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PROLOGUE
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‘We will live in your journey. You do this for all of us. We are in your heart and in your mind.’

It was 4 July 2020, and there we were outside Biketown, a shop in Madrid’s northern suburbs. Three fortysomething Spaniards and me, all in shorts and facemasks, sunglasses steaming up in the monstrous midday heat. And a fortysomething road bicycle, thin and silver, leaning against the sun-scorched wall behind us.

Two months had passed since I’d chanced upon a photo of this graceful old machine, in a blog post composed by Gerardo, the stubbled one. I had made contact, asking if it might be for sale. Gerardo gently replied that it wasn’t, on account of a deep sentimental attachment: he had inherited the bike from an elderly cycling companion who had passed away the previous year. He said he would confer with Javier, the tall one, Biketown’s manager and the silver bike’s co-owner. Gerardo’s next email, composed like all of our correspondence via Google Translate, had pricked my eyes with tears of emotion and gratitude. ‘Our friend José Luis was a great lover of cycling and would have much love for your project. I have spoken to Javier and we are happy to lend you José Luis’ bike free of charge.’

Antonio, the one who spoke English, flicked a finger towards Gerardo, who had taken off his sunglasses and was drawing a bare forearm across his eyes. ‘See? Now he cries. He has thoughts of envy for you.’ Throwing Covid caution to the winds, Gerardo strode over and gave me a great big unprotected hug, along with several slaps on my hot, woolly back. It was probably now that I first regretted my choice of facemask: a florid Liberty-print affair that made an awkward contrast with Gerardo’s dourly masculine black number.

I pulled down the peak of my little white cap, then went over and straddled the bike. This wasn’t a graceful procedure with a big saddlebag in the way. Looking from face to covered face, I tried hard to convey appropriate emotions with the small visible parts of my own visage. No thoughts of envy for myself, it’s fair to say, but a welter of sadness, pride and affection for the late and mystical José Luis, for these three masked benefactors, above all for the extraordinary cyclist whose name was plastered all over the bike beneath me. Then I hoisted a string-backed glove, yanked off my poncy mask and freewheeled waywardly down the empty, sloping street, bullying feet into toe clips and doing ugly, crunching battle with the gear levers on my down tube.




CHAPTER 1
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Before I hold down the rewind button and spool way back into monochrome history, let’s just give it a brief prod, returning to those balmy, barmy dog days of that first Covid lockdown, when the sun burned bright in a cloudless sky and time went all wrong. Afternoons that seemed to stretch out for a whole week; whole weeks that shot by in a flash. It’s not exactly a hard sell, but this would be an adventure born of stir-crazy, weapons-grade boredom.

My first task under house arrest was to settle down and watch a career in travel journalism die before my eyes. That took care of half an hour. Then I drank cider in the garden. Three days in, my wife came down with a fairly apparent dose of what my daughters called rona – headache, leaden fatigue and a total loss of smell. It dragged on and on, but got no worse than that. I took my son’s bedroom window out of its frame, carried it out on to the patio and somehow spent five whole days doing stuff to it with brushes and spatulas. I drank more cider; I drank stronger cider. I eradicated every last rhizome of every last buttercup from my flower beds. Just after my wife started feeling better, I started feeling worse. But I was lucky, too: a couple of days in bed, another week mired in a kind of jetlagged hangover, all the while with that same unsettling vacancy in my nostrils. Still, what a towering relief it was when I recovered, and could at last re-string our rotary washing line, pickle seven kilograms of carrots, and devote an entire fortnight to restoring the old traffic lights I’d left in my parents’ garage thirty years before.

Towards the end of April, I had scraped the bottom of my barrel of projects and pastimes. Then it came to me. With juggling, topiary or transvestism just hours away, I braved the horrid, spidery depths of my shed and effortfully extracted the bike I had ridden round France two decades previously. What a terrible state it was in, poor old ZR3000. Cracked and airless tyres, great coils of detached handlebar tape that spooled down to the floor. The front derailleur had broken off and everything was covered with rust, dust or both.

Resurrecting this forlorn machine to its proud, factory-fresh glory was more than a project – it was a duty of care, a moral obligation I had been postponing for at least fifteen shameful years. Make that sixteen and counting. I flicked off the biggest insects, pumped up the tyres, slashed away all the bar tape and gaffer-taped the redundant front derailleur cable round the seat tube. Then I went for a ride.

The sky was blue and the roads of London were weirdly, wonderfully empty. I went into town and had Oxford Street and its shuttered shops all to myself, in broad, bright daylight. I went out of town, south-west to Chertsey, up the Thames Path to Staines, back home down the Great West Road. A 30-mile circuit right under the Heathrow flight path, yet the loudest noise was birdsong. Well, that and ZR’s unlubricated shrieking. But I could live with that. The greatest legacy of my previous two cycling endeavours, in which I covered more than 15,000 kilometres on bikes with 140 years and three gears between them, is that everything I’ve ridden since seems like the finest, fastest, human-powered two-wheeler ever conceived. It’s just such a shame that I haven’t ridden anything since, not really. Those 30 miles were a good 27 more than I had cycled on any single day over the previous five years. But sometimes it doesn’t take much to rekindle the flame. Turns out, all I needed was the gentle nudge of living through a global pandemic with my front door welded shut.

I did the Chertsey loop an awful lot after that, getting my head down, pushing the speed up, loving the footloose freedom and successfully blotting out the plague’s ratcheting horrors. In previous years I’d have been watching the Giro d’Italia about this time, but along with the Tour it had been postponed. My Chertsey rides were filling a grand-tour-shaped hole in my life. One especially sweltering afternoon I even contrived an adverse reaction to a surfeit of performance-enhancing substances, chugging a giant flagon of Pepsi Max outside a petrol station because it was cheaper than a can, then throwing it up next to a taped-off playground down the road.

I felt myself being drawn ever deeper into this one-man, half-speed, groundhog grand tour. Lockdown seemed to lend itself to the endeavour: the soothing routines; that unkempt, fuck-it grubbiness; the sense of living in a bubble, a parallel world where everything seemed both tediously familiar yet utterly alien. By night I began to work through my pile of cycling books. Having written three of these it’s not entirely surprising that I get given a lot, but I always dread opening them. Why upset myself? When you read a book about cycling, the very least you deserve is an author who knows a lot about it, and ideally does a lot of it. Because I tick neither box, by the end of the first page I feel guilty and ashamed, laid bare as the total fraud I so clearly am.

It may have been thoughts like these that put Viva la Vuelta on top of my bedside pile. Spain’s national bike race is comfortably the least grand grand tour. It didn’t get going until 1935, twenty-six years after the Giro joined the Tour de France on the cycling calendar, and since then has been shunted all around the season – April, June, August, October – trying to find its niche. And failing, because the race has perennially struggled to attract the world’s best riders: Eddy Merckx only bothered with it once, casually destroying the field in 1973.

When the Vuelta does make history, it’s usually the wrong kind. After winning the 1974 edition by eleven seconds – then the closest ever margin in a grand tour – José Manuel Fuente astounded the foreign press by revealing that he’d calmed his last-stage nerves by chain-smoking through the night. In the 2013 edition, forty-one-year-old American rider Chris Horner became the oldest grand tour winner of all time, and by a margin of five years. It was only his second European race victory of any sort. And whereas the other grand tours have only ever been cancelled due to global conflict, Spain went five years without a Vuelta in the 1950s because nobody could be arsed.

Given all this, it’s probably no surprise that the English-language Viva la Vuelta appears to be the only published history of the race. Not even the Spanish have bothered with one. And yet I only got as far as page 25 before dropping it on the floor. To be clear, Viva la Vuelta is a most engaging read, and some weeks later I picked it up again and finished the whole book in a single sitting. I didn’t drop it in despair or indifference, but in the very frankest astonishment. By page 25 I had absorbed a potted account of the 1941 Vuelta a España, focused on the man who won it, and on how he had spent the previous five years of his life. By page 25 I knew how I would be spending the next few months of mine.




CHAPTER 2
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The story of the 1941 Vuelta a España actually begins in 1936, on a train carrying two Spanish cyclists to Paris for the start of that year’s Tour de France. At twenty-four, the younger man has left his homeland only once before, competing in an Alpine hill climb that had brutally introduced him to the ferocious chicanery of the continental racing scene. The older is a veteran of two Tours, but as they rattle through the countryside he doesn’t offer the debutant any comforting advice. In part because he had spent the first night of his own first Tour crying himself to sleep, in a hotel room full of similarly traumatised Spanish teammates. And in part because the two riders, courtesy of a number of professional run-ins, absolutely despise each other. ‘The harmony between Federico Ezquerra and me was like the harmony in modern dance music,’ wrote Julián Berrendero in his autobiography, recalling this journey. ‘Which is to say – there was no harmony.’

In accordance with a format that prevailed until the 1960s, the 1936 Tour was organised in national teams of ten riders. Spain, where professional cycling was too poorly remunerated to support more than a handful of full-timers, could only muster five, who were imaginatively merged with a quintet of Luxembourgers by Henri Desgrange, the Tour’s tyrannical race director. The start-line photos are quite something: five strapping, lofty rouleurs looming over Spain’s beetle-browed, diminutive climbers.

Desgrange had great affection for the Spanish riders, but because these were the 1930s and he was a bit of a wanker, he expressed it through the medium of the offensive nickname. Vicente Trueba, a Spaniard of especially modest stature who won the inaugural King of the Mountains prize in 1933, found himself unhappily immortalised as The Flea of Torrelavega. Running with this theme, and adding a dollop of stereotype, Henri dubbed all future Spanish competitors ‘our little fishermen’. But he pulled out the stops for the rider who would emulate his countryman Trueba’s feat in 1936. Julián Berrendero had unusually dark skin, and, for a Spaniard, unusually pale peepers. And so, for the long balance of his career, Berrendero would read through race reports and magazine profiles – in both France and Spain – hoping in vain that this time he wouldn’t encounter any reference to The Black Man with the Blue Eyes.

In Paris, Berrendero was overwhelmed before the race even started. The street outside the team’s hotel was crowded day and night with autograph hunters, well-wishers and pretty girls, puckered-up and ready. ‘Our shoulders hurt from all those claps on the back, and our lips from all that kissing,’ he remembered in said autobiography, Mis Glorias y Memorias. The Spaniards were driven about the city in a complimentary taxi, and ate for free at fancy restaurants, entertaining waiters by miming their orders. (Up to a point, at least: Berrendero caused rather a scene when he asked for eggs with physical reference to a Spanish euphemism – by cupping his bollocks.)

The starting pistol had been handed to black film star and jazz dancer Josephine Baker, who batted for both teams and routinely posed topless. There weren’t many Josephine Bakers to the dozen back in hidebound, Catholic Spain. ‘She gave a carnation to every rider, and a kiss to those who wanted one,’ recalled Berrendero. ‘I got two.’

What followed, though, was as appalling as Ezquerra could have told him it would be. Shattered by the relentless pace (‘Who were these crazy supermen, riding close to 40kmh for hours on end?’), some very North European weather and a catastrophic mechanical, Berrendero finished the first stage plum last, an hour and seven minutes down. This was outside the time limit; only a rare moment of sympathetic weakness from Henri Desgrange saved him from disqualification. As he struggled through these bewildering highs and lows, perhaps it isn’t so surprising that in his account of these early stages, Berrendero makes absolutely no reference to the worrisome situation developing back home.

The Spanish riders had left a homeland in turmoil. The leftist Popular Front coalition – narrowly elected at the start of the year in what would be the country’s last free vote for forty years – was starting to unravel, and with radical elements holding the upper hand, Spain’s Nationalist opposition and its conservative supporters were convinced that a full-scale revolution was both inevitable and imminent. Mobs were storming prisons to free incarcerated anarchists and communists, and Falangist death squads ran amok, planting bombs, shooting suspect judges and left-wing MPs, gunning down workers in the centre of Madrid.

On the day the Tour started, socialist leader Francisco Largo Caballero – who had survived an assassination attempt three months earlier – warned of a looming military takeover: ‘There is a conspiracy afoot, one which hopes to implant a dictatorial regime equal to those that prevail in Italy and Germany.’ Spain had plenty of form in this field. Between 1814 and 1874 there had been thirty-seven attempted coups in the country, twelve of them successful. Another had been on the cards since 1934, when a revolutionary strike centred in the industrialised northern province of Asturias was brutally repressed. Nearly 2,000 people were killed, most of them miners, on the orders of the man sent to crush the uprising: General Francisco Franco.

The race wound south towards the Alps; en route, Ezquerra and Berrendero came to prominence after leading the field over the Ballon d’Alsace, this edition’s first categorised climb. The press photos show the Spanish team having a ball, delighted that they’ve survived a first week that saw eighteen riders abandon, and with their favoured territory now in sight. There they all are, grinning away in a fairground dodgem, around a bar piano, or in one notable instance while carrying a teammate in full drag across a hotel threshold. No trace of the latent enmities that flared up when Berrendero began to attack Ezquerra on the climbs, or of fear for their homeland’s welfare. The Tour’s relentless, all-encompassing clamour blotted out everything else. But thereafter, as the race got better and better for the Spanish, at home everything went horribly, murderously wrong.

13 July: Ezquerra and Berrendero are first over the Col des Aravis, the inaugural Alpine challenge. Spanish newspapers report the assassination of an anti-fascist police lieutenant by Falangist gunmen; the leader of the right-wing monarchist party is killed in retaliation.

14 July: Ezquerra takes the points atop a snowbound Galibier, remarkably setting a new record time, with Berrendero second. In Madrid, four people are shot dead when somebody has the bright idea of burying both sets of victims of the previous day’s murders in the same cemetery.

17 July: After a strong showing over the previous forty-eight hours, Berrendero enjoys the rest day in Digne; he now holds a narrow lead over Ezquerra in the ‘Challenge Martini-Rossi’, as that year’s mountains competition is officially titled. None of the riders are yet aware that Franco has launched a military rising from Spanish Morocco, and declared a state of war across Spain: by nightfall, carefully coordinated manoeuvres see his rebel troops in command of Cadiz, Salamanca and half a dozen other Spanish cities.

18 July: At the end of an inconsequential day in the Alps, the Spanish riders – Republicans to a man – are told the news from back home. By now rebel troops control a third of the country. Ezquerra takes it hardest, suffering ‘a grave moral crisis’. Then he defiantly vows to the gathered journalists that he will win the next stage.

19 July: After a heroic comeback on the last of the day’s three climbs, Ezquerra is first over the line in Cannes. It is only the second time a Spaniard has won a stage at the Tour. But on the podium, a grim-faced Ezquerra refuses to open the traditional bottle of champagne that is handed to him. Seville has fallen to Franco; vicious street-fighting between workers’ militias and rebel troops in Barcelona stains the pavements red.

20 July: At the rest day in Cannes, the Spanish team is relentlessly questioned by journalists. The riders restrict themselves to expressing concern for their families; Berrendero’s parents and his fiancée Pilar live in Madrid, where that night over a thousand people will die in a battle between rebel troops and civilian militias. Another Spanish rider, Mariano Cañardo, a personal friend of Catalonia’s Republican president Lluís Companys, goes a little further, expressing his team’s solidarity ‘with the children of the Spanish Republic’.

But as the race headed into the Pyrenees, the Spanish riders were abruptly disconnected from events on the other side of the mountains. France’s socialist government, wary of a copy-cat coup and perhaps ashamed of their reluctance to send aid or arms to a ‘sister republic’, imposed full censorship on all news from Spain. The last reports that got through would have cruelly deceived the riders: the pro-Republican press was already seeking solace in wishful thinking and straight-up fake news. ‘Fascism defeated by the Republic: the final defeat of the rebels is imminent!’ crowed La Libertad, above a cartoon of a swastika-bearing tree being felled by an axe labelled ‘Popular Front’. Madrid’s ABC spelled it out, and spelled it really badly wrong: ‘Message to our Tour team: Cañardo, Berrendero, Ezquerra, Molina, Álvarez, ride easy; the Republic is saved.’

And so, in time-honoured sporting fashion, they let their bikes do the talking. Berrendero’s, for one, was yelling its wheels off. On the first Pyrenean stage, a horrendous 325-kilometre ordeal encompassing four cols, the man I shall henceforth be routinely referring to by his initials and sundry over-familiar nicknames impressively extended his lead in the mountains competition. While doing so, he initiated what would become a signature move: with the points in the bag, he dismounted atop the day’s final climb and took leisurely refreshment at the summit café. It was a habit that might conceivably have cost him a podium finish. By his own subsequent admission, it definitely cost him a couple of stage wins. The beneficiary that day was Sauveur Ducazeaux, an amateur rocking a three-speed derailleur, who gleefully took the first and only victory of his career.fn1

Since those sombre rest-day interviews in Cannes, the Spaniards seem to have lightened up no end. The knockabout photocalls are back, JB and his teammates pushing each other around in prams and bouncing about on huge beach balls. They sign autographs and pose with fans. Journalists are treated to breezy predictions of the riches the team hopes to earn: a target of 100,000 francs in Tour winnings is mentioned, roughly 100 times the size of the biggest prize pots then on offer in Spain. The riders’ blithe ignorance of what has by now descended into a full-scale civil war – aerial bombardments, heavy shelling, summary executions – is betrayed when they express hope that ‘Spanish fans will come over the border to cheer us on these tough stages, despite the unpleasant weather’.

Luchon–Pau was this year’s queen stage, taking in the mighty cols of Peyresourde, Aspin, the Tourmalet and the Aubisque. Jools led the field over the first and scored bigly on the other three. Ezquerra finally cracked, and with nothing but rolling vineyards and sunflower plains until Paris, the Challenge Martini-Rossi was over. On his Tour debut – and in only the second proper stage race of his career – Julián Berrendero would be crowned King of the Mountains.

Back in Spain, troops were already digging in for the long haul. Franco controlled much of central and western Spain; the Republicans still held Madrid and Barcelona. Death squads from both sides were executing suspected enemy sympathisers by the hundred. An air raid on 22 July killed forty-five children in a small Basque village. In the space of a single grand tour, the conflict had exploded from scattered street-fights to nationwide fratricidal slaughter – and a full-blown proxy war, with Hitler and Mussolini sending Franco planes and weaponry, and Stalin’s Soviet Union reciprocating for the other side.

Still largely in the dark about this awful turn of events, Berrendero rode back into Paris in defiant triumph. ‘Those who had said I would suffer for my inexperience, what did they think now?’ he wrote in Mis Glorias y Memorias. ‘So much for those birdbrained gossips who flattered veteran riders and belittled the new generation.’ As the coup de grâce, and in a spirit of chest-beating egomania, he went third-person on their birdbrained asses. ‘Julián Berrendero is King of the Mountains!’

But the people of Paris knew more than he did about the fate of their sister republic. Riding into the Parc des Princes and up to the finish line, Berrendero was astonished to receive louder acclaim than the overall winner, Sylvère Maes. ‘The crowd showered me with cheers and bouquets of flowers, a real hero’s welcome such as I had never received.’ Suddenly it all sank in, the good, the bad and the ugly. El Tour de 1936, a recently published account of the race, paints a poignant picture: ‘Sitting on the ground with his bike laid down beside him, Berrendero cried like a child.’

JB recalled this extraordinary moment in his autobiography, using words that seem pretty bold for a book published in 1949, when Franco’s regime stood at the height of its censorious powers. ‘These tears came from something more profound than simple excitement, or even the absence of my loved ones: a deep nostalgia for my homeland, which was suffering the most cruel and tragic of all evils.’

It was a theme he had expanded on before, during one of those infamous summit stops. When a journalist wandered over to Berrendero atop an unnamed col, he didn’t expect to get much out of this ever reluctant interviewee. But for whatever reason – perhaps he just wanted to distract himself from the terrifying descent ahead – Berrendero shot his mouth off. When the chat turned to events back in Spain, JB blurted out words that would change the course of his life.

The original of this interview – its setting, its writer, its publication – has proved maddeningly elusive. All I’ve found are detailed, but indirect, references. El Tour de 1936 says Berrendero delivered an ‘impetuous declaration of republicanism’. A host of post-Franco newspaper profiles have him condemning ‘the fascist aggression in my homeland’. Berrendero himself never confirmed or denied the fateful quotes, though years later he hinted at a bit of a stitch-up: ‘The French press exaggerated what we said.’

But in spite of everything, it had been an extraordinary Tour for the Spanish. Cañardo, a dogged, beefy hardman, finished sixth overall; Ezquerra, notwithstanding his collapse in the mountains competition, ended as the team’s top money winner courtesy of that stage victory. Remarkably, despite the Spaniards’ best efforts to destroy one another – Berrendero and Cañardo also had some very unhelpful history – the Luxo-Hispanic squad even came second behind Belgium in the team category, spanking France into third by an hour and a half.

The lucrative post-Tour race contracts duly rolled in, along with all manner of commercial endorsements. Mis Glorias y Memorias is often alarmingly light on detail and accuracy – JB forgets riders’ names with a blithe shrug, admits to conflating memories from multiple races and inexplicably makes no reference whatsoever to his start-to-finish victory in the 1942 Vuelta – but the author displays photographic recall of every penny he was ever paid, for what and by whom. The caption below a snap of him being poured a drink in front of a promotional brandy-mobile: ‘For this pose I was paid 1,000 francs.’ There is a painstaking audit of his Tour winnings: 57,700 francs in total, several times more than his accumulated career earnings to date.

Jools hit criteriums – big-money local show races – all over France and Belgium. When he was spotted in the crowd at a Paris velodrome, the track boss begged him to ride a lap of honour: ‘As he makes this request, he puts a thousand-franc bill in my hand.’ A whirlwind of cash and flattery: he was living the dream, and loving it. Until he went to bed, and found his thoughts ‘flying to Spain’. Back in Madrid, his parents and fiancée were facing nightly raids by German and Italian bombers, the first sustained aerial assault in history. In the two-year siege that lay ahead, Madrileños would end up fighting off hungry dogs as they stripped flesh from horses and mules killed by shellfire. But Berrendero couldn’t go home. The Francoists were hardly about to overlook his fateful sermon on the mount, and the Republicans had turned against the self-exiled riders: El Mundo Deportivo – the Barcelona-based sports daily – slated Berrendero and his teammates for ‘avoiding their responsibilities to the Republic’.

All the other Spanish riders also stayed on after the Tour to earn the big French bucks, minus domestique Salvador Molina, who’d abandoned on Stage 7 and was currently back in Barcelona. With the race season nearing its end and the Civil War entrenched, what could they do? Cañardo, in particular, had given an awful lot of feisty interviews. And in the final analysis, they were all money-minded working-class professionals, who rode to support their families. Why leave the road-race Eldorado of France? They wouldn’t earn a peseta back home with a war on.

Emiliano Álvarez, the team’s other domestique, ran a bike shop in Pau, and lived above it with his French wife. And so Cañardo, Ezquerra and Berrendero – those very best of enemies – all moved in. The three of them raced again at the 1937 Tour, co-signing a letter that swore solidarity with the brothers in arms who fought for Spanish independence, along with a pledge to donate half the team’s winnings to Republican war orphans. Cañardo and Berrendero won a stage each; Berrendero went first over five cols and came fourth in the mountains prize. But when the pair of them turned up on the 1938 start line, there were no such stirring pronouncements; by then, Franco had the war all but won.

A few months later, Ezquerra and Cañardo slipped home over the border. JB stayed on in Pau, winning a lot of regional races and still earning a decent wedge off the back of his Tour successes. But there was no place for him in the 1939 edition, what with Republican Spain having ceased to exist three months before its start. A month after it ended, Hitler invaded Poland. ‘The international situation promised an imminent and new catastrophe,’ wrote Berrendero. He had swerved a civil war by staying in France; to swerve a world war, he now left it.

In September 1939, three and a bit years after leaving Spain, Julián Berrendero headed home, changing trains at the French border town of Hendaye. Clanking over the railway bridge that linked the two nations, he must surely have recalled that cringingly uncomfortable outward journey, twelve hours cooped up with a man he couldn’t stand, and who couldn’t stand him.

After his own return, Federico Ezquerra had found himself with some explaining to do: Spain was now ruled by il Movimiento, Franco’s Falangist governing authority. Questioned about his refusal to pop the stage-winners’ champagne in apparent protest at Franco’s coup, he imaginatively claimed self-defence: a full, uncorked bottle was, he insisted, his only weapon against disgruntled French fans who were threatening to turn nasty. Anyway, it did the job. After a short period in il Movimiento’s sporting sin-bin, Ezquerra’s racing licence was returned. More remarkably, so too was Mariano Cañardo’s, despite a much longer list of anti-Nationalist transgressions. By the summer of 1939, both riders were back on the road and winning races. (Salvador Molina, who’d spent the last year of the war organising benefit races for Barcelona’s anti-fascist militia, wisely fled to Mexico.)

So when Berrendero’s train hissed to a stop at Irun, just inside Spain, he would have felt more anticipation than concern. Soon he’d be reunited with Pilar, ‘my dear, faithful Pili’, his sweetheart since they’d met outside the school gates, aged thirteen. They’d get married and buy a house. Yes, he might have to do some official apologising, eat some shit, serve out a short ban. Or maybe not even that. So many Madrid friends had written to him in France, promising it was now safe to return. Guess what? It wasn’t. Berrendero stepped on to the platform and was promptly arrested. ‘From that moment and time, in my life and my career a parenthesis opened, a silence. A silence that lasted eighteen months.’

Employing the euphemism demanded by circumstance, in his autobiography Berrendero glosses over this year-and-a-half hiatus as ‘the period when my licence was suspended’. On balance, I guess that was less likely to alert Franco’s censors than ‘the period when I was imprisoned in three concentration camps’.

After his arrest at Irun station, Berrendero became one of the estimated 900,000 Spaniards and foreign Republican volunteers who would disappear into Franco’s network of 296 internment facilities by the end of 1939. By grim and simple definition, most would qualify as concentration camps: too many inmates in not enough space. The preponderance of political prisoners, widespread forced labour and appalling conditions further justify this emotive nomenclature – as indeed did the title of Franco’s own departmental authority, the Inspección de Campos de Concentración.

‘You should know that every prisoner is a ten millionth part of shit,’ the commander of one Barcelona camp told his inmates. Water was generally rationed to a small tin every three days. Food was so scarce that any trees inside the camp compound would be quickly stripped of their bark. Dysentery and tuberculosis were rampant; a typhus epidemic that spread across Spain two months before the 1941 Vuelta accounted for 502 prisoners in a single camp in Córdoba. Those like Berrendero who had been taken prisoner after the end of the Civil War – posteriores in the official terminology – were by default suspected of involvement in guerrilla resistance, and often tortured horribly with electric shocks and near-drownings.

The official purpose of these camps was depuración – the process of cleansing, or reprogramming, or otherwise re-educating enemies of the state. Berrendero uses this precise phrase in Mis Glorias y Memorias. But there weren’t any classroom lectures. Camp life more typically involved camp death. At least 10,000 prisoners perished, from hunger, disease or a bullet in the head. One inmate called the camps ‘cemeteries for the living’. Any Republican deemed ‘irrecoverable’ by the authorities faced summary execution, with all the other prisoners lined up to watch. Franco himself passed cold-hearted final judgement, leafing through death sentences over his afternoon coffee. The names he wrote an ‘E’ beside would be executed; a ‘C’ commuted the sentence. Anyone he felt worthy of making an example of had ‘garrote y prensa’ scribbled next to their name – garrotting and press coverage. ‘No honourable Spaniard should shrink from the painful duty of punishment,’ he told the nation in his end-of-year message on 31 December 1939.

Berrendero was taken first to a holding camp in a repurposed timber warehouse in Torrelavega, just along the Atlantic coast. From there he was sent by train to Espinosa de los Monteros, a lonely town in the northern mountains, and imprisoned at another temporary camp for two months. By the end of 1939, he had been transported down to Rota, near Cadiz, on the southern coast. Housed in a burned-out tuna cannery hidden away in the sand dunes, the Almadraba concentration camp at Rota was a permanent facility that would process 9,000 prisoners before its closure in June 1941. Their principal ordained task, conducted in brutal heat, was laying pavements in Rota town centre.

‘You – come with me!’

Berrendero, for obvious reasons, never once mentioned his camp experiences while Franco was alive. ‘A small misunderstanding’ was his stock answer when anyone asked about those missing years. After Franco’s death, most former prisoners still found it difficult to open up: a Spanish historian who interviewed several camp survivors in the 1990s noted that they would abruptly change the subject whenever one of their children walked in. ‘Fear remains in the blood,’ he said. Even when it was safe to do so, Berrendero seems to have made only two public references to this period, in magazine interviews that came out shortly before his death in 1995. But the tale he told was worth waiting for, and its extraordinary denouement begins with an officer’s barked order as the malnourished, flea-bitten Rota prisoners lined up on the sand for roll-call one morning in early 1941.

What did the captain want? Berrendero swallowed hard: when prisoners were summoned in this manner they were generally never seen again. Shaking with fear and foreboding, he followed the captain into his office. In his own incredible words, this is what happened after the door was closed.

‘The captain rushed up and embraced me. “Don’t you recognise me?” he asked, with tears in his eyes. He said he was José Llona, an amateur cyclist from Bilbao who had raced with me before the war. Then he led me to his desk and offered me the plate of breakfast that lay on it: two fried eggs and potato.’ This was the first proper meal that had been put in front of Berrendero for over a year. ‘It tasted like heaven, like glory.’

The remarkable Captain Llona, one assumes at no small personal risk, told Berrendero he would take care of him, and do what he could to procure his release. He found Berrendero work around the camp that would help rebuild his fitness, and kept bringing him food. From here on the details become ever sketchier, but soon after Llona seems to have engineered Berrendero’s transfer to his home city of Madrid. Here he blagged the rider some kind of community-service placement: a driving job that allowed him ample time off for training rides. By the start of March, Berrendero’s rehabilitation was officially declared complete, and at the age of twenty-nine, he had his racing licence returned.

After eighteen months in concentration camps he could hardly have expected much from his 9 March comeback event: a short, sharp 10-kilometre race up a Basque mountain in the company of Spain’s top climbers. ‘I decided to give everything from the beginning, full gas,’ he recalls. Nobody could stay with him, and Berrendero won by more than two minutes. Three months later, he lined up in Madrid for the start of the first Vuelta a España since 1936, and the first under Franco. Organised under the creepily Orwellian auspices of il Movimiento’s Department of Education and Leisure, the 1941 Vuelta was billed by the Falangist press as ‘The Tour of a Nation Reborn’.

In his autobiography, Berrendero freely admits that he never expected to ride professionally again: ‘I thought I had hung up my bike for good.’ But when he retired in 1949, he did so as his country’s most celebrated cyclist, and its most successful. Conforming to the post-professional tradition, in 1950 he opened an eponymous bike shop in the outskirts of Madrid, relocating a few years later to more central premises in the capital’s Chamberí district.

Bicicletas Berrendero was a studiously unpretentious community business. From dawn to well beyond dusk JB was ever present behind the counter or in the workshop at the back, fixing old ladies’ punctures and adjusting kids’ brakes or gears. Come summer he’d be ready with a gruff quote when a sports journo popped in to ask for his Tour or Vuelta predictions, which invariably descended into a diatribe against the pampered milksops in the modern peloton. A few representative samples from the Sixties and Seventies: ‘In my day we fought more, we suffered more. We were much more resistant to everything: cold, heat, rain. Only the domestiques suffer like we used to. They’re the ones who leave their bones on the road … I won the King of the Mountains without any gears. Now they have ten-gear bikes lighter than the wind, you can get 70kmh out of them … We rode on country tracks. You just hoped someone had been out and cut the grass the day before … Cyclists get big salaries now, so they never really push hard in races. We only got paid in prize money, we had to win to eat, to ride ourselves into the ground for a bowl of lentils. We had no support crew. We raced as if we had been abandoned by everybody. If I suffered today half of what I had to put up with in my best years, I would be a millionaire.’

Most of these interviews appeared in print below a portrait snapped outside his shop window: ever more jowly as the decades passed, but consistently black-browed and sombre. In one or two he looks straight-up menacing, heavy set with his receding dark hair slicked back, like an old Mafia hood on his rounds. ‘So, uh, what do you call that bike of yours in the window there, the one with the two seats? A tandem, huh? Ain’t that something. I would hate to see that beautiful machine all bust up and, you know, kinda melted and stuff.’

Ever the commercial opportunist, in these photos Jools would generally pose beside one of the Berrendero-branded machines he sold at his shop from the 1960s onwards, cheap-to-mid-range tourers, road bikes and kids’ bikes, mostly rebadged Spanish-built Orbeas and BHs. You can occasionally find one of these for sale on Madrid’s online second-hand marketplaces. I know this because I found five. An idea had suggested itself almost the minute I read the bare bones of his story, and it was one that now possessed me: I was going to ride the route of that 1941 Vuelta, and I was going to do it on a Berrendero.

The bad news, which sunk in as classified advertiser after classified advertiser failed to respond to my urgent enquiries, was that I wouldn’t be riding the route on one of these Berrenderos. Covid-19 had hit Madrid harder than any other city in Europe, but by May, London was hot on its heels. The Seventies and Eighties Berrenderos I’d located were all pretty shonky, and thus extremely cheap; no Madrileño in his or her right mind was going to risk a face-to-face transaction with some rona-riddled Londoner for the sake of €60.

The much better news came via my email exchanges with Gerardo, whose vintage-bike blog I had come across in my wide-ranging online quest for information on Julián Berrendero. Because the bicycle bequeathed to him by his late friend José Luis, as detailed in the many photographs of it on his site, was a very different kind of Berrendero: a really, really good one. The machine that Gerardo and Javier had so very generously agreed to loan me was no careworn, mass-market clunker, but a bespoke, race-ready, mid-Seventies beauty with Campagnolo stamped all over the gleaming bits that made it move and stop. And with its vendor’s name proudly emblazoned in decals that ran up and down every single tube on the frame. From our first contact, Gerardo had expressed deep reverence for this legendary rider, and for the bicycle that must have ranked among the finest he ever sold. To Gerardo this was no mere bike. In his words, and now by inheritance in mine, this was La Berrendero.

With Gerardo’s extraordinary offer in hand, I just had to bide my time. An antibody test confirmed that I’d had Covid, which made me feel an awful lot better about even considering this trip: at least I could now travel round Spain confident that I wouldn’t be getting it, or spreading it. But Spain had imposed a tit-for-tat ban on British travellers, and wouldn’t remove it until UK deaths and cases declined to acceptable levels; Madrid remained on a red-alert lockdown that forbade all travel out of the city. It was a pretty disgraceful waiting game I played, willing the Covid figures downwards to expedite my departure. Timmy’s Summer Bike Adventure: tragically on hold while this selfish, boring plague burned itself out. I’d already got in trouble with my wife for expressing relief when the UK’s death toll eased past Spain’s, thereby removing a moral impediment. My planned tour seemed moderately less inappropriate now that I wouldn’t be riding around the most grimly ravaged country in Europe.

On 21 June, the UK travel ban was lifted. A week and a bit later, the province of Madrid was downgraded to an alert level that permitted free movement in and out. I struck. On 3 July I got on a plane, and just before 1 p.m. the next day, eased La Berrendero to a halt outside a parade of stucco-fronted old mansions on Calle de Alfonso XII in downtown Madrid.

A quick selfie: there I am crouched beside a shiny silver bike, its slender frame weighed down by the fat holdall slung laterally beneath its saddle, the toolbag cable-tied to the rear of its top tube, and the battered bar-bag filling the gap between its brake levers. On my head, a white peaked cap of vintage design. On my feet, tan-coloured retro cycling shoes over white ankle socks. And in between, a short-sleeved, flappy-collared, blue-and-white woollen jersey with an elaborate crest embroidered on one of its two front pockets, plus – because I’m not that bloody stupid – a pair of spanking new, high-end Lycra shorts. All in all, a reasonable tribute to the outfit worn by Julián Berrendero throughout the 1941 Vuelta a España, modelled on the pavement outside its official starting point: the former headquarters of the Ministry of Education and Leisure.




CHAPTER 3


[image: ]

To give a flavour of Spain’s politico-sporting vibe in 1941, here’s the end of a newspaper football-match report that popped up alongside the first archived Vuelta stage communiqué I scrolled through: ‘The game finished without further change in the scoreline, and shortly afterwards Capella, captain of the Azul team, came forward to receive the magnificent Catalan Cup, leading the crowd in a chant of “Franco, Franco, Franco!”’

Two years into his dictatorship, el Caudillo – Spanish for Führer – was moving out of his murderous-repression phase and considering how he might unite the country he had broken in half. A bike race that circumnavigated Spain seemed an obvious means of fostering national togetherness, with the bonus of showcasing fascist-friendly physical and spiritual virtues. ‘All of Spain will discover that cycling is a healthy and cleansing sport,’ declared race referee Manuel Serdan, in an interview with El Mundo Deportivo. It was a theme Serdan had warmed to a couple of months earlier, when asked by a journalist if Julián Berrendero would be competing in the Vuelta. ‘He has completed his military service,’ replied Serdan, smoothly mastering the regime’s odious doublespeak. ‘Of course he dreams of being reintegrated. He is in good physical shape; now let us see what has resulted from his purification.’

Franco had little personal interest in sport, so the Vuelta’s relaunch was overseen by General Moscardó, first boss of il Movimiento’s newly established National Sports Delegation. The general was a sports nut who fully exploited the career opportunities of a venal one-party state by later bagging himself the role of Spain’s Olympic football coach, despite a total lack of relevant experience. Under his leadership, the Spanish would mystifyingly fail to qualify for the 1948 and 1952 Games.

But in 1941, General Moscardó was a very familiar name in Spain on account of a rather darker tragedy. During the early months of the Civil War, he had been Nationalist commanding officer at the Siege of the Alcázar, in Toledo. When the Republican forces surrounding the Nationalist-held fortress captured Moscardó’s son Luis, they telephoned the general to advise him that unless he surrendered, the boy would be killed. ‘Let me talk to him!’ demanded Moscardó. When the phone was handed to Luis, his father shouted: ‘Boy, commend your soul to God and die like a patriot! Long live Spain!’ He was shot on the spot. Two months later, after Nationalist reinforcements broke the siege, Moscardó swiftly directed their attention to his Republican hostages. All 130 patients in the fortress’s hospital had their throats slit, including twenty pregnant women. A further 180 Republican militiamen were locked in the seminary and burned alive. As the indiscretions of a sports administrator, these rather put Sepp Blatter’s in the shade.

Putting a European grand tour together in 1941 would have been an unusually large ask. Despite its nominal neutrality in the world war, Spain remained effectively bankrupt and half starving. The devastation left by a three-year civil conflict that had introduced the world to the horrors of blitzkrieg and carpet bombing lay in scorched, rubbled heaps right across the country. After Spain’s absence from the previous World Cup and Olympics, Franco had hoped to pitch the race as his country’s reintroduction on to the international sporting stage, but in the rather trying geopolitical circs that wasn’t going to be easy. Even before all this war business, Spain had struggled to attract foreign riders: the money was awful, and the roads and facilities routinely failed to belie the snotty French jibe that ‘Africa begins at the Pyrenees’. In the event, the only foreigners Moscardó could procure were a fairly undistinguished quartet from fellow war-neutrals Switzerland.

With commercial backing inevitably in short supply, the Ministry of Education and Leisure stood in as effective race sponsors. In a curious bid to foster some sense of team rivalry – and, one imagines, to get the Franco-hating Catalans on board – the Ministry split the top riders into two squads representing Barcelona’s dominant football clubs. Berrendero would race in the blue and white colours of RCD Espanyol, along with Fermín Trueba, younger brother of The Flea and a friend of JB’s, plus – light the blue and white touch paper! – Federico Ezquerra, that most hated of adversaries. Preeminent among those given the blue and maroon jersey of FC Barcelona was another old foe: Mariano Cañardo. With just thirty-two starters, the ’41 Vuelta still ranks as the smallest ever grand tour. The race organisers hoped to atone through sheer immensity of distance: at 4,442 kilometres it was, and remains, the longest bicycle race in Spanish history.

And so on the morning of 12 June 1941, a modest peloton gathered in front of officials and spectators outside the Ministry offices on Calle de Alfonso XII. On dutiful cue, every right arm was raised in fascist salute, and every voice joined a rendition of ‘Cara al Sol’, ‘Face to the Sun’, the Falangist anthem. Berrendero would have known the words better than anyone, having been obliged to sing it twice a day in the camps, where any mistake with the lyrics earned an automatic beating. At 8 a.m. sharp, the start flag was lowered by the Spanish Cycling Federation’s new president, General Uzquiano – a natural career progression for Franco’s erstwhile deputy chief of staff.

Seventy-nine years and three weeks later, pedalling through the welcome shade of the plane trees that lined the Calle de Alfonso XII, I set off in their ghostly wheel tracks. In the total absence of tourists, and with the Saturday traffic dramatically thinned by lockdown, it wasn’t too hard to imagine the scene. As I rolled down the six-lane avenues, the loudest noise was the buzz of crickets getting busy in the formal gardens alongside.

Back home I’d spent a great deal of time inputting the 1941 route into Komoot, my phone’s bike-focused navigation app, harvesting stage details from Berrendero’s autobiography, and from contemporary sports reports in Spain’s impressively comprehensive online newspaper archives. What a shame that my hopelessly stunted grasp of Spanish had obliged me to consult these splendid resources through the wayward auto-translation miracle of Google Lens. Ever tried it? You fire up the app, aim your phone camera at whatever you want translated, and the software’s best effort appears on the screen. Sometimes I’d point my phone at a yellowed page or PC monitor and see fully formed, cogent revelations take shape before my widened eyes. But sometimes runners were thrown into trumpets, and champion wood delivered by walnut conference.

The 1941 race kicked off with a forty-five-minute neutralised parade through the centre; I followed it down the wide and graceful Gran Via. During the Civil War this had been known as Howitzer Alley, aligned as it was with the Nationalist artillery emplacements that looked down on Madrid from those mighty western hills. From the end of the war until 1981, Gran Via was renamed Avenida de José Antonio, in honour of the founding father of Falangism and composer of the lyrics to ‘Cara al Sol’, José Antonio Primo de Rivera. Spain has taken an awfully long time to retitle the countless streets and squares named after Franco and friends. The town of Guadiana del Caudillo is still holding out down near the Portuguese border.

Then it was out around Franco’s Victory Arch, a pound-shop Arc de Triomphe finished in 1956. Marooned on a vast traffic island, it looked rather feeble and forlorn, an impression compounded by the graffiti daubed over its lower reaches, and by the skateboarders slaloming through the beer bottles and chunks of displaced marble cladding strewn beneath it. The arch must be the most blatant surviving symbol of Franco’s regime, but the civic authorities appear to have felt that knocking it down would be a statement too far. Instead, they’ve gone for a kind of managed decline, crowbarring out the Falangist yoke-and-arrow motifs and removing all identifying signage. I freewheeled around the arch next to a bus, wondering if the driver or his passengers ever thought about what it represented; whether indeed they even noticed it. As I would find out, the Spanish are very good at letting uncomfortable history hide in plain sight.

The arch wasn’t built when the 1941 peloton filed through, but the aftermath of the victory it originally commemorated would have lain all around. An extraordinary photo accompanied El Mundo Deportivo’s Stage 1 race report, showing the riders pedalling by shattered hulks of institutional-grade structures, carefully captioned: ‘the Vuelta passes the glorious ruins of University City’. In November 1936, with the Nationalists just 300 metres from the centre of Madrid, a fierce and surreal battle raged across this sprawling campus. At times the front line ran through laboratories and libraries; machine-gun nests were built out of encyclopaedias, and bombs sent up in lifts. Almost every building would be shelled to oblivion: Antony Beevor, who ought to know, called it ‘a foretaste of Stalingrad’. After the fighting hit a stalemate, both sides dug in for two years, leaving trenches and bunkers that are still visible at the northern end of University City.fn1 For the first time, but by no means the last, I realised that although the overarching intention of the race was to bring Spain together, on a micro level, its route was carefully plotted in order to remind the country who had won the war, by rubbing the losers’ noses right in it. This first stage ran up the Coruña Road, route of Franco’s first assault on the capital, a highway whose final suburban stretch is still named Victory Avenue. And the stage would end at Salamanca, Franco’s military headquarters throughout the war.

Actually, I didn’t realise any of that, at least not in any coherent manner. In these early stages, I was rather more focused on getting to grips with the absurd heat, the mind-melting scale of my undertaking and, most immediately, this new-old bike of mine. La Berrendero, which Gerardo reckoned had been wheeled out of JB’s shop in 1975, was a dream machine in its day, a bike my youthful self would have lusted after. It had a full Campagnolo Nuovo Gran Sport group set: gears, brakes, pedals, hubs, seat post, the lot. Not quite the range-topping Nuovo Record that took Eddy Merckx to five Tour wins, but near enough. It had slender Mavic rims, upon which Javier had fitted a pair of narrow, retro-profile Mavic tyres. And, perhaps
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