored at the same time as other people seems to help. Even if you’re both just lying on your beds, not talking, you can take some comfort that you are in it together.

Sometimes I scare myself by imagining a world without DVDs, smartphones and tablets. If my career had been twenty years earlier, could I have coped? You might well say that people simply used to have the most amazing conversations. You might be right, but not if they were cyclists.

We battle through. You often attempt to read but, after six hours on the bike, the concentration is seldom there. My Sky teammate Ben Swift will always be doing something – stretching, seeing the physio, reorganising his suitcase. You might throw a topic out there: which rider would you sign for next year? Would you rather win three World track gold medals or the World road race? Would you rather have one mega-testicle the size of a spacehopper, or twenty micro-testicles the size of seedless grapes? You can always ask Brad these sorts of random questions. He will entertain such notions.

Ed Clancy might be a little more cerebral. He enjoys telling you that if you took two identical clocks, and sent one of them whizzing around the world’s orbit, when you placed them back together they’d be showing different times. Space, relativity, big concepts. Ian Stannard, naturally a listener, will soak it up. Former teammate Matt Hayman enjoys a riddle: a father and son are involved in a car crash and are taken to separate hospitals; the doctor walks into the boy’s ward and says, I can’t operate on him, that’s my son . . . How is that possible?

I’ve seen some awful mistakes. Now the majority of the team is based in the south of France, Swifty decided to buy a book to finally learn the language. It was part one of a three-part plan: French in two months, then ‘finishing off’ his Italian, which currently stands at twenty words, and then cracking on with Japanese. Ideal for a bloke from Rotherham who mainly hangs out with a bloke from Cardiff and another from Milton Keynes.

Then there was the season Swifty decided to take up the saxophone. What he was thinking, I don’t know. Actually I do – he had the delusion common to all adults taking up a musical instrument, and thought he could go from novice to expert in about six weeks.

I’m not sure he even played it six times. He certainly never brought it on the road. In some ways, that’s a shame. Imagine kicking back on the team bus
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