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About the Book

For 11 years I was a professional cyclist, competing in the hardest and greatest races on Earth. I was in demand from the world’s best teams, a well-paid elite athlete. But I never won a race. I was the hired help.


When my mum dropped me off in a small French town aged 17, I was full of determination to be a professional cyclist, but I was completely green. I went from mowing the team manager’s lawn to winning every amateur race I entered. Then I turned pro and realised I hated the responsibility and pressure of chasing victory. And that’s when I became a domestique.


I learned to take that hurt and give it everything I had to give, all for someone else’s win. When the order came in to ride it was I pushed out with the hardest rhythm I could, dragging the group faster and faster, until my whole body screamed with pain. There were times I rode myself to a standstill, clutching the barrier metres from the line, as the lead group shot past. But that’s what made me so good at my job.


As my career took off, I started looking at the fans lining the route, cheering us like heroes. The passion for cycling oozed off them, but they couldn’t know what it was really like. They didn’t see the terrible hotels, the crazy egos or all the shit that goes with great expectations. Well, this is how it is…


About the Author

Charly Wegelius was one of Britain’s most distinguished and respected professional cyclists. He grew up in York, and went on to race for some of cycling’s best teams, including Mapei, the world’s most successful ever team. In his 11-year career he competed in a remarkable 14 Grand Tours (including three Tours de France). Charly now works as a directeur sportif for the Garmin-Sharp team.


Co-writer Tom Southam is a former professional racing cyclist. He raced alongside Charly Wegelius for three years in the Italian professional peleton, and twice rode the professional Road Race Championships as a teammate of Wegelius. He now works as a writer and contributes to major cycling publications in the UK and internationally.
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Author’s Note

Like most normal human beings I didn’t set out in life thinking that one day I would be writing about it in a book. Some people might, but not me. Even when the possibility of writing a book came my way I didn’t know at first if I was the person to do it. I didn’t have anything to confess, but I had things to say. The book had to be right.

By July 2011, when this book first started to come to life, I had a clear idea of what I wanted to write about: life inside the professional peloton. However, the events of the past two years have made this vision very hard to stick to without devoting a disproportionate amount of space to a topic that played a very marginal part in my life.

As a professional cyclist whose career ran from 2000 to 2011 I lived through a turbulent time for the sport – full to bursting with scandals, drug raids, confessions, accusations, revelations and all the difficulties that came with a doping culture that was deeply embedded in the sport.

It is therefore a bitter-sweet taste to know that in 2013 there is enough interest in the sport that I love that a guy like me can write a book for an enthusiastic audience, yet at the same time have to be at pains to explain that the book – like my career – does not contain any exciting doping stories, nor does it attempt to.

It’s not to say that a fair amount of doping wasn’t going on around me, I’m sure. Anyone who feels the need can go and look up the names of the people I rode for and with and find numerous doping violations against their names. I am not trying to deny that. I have, however, chosen not to focus on those facts.

I have remained true to my vision of the book. This book, the one that I wanted to write, is focused on something else: an entire cycling career. Yes, doping makes an appearance or two, there is no way it couldn’t, but I would like to feel that its small appearances in this book reflect just how minor a part it really played in my life as a cyclist. There was simply much more to be getting on with, so much more to the job and so much other stuff for me to be worrying about.

The role that I played, that of a domestique, a foot soldier in the sport, was often a thankless task that kept me perched precariously between the gutter and the stars for eleven long working years. It is this story alone that I feel I am qualified to tell, through the life experiences that I have had.

I can tell you that I have spared some people in telling this story in this form. Some of them I have no doubt unwittingly protected in small ways. If I have done so, their absence only serves to somehow repay some act of human decency that they themselves have shown to me. There are others who showed the opposite of decency to me, whom I have been forced to protect by the lawyers-who-know-what’s-good-for-me, and to them I say: You got lucky, bastards.

Whatever the case, I can tell you in all honesty that I spared very little of myself in telling this story, and that, after all, is all I can really do.

Charly Wegelius, February 2013


 

 

Dulce bellum inexpertis

(War is sweet to those who do not fight)

GERARD DIDIER ERASMUS


Foreword

 

 

This book begins at almost the very moment I met Charly Wegelius for the first time – the 1999 World Road Race Championships, in Verona.

I was fascinated by Charly when I first met him in Mike Taylor’s room of the Hotel Antico Termine. I knew that on that very day Charly had signed his first professional contract, and when I looked at him all I could do was wonder, ‘How did you do that?’

When I saw Charly in the flesh that day, I was seeing him the way that thousands of people have seen him from the roadside over the years: as an object of wonder, of athleticism and of professionalism on the racing bike. My mind at the time – like his once had been – was obsessed with the idea of being a professional cyclist. I aspired to being a racer so much and, through growing up in the UK in the eighties, I had been so far removed from that world that professional cyclists seemed like gods to me.

Here was a man who saw cycling the same way I did, who came from where I came from, and who somehow had made it all work.

He had crossed the divide from where I was to where I dreamed of being. Four years my senior and with his professional contract in his back pocket, Charly Wegelius seemed like a man who had achieved the near impossible.

I followed Charly’s footsteps into the professional peloton in my own ragged time, and over the years we became friends. Our paths diverged abruptly, however, when, after only three years in the peloton, I upped and walked away from the world of European professional cycling. I had found that it was nothing like I imagined it would be, and the shock of that realisation sent me reeling.

We remained friends, though, as Charly carried on with his increasingly successful racing career and I went off to learn how to write, and our paths crossed professionally again, but in a vastly different way: the opportunity eventually arose to write this story together. It was a story I knew well because, just like Kurt Vonnegut sitting next to Billy Pilgrim in the latrines in his masterpiece Slaughterhouse Five, at many times during the events in this book I too was right there.

I was there in Verona when Charly was the toast of British Cycling, and witnessed the awkwardness when he arrived at the Worlds in Plouay a year later. I was quite often there staying in his spare room when he came home to his inhospitable apartment and empty fridge while he rode for De Nardi, and I was right there, too, swapping turns when he made the biggest mistake he would make in his racing career.

I knew exactly what it was to feel average in that peloton, and to try so hard to be a decent human being in amongst all of the cutthroat realities of the sport.

And yet, at the same time, I wasn’t entirely sure that his was the book that I wanted to write. The fact was, no matter how frankly he spoke of his life at the time we were both riders, I had never truly shaken the belief that Charly Wegelius had always had it all figured out.

It wasn’t until I first sat down with Charly over a couple of mid-morning Negronis in December 2011 to discuss the book that I saw just how precarious life as a cyclist had been for Charly, too. I knew then this was the book I wanted to write, for I realised his was a story about cycling that hadn’t been told.

This was a story that we both wanted the world to know – the story of the middle of the bunch, the story of the riders who go to work each day having sacrificed everything in their lives – girlfriends, jobs, wives and even their precious youth – to be there and to turn themselves inside out for little more than an average salary and the chance to do it all again the next day.

Charly lived the life he set out to – all the way to its conclusion, despite what it took to do it, and how many scars he picked up along the way. Charly lived a life the rest of us didn’t, or couldn’t, and getting him to pass on the story wasn’t always easy for either of us, but it needed doing.

The purpose of this book, I thought, was in part to dispel the glorious myth that the professional cyclist is anything more than a normal person – albeit one with some physical talent. But, ironically, once I had seen the facts of Charly’s life laid bare – the things that he dealt with to have the career that he did – I again marvelled at his achievement. It was a life that required the strength and determination of the most committed character to see it through. But it was also nothing like the life Charly had imagined either.

Through the experience that I’ve had of writing this book, and after knowing Charly for all these years, I have the answers as to why and how he got to where he did. But, even with all of that right in front of me, strewn through piles of papers, recorded interviews and the many hundreds of conversations we’ve had throughout the process of writing this book, there is a part of me that still thinks, ‘How did you do that?’

Tom Southam

December 2012


Prologue

I live in fear, and that is what probably motivates me to do well a lot of the time – because, really, I’m just shitting myself.

The moment I knew, really knew, that I would become a professional cyclist, I was on the rollers warming up for the Under-23 World Time Trial Championships in Verona, October 1999.

There is always a big hubbub at those championships because the Under-23 category is packed with riders who are desperate to turn professional. The championships are the culmination of a lot of these guys’ early lives, and, being young, the riders get very emotionally drawn in to the experience. It’s an unavoidably tense event.

The competition to turn professional is fierce, and a time trial isn’t like a road race where you can roll around in the protection of a group of teammates before the start. At time trials you all warm up individually on stationary trainers, within feet of the guys you have been competing with all year; guys you have consciously (or not) developed an intense dislike towards, without even knowing them. Everyone is jealous of everyone else.

I hate the mêlée: the press, the managers, the other riders and all the shit that goes with great expectations. But on that day, as I started my warm-up surrounded by my own crowd of helpers and observers, I saw two men in blue tops pushing their way through to me. Their sports jackets were printed with the multicoloured cube logo of Mapei, instantly recognisable to any cycling fan in the world as sponsors of the Mapei professional cycling team, the biggest and most iconic team in the sport at the time.

Alvaro Crespi and Serge Parsani, two of the directors of the team, were coming to find me to say hello. In amongst the jealous and curious glares from the other riders I was already proud enough just because it was me they were coming to see. Skinny little me had two of the managers of fucking Mapei stopping by for a chat. I was like a dog with two dicks.

It is hard to think and talk as you warm up, with the blood rushing into your legs and the loud drone of the rollers, set against the buzz of activity of the team staff and the booming commentary on the early starters coming out of the speakers around the circuit. But as they strolled over my mind was quickening with excitement. I already recognised the two of them from an earlier meeting, and in that moment I flashed back to the first time they had approached me – a team that I wouldn’t have even dared to dream I would be riding for half-way through the year …

That fateful first meeting with Mapei had come on the way to the start of another time trial. It was half a world away at the Trans Canada stage race – a tiny pro event that happened once and was supposed to inspire the Canadian people into becoming a more unified country. As I went towards the start gate that day, Parsani stopped me in my tracks and said, ‘Are you …?’

He looked at my number, and then he looked at me, and I thought he was going to ask me, ‘Are you off before my boy?’ He fumbled, trying to speak English, which he couldn’t, so I relieved by him telling him I could speak French, which put us both at ease. He asked again, in French this time, ‘Are you Charly Wegelius?’ I confirmed I was indeed Wegelius. He simply asked, ‘We were wondering if you’d be interested in coming and riding for our team.’

I was dumbfounded. I thought that he had either got the wrong guy or that he was talking about some amateur team he was involved with. But he wasn’t: he was talking about Mapei, and he was talking about me.

He asked for my phone number, and I went and rode the time trial in a complete fucking daze. I almost went off course; my mind was racing. I was blown away.

The trouble was that when Parsani asked me for a phone number I didn’t know the number of the apartment I rented. I couldn’t remember the number of my own mobile phone. Instead, the only number I could drag out of my brain was the same phone number I had memorised as a kid when I’d take ten pence out with me to call from a phone box if anything went wrong on one of my expeditions on my bike: I had given Parsani the phone number for my mother’s house in York.

As I careered around the time trial course in a state so confused I was close to crashing, I realised this meant that I was going to have to go and stay at home when I returned from the race, for however long it took for them to call.

The offer had come so out of the blue that I was suddenly petrified that the manager might ring up and not be able to get through to me because I had popped out to the shops to buy a quarter of wine gums, or taken the dog for a walk, and I thought the interest that they had suddenly shown might just as rapidly disappear again.

But eventually, after a few agonising days waiting at home, the call came. Alvaro Crespi rang and invited me to undergo some testing for the team in Italy, and even just hearing his thick Italian accent excited me. I was a well-travelled guy by this point, but Italy was still foreign, still exotic. North-western France – where I’d lived as an amateur – was one thing in those days. Everyone went to France; it was foreign, but it wasn’t exotic. Italy was completely different. It was further away, it was Mediterranean and intriguing, and it was also somewhere I knew very little about.

I took that call sat in the bay window that was covered in slobber from our dogs, who would stand there all day yelping at passers-by. Listening to this crackly Italian accent on my blue BT telephone was like listening in on an alternate reality. It was surreal. In an instant I had gone from being shown a complete lack of interest, even from small teams, to the biggest cycling team in the world courting me. I wanted to scream, ‘You’ve got the wrong guy!’

I wanted to ask, ‘Are you sure about this?’

If you were Belgian or French, the process to become a professional cyclist was much more gradual. Your team manager would probably take you to meet somebody at a race somewhere; you’d go out training with pros and you would know exactly what you had to do and where you would be heading. But in England you were completely isolated, you didn’t really talk to people you went out to races with, and my teammates on the national team that year knew even less than me.

After the call, I went in for testing a week before the Worlds and stayed on the shores of Lake Como with my coach, Ken Matheson (then the head coach at the British Cycling Federation), for company. There I found myself at the doors of a world of wonder; the ‘pinch me’ moments were countless. I was overwhelmed by excitement when I first switched on an Italian TV and saw dozens and dozens of channels of Eurotrash shit. It was exotic, in the overblown way that Italy is exotic, from the warm autumn light that you get there in October to the man on the sales channel on TV, so worked up by the unbeatable value of the bargains he was advertising he would sound like he was having an asthma attack.

I went to the Mapei centre and saw their slick, branded professionalism; I sat in a real Italian traffic jam (exciting in itself if you’ve never heard that cacophony of horns) while the legendary trainer Max Testa casually spun stories to Ken and me about the days the Motorola professional team had been based right there in Como. It seemed like a door had opened for me to waltz right through. I just couldn’t quite believe that it was being opened for me.

After going through the tribulations of testing with the team I felt much more confident when I saw Crespi and Parsani in Verona on the day of the World Championships, but still with nothing signed I couldn’t be sure that this dream was going to become a reality. As I continued my warm-up that day in Verona, Crespi and Parsani watched my body heat up with the effort, my face reddening and breaking into a sweat as the time ticked down to the start. Finally, they decided it was the right moment. I got to hear the words I so needed to hear: ‘Everything is OK for next year. We’ll take you in the team. We’ll come to sign you tomorrow at your hotel.’

Finally there was confirmation. I was really going to sign for a professional team, and the best one in the world to boot: my career as a professional cyclist was going to happen.

I nearly fell off the rollers.

I had spent practically the whole year riding as one of the best amateurs in Europe, but the lack of offers from teams had me feeling like I had almost failed. Suddenly, the best team in the world assured me it was taking me on. To the outside world it made complete sense, but I was in shock. The speed and surreal way in which events had passed left me feeling like it was all an elaborate hoax.

It was a feeling that I never shook, despite the enormous sense of pride I felt as I signed my first professional contract with such an esteemed team. That sense of achievement lasted only a moment. As the reality of the situation crystallised in my mind, I didn’t start dancing on the floor, celebrating. I started shitting myself – already I didn’t want to let my future team down by riding a bad time trial.

I returned home from the Worlds, contract in hand, and Paul Sherwen called me to congratulate me. Paul had played a hand in my early career and, of course, he told me it was really good that I had signed a contract. But he also said this would be like graduating from school to university. Sherwen told me that cycling was a hard sport that had been easy for me so far, and the truth was, I could only consider myself a real professional when I got a second contract. ‘Loads of people get let in,’ he said, ‘but not many people get to stay.’

I went from living in fear of never signing a contract to living in fear of not getting a second contract. Paul’s call set the tone for my whole career. I immediately started doing everything I could to start making myself useful, to be indispensable, to be remembered when it was new contract time.

I seemed to go through most of my career just thinking, ‘If I can just save myself now …’ to the next lap, or to the next stage, to the next year; a constant negative motivation. People on the outside might think that cyclists are these sort of ultra-motivated beings who plan everything to the nth degree – this ‘ultimate human performance’ bullshit, but, in reality it’s often just the really shitty stuff that motivates you, like the fact that you’d be ashamed to stop at the showers because you know what it will feel like on Monday morning when you know you haven’t done a good job. A lot of what would end up pushing me was simply to have a good conscience.

Sherwen knew that I had no idea what I was getting in to when I had excitedly signed my first contract. The sport would reveal itself to me in its stark reality over the following years; it would be like seeing the carcass of an animal you’ve killed turned completely inside out.

What it is to be a great cycling champion, I will never know. What I can tell you is what it is to race bicycles for a living. The job of a professional cyclist is extraordinary, but the professional peloton is full of quite ordinary men just like me, who find themselves at times exposed, and at times confused, by the profession that they work so hard to be a part of. I’ve never wanted to write a book about the struggle to become a professional cyclist; I want to write about the life you lead when you become one.

Becoming a professional cyclist was something I consciously decided I was going to do, and I had made the decision long before the two Mapei managers approached me in Canada. I was going to do it, and until I’d done it I’d have no peace.


CHAPTER 1

Something I Had to Do

‘Monseiur Chaminaud … Charly Wegelius.’

Seeing a look of bemusement on the face of the middle-aged Frenchman who was propped up against the boot of a white Renault team car in front of me, I thrust my hand forward and tried again, this time thickening my well-practised French accent, distorting further the unusual sound of my Finnish surname.

‘Char-lee Weg-he-lee-oos.’

After a brief moment, the look of recognition that I had hoped for finally spread across the face looking back at me, and a cold hand gripped mine and shook it in welcome. Despite the relief that flooded over me when Jean-François Chaminaud realised who I was, it was far from the welcome that I had expected. Behind the smile now being worn on the face of my sole contact at the French amateur team Vendée U, whose doorstep I had just arrived on, was a look that seemed to say with a hint of panic, ‘Oh, fuck – you’re actually here.’ In fairness the moment I arrived in France perhaps hadn’t been the best one. As my mother and I had pulled up from our overnight trip on the ferry and arrived at the designated location, we had found that everyone in the team was already leaving for a training session. Even as I stepped excitedly out of my mother’s red Ford Fiesta and saw the Gitane team bikes on the roof of the Vendée U team car, riders had begun filing out into the morning in ones and twos. Some had glanced at me warily; others simply weren’t interested in the bespectacled blond teenager who had appeared and was waiting for someone to talk to him.

Being deliberately ignored by my teammates was something I would get used to in my amateur years in France, but right there and then it had felt like a strange kind of introduction. As far as I was concerned when I arrived at the accommodation at Le Domaine St Sauveur a few kilometres from La Roche Sur Yon in the Vendée to meet the Vendée U team I was in the right place at the right time, but, as it would soon become apparent, I was the only person there who thought that.

In 1996 professional cycling was a European sport, and being an aspiring young British cyclist meant only one thing: packing up your life in the UK and moving to continental Europe. It was a process that had been the same for generations: cycling was a minority sport in Britain and always had been – there was a sense then that it always would be too. If you were British, Australian or American the challenge of becoming a professional cyclist wasn’t limited to what you could do on the road, but whether or not you could hack it ‘over there’.

At the time, communication was still painfully slow between the UK and Europe. A few months prior to arriving in France I had been tenuously put in touch with the Vendée U trainer, Jean-François Chaminaud, by the British journalist Kenny Pryde. For whatever reason, after a few handwritten letters backwards and forwards between us, Chaminaud agreed to take me on. I didn’t think about it, but it was a strange thing for a team like Vendée U to agree to. I was 17 and still a junior category rider – not even old enough to take part in the same races as the members of the actual team. It was typical of who I was at the time, though, always wanting to be one step in front of where I needed to be, that I had set my sights on Vendée U, the best amateur team in France. And now here I was, only one day after finishing my A levels, ready to start life as a cyclist.

The absurdity of my situation wasn’t the only thing that went over my head, either. Having never been part of any sort of organised team, other than my cycling club VC York, I had no idea of the complicated and often political structures within cycling teams. VC York had been delighted to help me get a racing licence and allow me to ride in one of their jerseys, but they were just a sports club with a committee that organised a road race and a club dinner once a year – that was it. I had been in no way prepared then, when I had gleefully taken up what I thought was a concrete offer to go out to join Vendée U, for the fact that one half of the team didn’t talk to the other, and that Chaminaud, a marginal figure in the team hierarchy, hadn’t told anyone else that I was coming. When I had eventually walked over and introduced myself, the riders, staff and the manager, Jean-René Bernaudeau, seemed to be taken completely by surprise by my arrival.

The team were in the middle of a training camp for the National Team Time Trial Championships, and they had no time or interest in delaying the day’s session because of the unheralded arrival of skinny English kid. Clearly a little embarrassed, Chaminaud had a rushed conversation with Bernaudeau, seemingly formed almost entirely out of grunts. I was told to wait where I was, and that they would be back for me after the training session. By now Mum had gone to catch her boat, so I was left totally alone. I found myself a seat in the reception area of the house that the team was leaving, and I sat down and quietly waited.

My reaction was typical of who I was at the time. I had been told to wait by someone whom I considered could be influential to my cycling career, so I waited, and I thought nothing more of it. There were no questions in my mind, there was no part of me that wondered if I was doing the right thing, nor any doubt about what I was getting myself into. I was so determined I didn’t even pause to think about the possibility of being homesick. I loved my mother and I knew that being away from home would be a challenge, but at the same time I knew that she had already done all that she could to help me towards my goal just by getting me there. Now there were other people to listen to, and the idea of entertaining emotions like missing home was a total waste of time to me. It was as if I had simply carved that part of my mind out with a scalpel and left it behind when I was packing my bags to go to France, reasoning that it was of no use.

I still can’t put my finger on why I had to become a professional cyclist. I was quite smart at school; I didn’t come from a penniless family; I didn’t really need to try to make my living this way. Despite the fact that my parents had separated when I was only two, I was far too young to really know any different, and grew up as contented as only a child can be. I led what I considered to be a perfectly normal life. I grew up with my brother, Eddie, and my mother, Jane, in York but spent my summers and school holidays in Finland. Eddie and I travelled what felt like quite often between the two countries when we were both at a very young age. Being four years older, Eddie took the responsibility of looking after me very seriously when we were young. I was his kid brother, and he always made sure that we were both safe on our travels, and kept me out of trouble.

We both loved to go out to Finland. The whole country felt like a playground to us. The landscape of Finnish countryside was so uncluttered it felt like a world of opportunity. It was quiet and it was safe, we could walk as far as we could in any direction and we could be sure everyone we came across knew my father and who we were. My father, wanting us to be independent and actively look for things to do, allowed us a lot of freedom. Eddie and I were full of adventure, and left to our own devices we roamed like wild dogs, climbing trees in the woods, jumping in lakes, driving the tractors on the farm and messing around in the hay bales in the stables.

Then there were the times that my father would take it upon himself to try to educate us. Doing anything, even the most banal daily tasks, without trying your absolute best was totally out of the question for my father. He wanted us to push ourselves, to constantly want to better ourselves. It was here, perhaps more than anywhere, that my determination to succeed was forged. Summer swims in the Archipelago Sea became quests to find higher and higher rocks from which to jump into the icy water. Family bike rides became longer and longer, until I was riding over 100 km at nine years old.

On one such ride we were caught in a heavy summer rainstorm 20 km from home. The rain was belting down and it became so dark that we lined out into single file for safety, and I, being the youngest, took up position at the front. All I could think of was getting back to the house and having a warm shower. The bike weighed a ton and only had one gear and a back pedal brake, but I hammered on the pedals and started to pick up speed. I rode bent over the ill-fitting bike, feeling the freezing water coming up off the road and filling my trainers. I was squinting at the road ahead and thought of nothing but going as fast as I could to get home as quickly as possible. When I arrived there I was surprised to see that I was completely alone. I hadn’t heard a crash so I thought nothing much of it, and carried on to the house. When my father and Eddie arrived home I was showered and warm. Eddie was incredulous. ‘Where did you fuck off to?’

‘I just rode. I wasn’t trying to lose you. I wanted to get home.’

‘Weren’t you tired? We couldn’t keep up. You just rode off.’

‘Of course I was. I was knackered, and freezing. But I wanted to get back, so I rode hard. I thought you were right behind me.’

‘Well, didn’t you look?’

I realised that I hadn’t. I’d thought that perhaps he would be annoyed that I’d left him behind. But Eddie wasn’t upset that I could ride faster than him; he just didn’t understand how someone could keep going without looking back to check on the others. Eddie might not have had the ruthless attitude of a performance athlete at his core, but I certainly did.

If Eddie was upset, my father, once he had got over the shock of being left behind by his young son, was no doubt impressed.

With my father everything, even affection and attention, was about performance. Because this was all I had ever known, I thought it was normal. Only the shocked expressions of family friends upon hearing of these feats gave me a clue at the time that it was a bit odd.

Like many kids, I took part in all sports at an early age, and through applying myself in this way I found that I was quite good at them. It was just a matter of time until I found a sport that I could dedicate myself to with real purpose. When I first discovered cycling, I instantly realised that I had found the sport for me. There was something different about it – exactly what, I was too young and too excitable to ever question – but unlike other sports, which I would rapidly lose interest in, it caught my attention from the very first moment.

It was 1990 when I really discovered cycling. My mother had taken me to watch a round of the Kellogg’s professional city centre criteriums in York and I saw Malcolm Elliott there. He’d won the points jersey in the Tour of Spain. He looked like a fucking gladiator. He was tanned and his legs were so muscular they looked like they’d been carved out of mahogany. He looked so cool: he had a Teka headband and a posh-looking bird with him. He was shiny in every sense: his bike, his shoes, himself. He made cyclists look like something special. In a way, they didn’t look like people; their bodies were like machines made to ride. I almost couldn’t take my eyes off him; it was as if I was seeing the personification of every hero that I’d had. It wasn’t just seeing an older kid who I thought was cool doing tricks on a BMX, it was as exciting as a movie star stepping out of a movie screen. The impression was lasting but the action in York was all too brief. I wanted more, and later in the summer I went to see the Kellogg’s Tour, which went over White Horse Bank near where I lived. Robert Millar rode for Z and he had the mountain jersey, and I remember vividly the look in his eyes when he was going over that hill. I was exhilarated to see in their faces how hard the riders were all trying.

Cycle racing didn’t really happen on a large scale in England, but seeing those flashy professional races and hearing about riders with foreign-sounding names who rode for exotic-seeming teams made me aspire to become a part of that world. Cycling didn’t come from England like cricket or football; cycling was from another planet entirely. I became obsessed with everything this distant world of professional cycling seemed to promise. I quickly forgot about the one-week Kellogg’s Tour of Britain and the one-hour city centre criteriums. My horizons switched to the biggest race of all: the Tour de France. It was the greatest thing I could imagine. I was totally consumed by it in the way only someone with as much free time as a child could be. I bought regional Michelin maps of the Alps and pored over them. I was young and a daydreamer, but already I knew I was resolving to make those dreams real; in looking at the Col de la Croix de Fer on a map it was as if I was grounding that place in reality. Bourg-d’Oisans, I realised, wasn’t just something out of a Tolkien book: it was a place, and people lived there, went to school and worked there.

I’m sure maps of southern France are not what 11-year-old kids normally spend their pocket money on, but I was closing the gap between the unimaginably exotic world of professional cycling and my own life in York. By buying the maps and trying to plant these places in reality, I was taking the first steps to getting myself across that divide. My very first steps towards a cycling career, though, had to be taken at home.

‘Mum, I need you to write a letter to my headmaster.’

It was late to be eating dinner on a school night, but my training ride that I had set out on had ended up being, as usual, a lot longer than I had promised when I left the house. It was nearly nine o’clock and my mother, who was serving up the portion of shepherd’s pie that had been waiting for me, looked at me.

‘Why is that, Charles?’

‘I am wasting my time at school and I think I can use it better.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

I had always been encouraged to think and express myself as an adult, and now at 15, and with growing confidence, I was beginning to express myself forthrightly. I presented my argument.

‘I want to get out of wasting my time on Wednesday afternoons doing school sports and use the time to go cycling instead. The idea of going to school is to prepare me for my future, and I know I am not going to be playing rugby or football for a career, but I want to be a cyclist and so surely going training is as important as anything else. I wouldn’t be missing any lessons, but I hate training in the dark: it’s dangerous, and it means that by the time I get home I have no time to do homework …’

My mother already knew that I wanted to be a cyclist. Until now there had never been any discussion about whether or not I would be allowed to follow a career path as a professional sportsman. My father had made a career as a professional show-jumper and although a career in professional sport of any kind was bound to be hard to achieve, and be precarious in nature, my mother, more than anyone, had always seemed to unquestionably believe in me. When I had first announced that I wanted to ride the Tour de France as a 10-year-old she had accepted my choice, and had gone to great lengths to get me started racing, driving me all around the country to get to races. She would sit, weekend in and weekend out, in car parks of village halls all across the country, with the Sunday Times and a Thermos flask of tea, waiting patiently for me to get on with whatever race I was doing. It was her way of supporting me. After each race she would leave it up to me whether or not to talk about how it had gone on the way home. Sometimes I would sit in moody silence all the way home and she never once got annoyed or pushed the issue. My race was my race and I did as well as I did, and she never questioned that. Likewise I had never once questioned that I would have to complete my compulsory education – it had always seemed a fair trade-off to me. I went to school and achieved satisfactory results, and I was allowed to spend my spare time either racing or training. Now, though – with this question in the air – I knew if I got my way I would finally be shifting the balance in favour of cycling at a crucial time in my education. Despite the fact that my GCSEs were looming, dedicating more time to cycling made total sense, in my mind at least. It was reasonable and it was practical, and it would give me an advantage over everyone else my age.

My mother looked at the clock on the wall before returning her gaze to me, and replying without even a hint of reluctance: ‘Well, if you think that your time would be better spent going cycling, I will write a letter.’

It was exactly the answer I was gunning for. I knew then that I had the full blessing of my mother to pursue the real goal that I had set myself.

Two weeks later, after wolfing down a quick lunch and hurriedly dressing myself in my cycling kit in the school locker rooms, I picked up my bike from the bike sheds. As I clipped into the pedals and rolled towards the school gates I felt an almost unbelievable thrill. My headteacher at Bootham School had agreed to allow me to skip Wednesday afternoon PE and use the time instead to go cycling. As I passed through the gates and the sound of the school playground disappeared behind me, I felt a sense of freedom and achievement that was unparalleled in my life. I was leaving behind the ordinary life and making my way into the world I dreamed of.

It wasn’t just the physical act of riding a bike that I was obsessed with. I was desperate to understand everything I could about the world of cycling. I absorbed every story I could find on how my predecessors had succeeded. I read every book and magazine I could on the subject. In a way, finding these stories was as much a part of the fun as anything else. There was no internet and no obvious way to go and get this information; professional cycling was drip fed to me through encounters, whisperings, handed-down books and stories.

Naturally I started to look around for people who I felt could help me with my objective. My mother’s support getting me to races had been crucial, but by the time I reached the junior categories I knew I needed people with real knowledge of professional cycling to help me on my way.

I met Mike Taylor for the first time at the Junior Tour of Ireland the previous autumn before I had headed out to France. Mike had recently been appointed as the manager of the GB Junior team that I had been selected to ride the race for. I was instantly drawn to Mike; he had been taking teams to Europe seemingly since the dawn of time. He knew bike riders and he understood the sport; his insight was like no one else’s I’d ever met. Mike wasn’t for the faint-hearted; he was direct, and didn’t take any shit at all. In one week in Ireland I felt like I had suddenly found a key figure in my future. I wanted to know how to become a professional, and I knew that Mike could help me with that. As soon as we returned from Ireland I was picking up the phone to Mike almost every day, hounding him with more and more questions. Soon, through his guidance, I recognised the path that I was going to take.

It became clear to me that the tried and tested method of becoming a professional cyclist was to go to Europe to see if you’d sink or swim. There were no schools or academies; it was just down to individual resolve and a lot of guesswork. It was the only option there was. Little had changed with the whole process since the sixties: to be accepted in the peloton British cyclists had to make themselves fit into a different country. It wasn’t just a matter of moving out of home to go and find work. You had to completely uproot yourself, and be prepared to do whatever you were told by a French or Belgian manager – who had no real duty of care at all – to make yourself that bit better than anyone else. For me, and perhaps for others too, this formed part of the attraction of becoming a European pro – making it there was the ultimate accolade for a British cyclist, because it was so rare that anyone did, and it was so hard to do. By the time I arrived at that Vendée U camp in France there wasn’t really very much that would have overwhelmed me. I knew this in my mind: I was a man on a fucking mission.

• • •

Things didn’t get any easier for me to begin with, in France. After I waited patiently for their return the team eventually came back from their training and drove me to the house in Saint-Maurice-le-Girard. Here I found that once again my timing seemed to be fairly bad. On the drive to the house it was explained to me that the team house was looked after by a Polish guy who had at one stage been a rider, but who now worked in the sports shop across the road that was run by Bernaudeau. He lived there with his wife and the team’s foreign riders: Aidan Duff, Piotr Wadecki (another Pole) and Janek Tombak, an Estonian. Aidan Duff, an Irish rider, was away at a race. I knew Aidan by reputation, and I had presumed that in him I would have at least one English-speaking ally. I wouldn’t meet Aidan for another few days, though.

Clearly quite keen to get home to his dinner, Bernaudeau gave me a thirty-second tour of the house while rooted to the spot, pointing with one flailing arm at the various doorways you could see from where we stood in the hallway. After he poked his head into the kitchen and explained to the surprised gaggle of Eastern Europeans that I would now be living with them, he finally turned and looked at me and said, ‘Make sure you shower before 1 p.m. After that – no hot water.’ Adding, ‘There will be lots of riders coming and going. Make sure you label your food if you don’t want it eaten.’

With that Bernaudeau finished his tour and made for the front door. That was it. The house itself was basic; it had the air of a place lived in by old people, or even someone who was recently deceased, as if the occupants had only enough energy to clean the things that were close to them, and everything else was dusty and forgotten and a little bit out of place. Vendée U might have been the best team in France, but their accommodation was like a fucking terrorist cell.

I looked at my surroundings again, but I didn’t even flinch. I knew there was no other option if I wanted to become a professional cyclist. It was a rite of passage.

In all honesty a part of me even considered myself lucky. The stories of my British predecessors in the sport prepared me to accept the shit things I had to do. I saw those hardships like a process of branding myself with legitimacy. Even when I was looking around at the shitty accommodation that was to be my new home, the only feelings I had were of guilt. I knew deep down, compared to my predecessors, I still had it ‘easy’ because I could always go out and buy a France Télécom phone card and call my mother if I really needed to.

• • •

My first few weeks in France were nothing like I had imagined they would be. Not because I was treated badly, but because I wasn’t really treated like anything at all.

I had to pluck up the courage, but eventually it was time to do something. I went to the office where I knew Jean-René Bernaudeau would be sat, making calls and going through papers, and I knocked and walked in. Jean-René was not surprised to see me; in the few weeks that I’d
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