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‘In 2003 Lance Armstrong won his fifth Tour de France in its centenary year. But Matt Rendell’s gripping retelling of this most contested and dramatic stage race is really the story of Armstrong’s heroically loyal domestique, the Colombian, Victor Hugo Peña, and an essential insider’s overview of the whole event. Both Peña and Rendell are the perfect companions, articulate, open-hearted and passionate. A Significant Other is a tour de force of endeavour, landscape, history, and – something rare in the world of sport though central to the world of cycling – altruistic generosity’

Jim Crace

‘A superb piece of work . . . Victor Hugo makes a superb subject – he seems very articulate and a gifted storyteller in his own right . . . and the intercut chapters about the history of the Tour are beautifully written and remarkably fresh in content and insight’

Matt Seaton

‘Rendell elegantly elucidates the tactical technicalities of cycling’s unique mixture of co-operation and competition, teamwork and individualism . . . Through Peña’s transcribed first-person accounts, Rendell places us right in the midst of the swarming bunch’

Guardian

‘. . . there is a scholarly quality to A Significant Other, a short but powerful book that uses the diary of a domestique in the 2003 Tour de France as the counterpoint to the author’s exploration of the true nature of top-class competitive cycling . . . you won’t find a better analysis of the extraordinary collective feat that is a team of cyclists working together at speed’

Independent on Sunday

‘A rare sports book that actually gives an idea of the experience of being a professional athlete’

TLS

‘Matt Rendell’s book is a cultured addition to the genre . . . Rendell is exquisitely alert to the race’s higher significance’

Independent

‘Rendell packs in a great deal of very useful information, while that unforgettable day is recaptured vividly’

Daily Mail


In Memoriam
Augusto Triana, Nestor Mora, Hernán Patiño
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. . . le vélo, c’est de la voile.

Cyrille Guimard, La folie du Tour

And I sometimes wonder if I ever came back, from that voyage. For if I see myself putting to sea, and the long hours without landfall, I do not see the return. . .

Samuel Beckett, Molloy

But as a rule the ancient myths are not found to yield a simple and consistent story, so that nobody need wonder if details of my recension cannot be reconciled with those given by every poet and historian.

Diodorus Siculus, Bibliotheca historica Book IV, 44: 5, 6


Preface

The heat was oppressive for seventeen days. The sky to the south was smothered by billows of smoke over forests of fire-stripped trees. Everything was hazy and depleted. Elsewhere, there were storms. Cattle and cars were swept across the flood plains by murderous tides. It was as if, incited by the duel below, the gods themselves had taken up arms against each other. For a central rivalry lies at the heart of every great sporting challenge. Player and Nicklaus, Senna and Prost, Ovett and Coe: each was both mirror and lens, reflecting and magnifying the other until both assumed the stature of giants. The history of cycling, too, is a history of inspiring rivalries: Bartali and Coppi, Anquetil and Poulidor, Merckx and Ocaña, Hinault and Lemond. In 2003, Lance Armstrong and Jan Ullrich proved theirs worthy of the tradition. Armstrong gained time in the team time trial and on Alpe d’Huez. Ullrich thrashed him over the Cap’ Découverte time trial, then stole back more seconds on the Plateau de Bonascre.

Yet as the titans stalk each other, opportunities appear for others: Palmer, Mansell and Cram were also great champions; so too Koblet, Gaul, Gimondi and Fignon. And as Armstrong and Ullrich traded blows, the Kazakh Alexander Vinokourov outrode them both on stage eight to Alpe d’Huez, again on the following day’s stage into Gap, and once more on stage fourteen through the Pyrenees to Loudenvielle. After sixty-one hours in the saddle spread over fifteen days of racing, just eighteen seconds separated them – eighteen seconds, when, after hours of exertions, a tired rider on a steep gradient can lose two minutes per kilometre on his rivals! Three players on deuce in the final set; three teams separated by goal difference before the final day of the season. Never had it been so close. What an appropriate way to celebrate the Tour a hundred years on – by tightening the tension until the wire was ready to snap! This book tells the story of stage fifteen of the 2003 Tour: a stage into which the universe of the Tour de France – the universe of cycling itself – lay latent, ready to reveal its secrets.

A hundred and ninety-eight riders started the Tour; just a hundred and fifty-four started the stage, a sprawling mountain odyssey from the spa town of Bagnères-de-Bigorre in the shadow of the Pyrenees, north into a horseshoe over the Lannemezan moors, south beside the Aure river, upward and westward over the great mountain pass over the Col d’Aspin and the towering Tourmalet, down to the village of Luz-Saint-Sauveur, then up fifteen writhing kilometres to the finish line at the ski resort of Luz-Ardiden. Many were swaddled in bandages where the skin had been scraped clean off the muscle, or bound in tape to splint broken fingers or relieve fractures in the upper body. Some were nearing physical breakdown, and would not last the day. The Italian team sponsored by the cement manufacturer Fassa Bortolo had been reduced to three riders by infections of the upper respiratory tract, a characteristic hazard as the remorseless pace eats away at the immune system. Joseba Beloki, the most aggressive of Armstrong’s opponents in the early mountain stages, slipped on a road surface liquefied in the heat of stage eight. The impact left him with breaks to the trochanter in the right femur, and with the ulna and radius in the right arm protruding through an open wound. David Etxebarria, on the Basque Country team Euskaltel-Euskadi, was so ill during the long time trial that he stopped to vomit. The jury of commissaires then slapped a two-minute, five-second penalty on Etxebarria for slipstreaming behind another rider, taking his total time beyond the permitted limit. Etxebarria was duly expelled from the race.

The Tour offers no compassion. If the lungs and legs are still intact, there is no giving up: this is the code of the Tour de France. This brutality encloses the riders in a community of toil, the numb mystery of cycling. Perhaps that is why, of all sporting events, the Tour de France is the most acutely conscious of its own history. Its routes are studies in self-quotation and metered by monuments to the dead, and every act of victory or defeat opens a dialogue with the past. The first Tour de France was held in 1903; of the annual global sporting events that can claim such antiquity, neither the five English classic flat races that started with the St Leger in 1776, nor the British and US Open golf tournaments (1860 and 1895 respectively), nor even Wimbledon (1877) can match it in duration or in the many nations that comprise its field. And the Tour was not merely a tournament for an established sport, but an entirely novel invention: a stage race, where before there had only been one-day races, and a national stage race at that. By comparison, the Olympics (1896) were a revival, not a new idea, while the America’s Cup (1870) and the Ashes (1880) have the same imaginative spark, but are occasional challenges with neither the continuity nor the multinational ethos of the Tour. Few events, ancient or modern, are built on such a broad foundation of relentless self-sacrifice.

Two-thirds of the way through the Centenary Tour de France, only five of the twenty-two teams taking part still had their full complement of riders; the US Postal Service team was one of them. Lance Armstrong was in the yellow jersey. Three Spaniards opened the road for him into the mountains: José Luis Rubiera, known as ‘Chechu’; Manolo Beltrán, or ‘Triki’; and Roberto Heras. In the foothills, two Americans tunnelled through the air: Floyd Landis and George Hincapie; and on the long, flat stretches, Russia’s Viatcheslav Ekimov, the Czech rider Pavel Padrnos, and Colombia’s Victor Hugo Peña sped ahead of the group, leading the champion in their wake.


1

An Ocean of Air

Cycling is an anomaly of modern sport and has often confounded the unfamiliar. Neither properly individual nor strictly for teams, it sits awkwardly on the gaps between the normal categories. It imports aerospace and Formula One technology, only to make physical demands that drive body and mind to breaking point. It measures performance to the thousandth of a second, then lumps a hundred athletes or more into the same time as they swarm across the line. It obliges most of its players to renounce personal ambition for a tiny handful of leaders – worker ants or drones, selflessly committed to serving their sovereign – yet disposes them in global rankings based on individual results. A strange half-breed of a sport, then, from whose awkward obscurity looms a poker-faced figure with an athlete’s nervous tension and a long list of household chores: the domestique. Whenever his leader punctures or needs a toilet stop, someone must be on hand to pilot him back to the front or, in an emergency, give him a wheel, two, or the entire bike. Someone, too, must coast back to the team car with discarded clothing or helmets, or to fill their shirt with as many water bottles as the seams will resist, and battle to the front with the extra weight to keep their team-mates hydrated – demeaning tasks for men mislaid in an identity parade of identically dressed peers. Behind dark glasses and a helmet, shuffled into the pack, the domestique can expect little recognition from the public, and less from the press; the constraints on media time and space mean his efforts are either effaced by the delete key or forgotten in the rushes. He has other errands to run: joining long-distance breakaways, for instance, but without taking his turn at the front; or, if he is well placed in the classification, sacrificing all in decoy attacks to draw out the vigour of his leader’s inform rivals. But these are all secondary tasks. The domestique’s raison d’être is to transfer energy from his muscles into the surrounding atmosphere – to tunnel through the still air and create a moving stream in his wake. In normal life, the petty turbulence that fills the spaces we vacate, the insignificant by-product of lives spent scurrying like sea insects over the floor of an atmospheric ocean of air, melts inconsequentially. Cycling adopts it as a founding principle, exercising the minds of scientists for whom the sport is essentially a venerable experiment in applied fluid mechanics.

The scientists, of course, convert athletic duress into the abstract currency of power units; what matters is not the exchange rate but the relative loads of the parties concerned. One study finds that a rider at the head of a single file sustaining sixty kilometres per hour must generate 607 watts of power – an output the fittest amateur could manage for no more than a matter of seconds. Diving into the comet’s tail of chasing air, the rider in second position has only to produce seventy-one per cent of the first rider’s work rate to maintain the same speed. Carried along by these two, riders three, four and the rest can keep up on just sixty-four per cent of the first rider’s graft. If, instead of exploiting his work, the remaining three cooperate with him and all four take equal turns pulling at the front and recovering behind, they will each save a quarter of the energy a lone rider would consume at the same speed – and will collectively be able to maintain the blistering pace far longer. So powerful is the effect that the following rider feels as if he is being towed: cyclists even call their turn at the front a ‘pull’. Pulling at the front is the physical basis of teamwork in cycling – a line of domestiques sharing the load ahead of their leader – but it is also the principle behind the attack and the chase, for when a single rider or a small group breaks away from the pack, their only hope of building a lead is to work together. The more riders taking turns at the front, the greater the energy saved; however well organised, a small group cannot normally match the speed of a long, organised draft line involving many riders. This is the paradox at the heart of cycling: to compete, even rivals must cooperate. In doing so, the play of accommodation and opposition creates complex systems never quite in equilibrium, yet rarely chaotic for long, oscillating around limits defined by shared interest.

At stage races like the Tour de France, the team time trial turns this mathematical complexity into a choreographed and highly visual art as nine team members take carefully calibrated turns at the front. Teams set off at five-minute intervals, allowing their members to keep the benefit of their wake among themselves; it’s the one true team stage of the Tour. In the mass-start stages, slipstreams are shared between riders of all teams, and drafting gives rise to more complex forms. Biding their time before the decisive attack, the favourites shelter behind their domestiques, who pour energy into their protective slipstream until they have no energy left. The team leaders ride as economically as possible until the critical moments – the ones where the race is won and lost; the ones that make the highlights packages and the sports pages. By the time the broadcast has started and the press room has begun to fill, successive waves of domestiques have already often fallen off the pace and been dropped into public oblivion, to finish the day five, ten, twenty minutes back, or in the safety net of the gruppetto, riding tempo on a theoretical fold at the back of the stage, nurturing no greater ambition than that of gaining the finish within the allowed time. Half an hour or more behind the stage winner and the overall contenders, the gruppetto mothers home the exhausted, the injured, the sick – and the fakers, storing away energy for a future attack, knowing the gruppetto’s the place: at high speeds, surrounded by a large group in a moving stream of air, an individual rider’s work rate plunges dramatically. One rider in the scientific literature, with great concentration, bike-handling and drafting skills, rode a six-hour Tour de France stage at an average speed of forty kilometres per hour and an average power output of just ninety-eight watts – a figure within reach of the most leisurely village priest. In the most favourable possible conditions, with no wind, level roads and a fastidious aerodynamic tuck, a solo rider would have to produce two and three-quarter times more power to maintain such a speed, leaving the country curate trailing. Nor is riding in a tightly packed peloton for the faint-hearted. Elbows and shoulders touch; rising rear wheel arcs float just ahead of descending front wheel arcs in a tantalising design fault that causes regular and bloody falls. The pack is electrified with nervous energy. Touch the brakes, however imperceptibly, and you’ll plummet from the back of the group – and there are worse scenarios.

The protected riders who benefit from their domestiques’ attentions are athletes of proven abilities – an aristocracy of talent, not inherited privilege. The use they make of their domestiques depends on the race situation. For the race leader, one constellation of domestiques shares the load until the mountains; another cluster negotiates the foothills; and a final pair will shepherd the leader up the epic ascents. Those off duty at any time shuttle between the race lead and the team vehicle 500 metres behind, carrying water to keep their colleagues hydrated. The race leader’s main rivals will exploit his slipstream with just a couple of domestiques on hand; the rest will be under orders to regain the strength to create mayhem another day. When a winning margin has been opened, the leader’s domestiques will guide him home as his rivals burn themselves out in futile pyrotechnics: the team secures the individual’s triumph.

Which is where the discrepancy emerges, for cycling is one of those modern mythologies that celebrate solitary talent. The domestique’s very existence threatens to undermine the very greatness of the greats. Would Ali be such an icon if he’d merely won some early rounds, then cowered behind a bodyguard for the rest of the bout? Would Jesse Owens, if he’d taken over just to dip for the line? The principle is not restricted to sport. Isn’t a painting by Raphael’s workshop justly less valuable than the work of the artist’s own hand? Suppose Paganini had sent an understudy to perform the concerto, and the maestro had burst from the wings only for the final cadenza: there would have been a riot! Children may dream of delivering the match-winning assist in other sports; there isn’t one who dreams of becoming a domestique. A water carrier, the insult goes, and the phrase is the domestique’s alias. Not the champion’s equal. Not even a runner-up. With respect to the contenders, the domestique is the Other: perhaps not even the Other – another, at most, lost in the crowd, but significant all the same, one of a team of significant others who lurk at their leader’s shoulder like Siamese twins – like Siamese nonuplets – concealed in an overcoat. Unfit to fight for greater glory, the domestique travels steerage where, unwelcome on the upper deck and with no lifeboat place reserved, he is destined to sink beneath the waves of memory with the rest of history’s surplus. Unsurprisingly, he has no counterpart elsewhere in sport. American football has its offensive linemen and soccer its midfield stoppers, but they are their team-mates’ equals in victory or defeat. Great yachtsmen and mountaineers have support climbers and crew, but when their expeditions are done, the hierarchy dissolves. Even the journeyman boxer can land the sucker punch. If there is a parallel, it is from the stage-managed cruelty of the bullfight: the anonymous picador who goads and weakens the bull before the matador’s acclaimed execution. When the killer moment comes, after sometimes hundreds of kilometres of probing, softening up, accumulating physical and mental fatigue, the leader seizes the strategic second to surge through his domestiques’ protective envelope and open an advantage so wide, a wall of still air can descend behind him. It is his sole mission, and his ability to perform it again and again against the best opposition gives him his special status. For leading him loyally to that moment, day after day and in race after race, the domestique receives a wage that may be substantial, but is often less. A lesser wage for a lesser athlete, perhaps a lesser man, for assuming the lesser role?

Ours is an age obsessed not just with success, but with stories of success. One of the most compelling is Lance Armstrong’s, the tale of a prodigiously talented, prodigiously ambitious Texan kid who stared mortality in the eye and turned the cancer that was killing him into the fuel of inspiration. His remarkable life has resonated beyond his sport – beyond sport tout court – and out into a wider society hungry for miracles. That he is a cyclist, as opposed to a marathon runner or a musician, is beside the point. The success story transcends the local circumstances that produced it. The domestique is different. However well he performs his duties, his success will be equivocal; he cannot transcend the world that sustains him, or meet worldly standards of gratification. Instead, he embodies the uncertainties encoded in the very structure of cycling – human, social, even philosophical questions about the division of labour, the limits of altruism and the extent to which even the most fortunate of lives must fail to realise its potential for happiness. If Don Delillo is right, and ‘longing on a large scale is what makes history’, it may be worth listening to his story, for cycling is certainly one of humanity’s great spectator activities. Each July, the Tour de France eclipses virtually every other sports event worldwide, claiming a global television audience of two billion, plus fifteen million roadside spectators. In May and September, the Tours of Italy and Spain galvanise their homelands. Elsewhere, cycling brings sport and a spirit of celebration to people all around the globe. Stage races in Venezuela, Australia, Malaysia and Qatar open the international calendar: competitions in Kazakhstan, Curaçao, New Zealand, Japan, Costa Rica and Honduras close it. In between, races in Africa, the Baltic States, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Colombia, the United States, and all over Europe, East and West, draw enormous crowds and prove cycling’s cross-cultural appeal – this, despite closing roads, laying siege to towns and bringing disruption wherever it passes. If cycling’s emotional yield outweighs the local inconvenience it causes – and in all but the Anglo-Saxon countries, it seems to – it is perhaps that the cyclists bring some secret psychic fulfilment to the ranks of their beholders.

I first met Victor Hugo Peña one chill Milan morning in March 2000, before the start of the famous one-day race to San Remo. We had spoken several times by telephone; in the flesh, he was as warm, charismatic and ambitious.

‘I’d just turned twenty and I was riding the national tour for riders aged twenty-two and under, a week-long race. On only the first stage, two hard mountain climbs shook out the weak, and on the hardest ascent there were only fifteen riders left in the leading group; I was one of them. We were catapulting into the descent when my team leader broke hard ahead of me, feet stretched out to either side to avoid a fall. He had punctured. I stop, whip open the brake calliper, flick the quick-release lever and pass him my front wheel. Seconds later, he hurls himself after the leaders. I stand at the side of the road with a castrated bike in my hand as the entire field goes by. The road’s so narrow, I have to wait for everyone to pass before my team car can reach me and give me another wheel. I lose ten, fifteen minutes, but at the end of the week, my team leader is the winner. By giving him my wheel, I’ve helped him win, and one day, my turn will come. The following year, I was a domestique again. The year after that I was injured, which meant I’d lost my chance. Then they introduced the Under-23 category, and gave me another year. And this time, I won.’

Victory at last in the 1996 Under-23 Tour of Colombia was a major step in Victor Hugo Peña’s progress towards professional cycling. He’d been travelling to compete in Europe since 1996; I’d been visiting Colombia since 1998. At the time of my first visit, Victor Hugo was in northern Spain, riding strongly in the five-day Euskal Bizicleta and the four-day Trofeo Castilla y León. There, he caught the attention of Javier Mínguez, the manager of a major Spanish team sponsored by Vitalicio Seguros, a firm owned by the Italian insurance giant Generali Assicurazioni. In the colours of Vitalicio Seguros, Victor Hugo left the isolated gene pool of Colombian national cycling and became an international player. At the Tour of Italy in May and June 2000 we spoke almost every day. The day before the first long time trial, Victor Hugo told me he thought he could win. I met up with him the morning after he had. That victory, over a mirror-flat route through the north-east Italian region of Friuli, transformed him from a little-known South American into a respected and feared time-trial specialist. But Victor Hugo could do more than ride flat stages against the clock. He was also an excellent climber, one of an elite group of young riders seemingly beckoned by greatness.

However, in spring 2000, his team sponsor issued a curt press statement announcing their withdrawal from cycling sponsorship. It read: ‘Vitalicio Seguros entered cycling sponsorship for the purposes of publicity. The team’s successes contributed to increased brand awareness from 37.9 per cent in March 1997 to 53.8 per cent in March 2000.’ The harsh economic reality occupied by cycling teams, who draw their funding from the publicity departments of great corporations, closed its jaws around the staff and riders of the Vitalicio Seguros cycling team.

‘After the Giro I had a high market value. I signed a pre-contract binding me to a major Italian team, but the contract fell through at the end of the summer, when my market value had already dropped. There were offers, but for less than half what I’d agreed in June. During the Tour of Burgos in northern Spain, I said to my agent, “Why not talk to Bruyneel?” [Johan Bruyneel, the Belgian polyglot and former rider who masterminds the US Postal Service team]. He left the hotel, then called me and said, “Have you got a moment?” I said, “What for?” “Bruyneel wants to talk.” I left the hotel immediately. Bruyneel told me to clear up whatever I had with the agent, because whatever Bruyneel had to say to me wasn’t going to change. He showed me a list of riders who were in his plans for the next year. I was one of them. “If you’d like to come, I’d like to have you.” I said, “Of course.” The money he had to offer was practically the same as I’d been offered in June. He said, “I haven’t got a contract to give you straight away, but I’ll give you my hand, which I think is sufficient, if you believe in a man’s word.” I said, “Yes, you should know that my hand is also worthy.”’

That winter, investigating the mysteries of Colombian cycling, I visited Victor Hugo in his homeland. He welcomed me like an old friend. With
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