
[image: Cover]


About the Author

Jeff Connor has been involved in sports journalism for more than 40 years. A former production journalist on the Daily Express, Daily Star, Daily Mail, Sun and Daily Mirror, and sports editor of three regional newspapers, he is also the author of 12 books, including Pointless: A Season with Britain’s Worst Football Team (Headline) and The Lost Babes: Manchester United and the Forgotten Victims of Munich (HarperSport). His first book was Wide-Eyed and Legless: Inside the Tour de France, which is now regarded as a cycling classic and was reprinted by Mainstream in 2011. He has worked as a freelancer in the USA (Orlando) and Ireland (Dublin), and has covered sporting events as diverse as the Tour de France, the Rugby League Challenge Cup final, the World Darts Championship, the World Athletics Championships, two British Lions tours and a Rugby World Cup.


FIELD OF FIRE

The Tour de France of ‘87 and the Rise and Fall of ANC-Halfords

Jeff Connor

[image: Logo Missing]


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Epub ISBN: 9781780572789

Version 1.0

www.mainstreampublishing.com



 

Copyright © Jeff Connor, 2012

All rights reserved

The moral rights of the authors have been asserted

First published in Great Britain in 2012 by

MAINSTREAM PUBLISHING COMPANY (EDINBURGH) LTD

7 Albany Street

Edinburgh EH1 3UG

ISBN 9781845961701

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any other means without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for insertion in a magazine, newspaper or broadcast

Apocalypse Now Redux © John Milius and Francis Ford Coppola and reprinted by permission of Faber and Faber Ltd

Extracts from the book Apocalypse Now Redux by John Milius and Francis Ford Coppola. Copyright © 2001 by John Milius and Francis Ford Coppola. Reprinted by permission of Miramax Books. All rights reserved

The author has made every effort to clear all copyright permissions, but where this has not been possible and amendments are required, the publisher will be pleased to make any necessary arrangements at the earliest opportunity

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I AM INDEBTED to all the riders and staff of ANC-Halfords and in particular Malcolm Elliott for his foreword, Geoff Shergold for his photographs and Adrian Timmis, Paul Watson, Graham Jones, Bernard Chesneau, Shane Sutton OBE, Steve Swart, Phil Griffiths and Mick Morrison for agreeing to talk about ANC, the Tour de France of ’87 and the details of their lives since then.

It has taken me 25 years to say thank you to Peter Oakes and the late Lloyd Turner of the Daily Star, the men who sent me out there, so many, many thanks to both of them. Thanks, too, to Des Cahill of RTÉ, Ian Cleverly of Rouleur magazine, Ian Stafford of the Mail on Sunday, Mark Stanton (Stan) of Jenny Brown Associates, Bill Campbell and all his staff at Mainstream Publishing in Edinburgh. I am indebted to Claire Rose, Mainstream’s senior editor.

Originally, Field of Fire was to have been published in 2007, but writing a book is hard work at the best of times and to have to begin life again – starting with what amounted to the mind of a two year old and attempting to take it from there – has been difficult. But it would have been impossible without the help of Lionel Birnie of Peloton Publishing, particularly his interviewing abilities; Tracey Lawson; my mother, Nancy, and my brother, Richard; Frank Cassidy; Finlay Calder; Monica Dalton of the Stroke Association; Tessa Pemberton of the Association of Speech and Language Therapists; and the staff of Furness General Hospital.


CONTENTS

Foreword by Malcolm Elliott

Glossary

The ANC-Halfords Team

Introduction

1. The French Connection

2. Paper Tiger

3. Heart of Darkness

4. Out with the Boys

5. Field of Fire

6. The BFG

7. Doctor Who?

8. Bad Day at Black Rock

9. This Is the End, My Friend

10. What Did You Do in the Tour, Daddy?

Appendices

Picture Section


FOREWORD

by Malcolm Elliott

IT IS ALMOST 25 years since Jeff Connor and I met, just before the start of the 1987 Tour de France. We had been briefly introduced at the end of June, just before the flight from Heathrow to Berlin. The ANC-Halfords management had told the riders a journalist would be accompanying the team for ‘several days’ and that this journalist was working for the Daily Star, which, to put it mildly, took us by surprise. Pressmen do not usually travel with professional cycling teams. But by the time we landed in Berlin we had other things on our mind. We neither knew nor cared about peripheral issues like that, so enclosed were we in our little bubbles. Our thoughts and apprehensions were focused on the monumental task that lay ahead, and fortunately Jeff, initially at least, kept a low profile while we got on with our jobs.

However, I became more aware of Jeff’s discreet presence as the race wore on, and we all began to open up to him. In situations like that, you do need someone to talk to from time to time and before long Jeff had also become caught up in the unfolding story of life on the Tour. I think somewhere along the way he, or his sports editor, had changed his plans, and he ended up staying for the whole race.

It was a tough Tour and gradually we lost rider after rider. There were changes among the staff, too, and suddenly Jeff became less a journalist than a part of the ANC team. This unique inside access enabled him to get to the innermost stories of the Tour and its characters, and he went on to produce a startlingly accurate book, which I found out later was his first attempt. Wide-Eyed and Legless appeared in 1988 and I know from experience an astonishing number of people have enjoyed Wide-Eyed. To this day it is still talked of within cycling in the highest of terms. Jeff and I continued to work together. In 1989, the mutual respect we had built up helped us to write Sprinter, an account of my life and career up to that point, and we have stayed in touch since.

Back then, however, when I and three other surviving riders of ANC finally rode up the Champs-Elysées, we had little idea where life would take us, what we had just accomplished and what it would come to mean to us. The intervening years have made me appreciate just what an achievement it was by all of us and how pivotal that moment was to be. It still has a bearing on my life today and it changed the course of my career. I think Jeff would say the same about the ’87 Tour’s effect on his life in journalism, for it was an unforgettable experience for both of us.

I am extremely glad that Jeff was there to capture his warts-and-all account of life on the 1987 Tour with ANC-Halfords, and 25 years on I wish him luck with this new book, Field of Fire.

Malcolm Elliott

Sheffield

September 2011


GLOSSARY

autobus On mountain stages sprinters and non-specialist climbers will work together (in the autobus) to help each other to finish inside the cut-off time.

bidon The plastic water bottle clipped to a rider’s bike.

bonking or cracking Running out of strength or energy – or both.

broom wagon The vehicle that follows the race and picks up the stragglers.

commissaire Race judge.

criterium A short-distance race with multiple laps.

directeur sportif (DS) The man responsible for race strategies and who invariably drives one of two team cars.

domestique Rider there to supply the leader with refreshments, protect him in the pack and generally make his life easier.

Fred An unskilled rider.

green jersey Worn by the leading sprinter.

hors catégorie A climb so hard it is beyond category (the others being rated 1–4).

lanterne rouge The rider placed last.

Milk Race Tour of Britain, Britain’s longest-established stage race.

musette Cotton tuck bag used to transfer food to riders on the move.

neutralised zone The few kilometres out of the stage town to the official start.

off the back Getting dropped.

peloton The main group in a road race.

polka-dot jersey Worn by the leading climber.

prime An intermediate sprint within a race, usually with a prize for the winner.

prologue Short individual time trial before the start of the Tour proper.

Radio Tour The short-wave race commentary.

ravitaillement The feed halfway through a stage.

rouleur A rider who performs well on flat roads.

route profile The cardboard cards carried in the jersey pockets which show villages, climbs, sprints, feed area and any difficulties en route.

soft break When riders posing no overall dangers to the leaders are allowed to break away during a stage.

soigneur Masseur who is also responsible for feeding and clothing riders.

time limit Competitors can be eliminated if outside the stage time limit, a percentage of the winner’s time depending on the severity of the stage.

time trial A race against the clock, by an individual rider or by a team.

velodrome A cycling track.

white jersey Worn by the best rider under the age of 25.

yellow jersey Worn by the race leader and overall winner.


THE ANC-HALFORDS TEAM

Malcolm Elliott, team leader (English)

Bernard Chesneau, rider (French)

Guy Gallopin, rider (French)

Graham Jones, rider (English)

Kvetoslav Palov, rider (Czech)

Shane Sutton, rider (Australian)

Steve Swart, rider (New Zealander)

Paul Watson, rider (English)

Adrian Timmis, rider (English)

Tony Capper, owner and directeur sportif (English)

Edouard ‘Ward’ Woutters, directeur sportif (Belgian)

Phil Griffiths, directeur sportif (English)

Donald Fisher, press officer (French/Scottish)

Angus Fraser, soigneur (Scottish)

Roger Van der Vloet, soigneur (Belgian)

Friedhelm Steinborn, soigneur (German)

Sabino Pignatelli, soigneur (French)

Steve Snowling, chief mechanic (English)

Steve Taylor, mechanic (English)

Geoff Shergold, mechanic (English)

Nick Rawling, mechanic (English)

Jeff Connor, sports journalist and honorary ANC member (English)


INTRODUCTION

WHAT DID YOU do in the Tour, Daddy?

Not a great deal, looking back 25 years. I didn’t have to do much at all. I stayed in 21 different hotels over 23 days and, with one notable exception, had a room to myself in each of them. After one week I still hadn’t found the time to unpack a suitcase, all those rooms had been booked for me in advance and I didn’t pay a Deutschmark or a franc for my food and drink; to this day I don’t know who looked after the bills. Some say my employers paid, others claim a cycling team coughed up and there was once a wild rumour that I owe everything to the Société du Tour de France itself.

During the first two weeks, someone else did all the driving while I sat in the back seat and watched what I could of the race. Taking a tour of France for more than three weeks sounded like the best job ever invented, but early on I realised that this was no holiday and if I was going to follow the Tour de France I would not see much of the countryside. On flat stages, we were travelling too fast to take in the beauty of cities and towns like Angers, Poitiers and Toulouse. By the time we reached the Alps, it had been decided that I might have my uses after all and I was driving one of the team vehicles. I was too busy trying to keep a Citroën, or occasionally an Iveco van, in the right direction to admire the surrounding mountains. On the last day, in Paris, everyone was too exhausted to take in the pleasures of the French capital, but at least I could say that I had done my bit – that I did something in the Tour.

As for working for a living, I filed a story on a daily basis to a national red-top newspaper, but since I was a subeditor, and had not done any reporting for more than 20 years, many of the quotes were supplied – within ten minutes of the end of a stage – by the Tour de France chefs de presse. They may have been ‘flash quotes’ (i.e. quotes owing more to what a rider might have said than what a rider actually said) but sports news desks don’t care about things like that. Working on sport is different from working on news, for no sportsman in the Tour de France is going to sue a writer for libel for saying he rode badly, even if he thought he rode well. If the worst came to the worst – and with so many journalists there, speaking around ten different languages – there was always the ‘lost in translation’ ploy. So I got away with that, too.

Everything else was written down with a biro on pieces of A4 paper and in the three weeks I spoke to maybe three ‘fellow’ journalists out of a total of close to a thousand. There were no esteemed colleagues for me, so helpful for every sportswriter working in a foreign land, in a foreign language and on a foreign sport.

Even in 1987, life had moved on in European journalism while the English tabloids managed to remain motionless. I was staggered to see an American journalist carting about one of the world’s first mobiles (a massive Nokia Cityman, as I found out later) and one of the world’s first laptops (apparently a Linus Write-Top). I had seen one of the world’s first newspaper yuppies.

I knew nothing about cycling and cyclists, and it took me a week to realise that few bike riders, professional or amateur, used fixed gears. Riders could actually coast without having to turn their legs. So I have to admit now that most of the events of 1987 passed me by. I had turned 40 and had worked in journalism for 24 years, but in truth I was the archetypal innocent abroad.

However, it turned into an unforgettable month. There were occasional good times and plenty of bad times. On the first hot night on Berlin’s Kurfürstendamm, a prostitute and her pimp – both with hairy German armpits – attempted to mug me, and on the same night a famous Scottish professional cyclist with a large nose suggested that I should ‘fuck off’. Not to be left out, when I got in the way at the start of Stage 5 in Strasbourg, a French rider with floppy blond hair and spectacles suggested that I ‘cassez-vous’. Whether in English or French, this was a standard response to an approach from a journalist. I found out later that this was the famous – and now deceased – two-Tour champion Laurent Fignon. Before the start of Stage 12, from Brive to Bordeaux, prompted by another pathetic attempt at an interview, Irishman Sean Kelly went for the hat-trick. He didn’t actually say anything – but he made sure I got the message.

In Poitiers, I was treated for third-degree sunburn and in the third week the brakes failed on the ancient Iveco I was driving down the mountains from La Plagne. I was accused of ‘cooking the brakes’ and told that ‘you don’t go down mountains with them full on’, but one of the mechanics later told me the brakes had failed two days earlier when he was driving – along a flat section of road – through Grenoble. When I climbed aboard at La Plagne, no one had attempted to fix the problem. But I survived.

On the plus side, I did become addicted to Dijon mustard, Café de Colombia coffee, Cabernet Sauvignon wine and Peugeot cars, and I eventually wrote my first book about the Tour de France trials of a British cycling team called ANC-Halfords.

Those three weeks in the summer of 1987 may have been the most memorable of my life, but it was my first, and last, Tour de France. There were a couple of years after ’87 when I watched it every day, and for as long as I could, on television. I even bought myself a bike, but it only took me a few weeks to realise that I would never be a cyclist; car drivers anywhere near me brought out an aggression in me I could not control. I still thought it was the greatest sporting event ever invented and its sportsmen were the bravest anywhere, but I began to lose interest totally when Lance Armstrong arrived and, with his Motorola two-way radio, was able to discuss where, when and who to attack during a stage. The Tour had started sending me to sleep.

Before I flew out to Europe on 29 June 1987, my employers at the Daily Star, at the time Britain’s newest red-top tabloid, had given me a briefing that lasted all of ten minutes. I was to chronicle the doings of the British team on a daily basis. No problem with that. The Star had also decided – and they were deadly serious about this at the time – that I would ride a stage in the Tour alongside the cream of the world’s road racers. I was then, said the sports editor, ‘to tell our expectant readers what it was like’. It sounded like a tough assignment, but I never batted an eyelid. If they had asked me to ride a killer whale, I’d have been first in the queue. Offered the possibility of three weeks away from the Manchester office and a spell in midsummer Europe, there was only one response: ‘I can do that – gizza job.’

Eventually, I was to find that my level of naivety, and that of the Star staff, was almost matched by my professional cycling fellow travellers’, along with that of their befuddled management.

Not a lot went right for ANC. One teenage French cycling fan had it about right as we drove past him on Stage 6, through the Vosges mountains: ‘Les Anglais sont terminés!’ he yelled with a sort of ethereal joy. He was right; in the end we were all terminated.

The first three days in Berlin were a nightmare and I had begun to work out the best way of finding a flight home. On the fourth day, however, as we finally headed for France, it dawned on me that this was no ordinary assignment, that this was no ordinary cycling team and that I was in an extraordinarily privileged position for a journalist. I’d hated Berlin – its history, what appeared to be its troubled future and its heat – but I suddenly began to enjoy myself. The ANC staff, and some of the riders, began to talk to me. Like many sportsmen struggling in a foreign land, they needed a helping hand or at least someone happy to listen to their daily complaints. I suddenly became their best friend and I began to genuinely like and admire all the members of ANC. Like most British tabloid journalists, I had always considered that a sporting disaster could be better, in terms of selling newsprint, than a sporting success, but from then on I was on their side. Later, when I was ‘part of the team’, I even began to object to the arrival of other outsiders, like the ANC owner’s family, the press officer’s wife and dog, a number of sponsors from both ANC and Halfords who appeared from nowhere and even journalists who arrived from time to time to get a quote from ‘my team’.

I also, surreptitiously, began to keep a diary. At the end of every day’s racing (usually around eight to nine hours), I would hide away in whatever hotel room I was billeted to and record some of the extraordinary aspects of the ANC adventure. Some of the events and situations I found myself in seem stranger than fiction even now. The sight of an ANC truck on a motorway today still gives me a thrill of nostalgia. Those Tour diaries eventually begot the book Wide-Eyed and Legless, which was published in the summer of 1988 by the Sportspages imprint of Simon & Schuster. Wide-Eyed had been out of print for 23 years, Simon & Schuster having decided not to do a reprint, when it was republished in April 2011 by Mainstream of Edinburgh.

But 23 years is a long time. Simon & Schuster had given me a month to finish Wide-Eyed when I returned to Cumbria from France in August 1987, and I arrived home to discover that the house had been on fire, which certainly slowed me down. For various reasons, I also missed out quite a lot of detail and, rereading Wide-Eyed and Legless in 2011, I felt that, given more time, I could have done a better job (one good reason for never reading your own book). The ANC team leader, Malcolm Elliott, had become a good friend over the years (the look on his face when I proudly showed him my new £60 bike was unforgettable), but of the other riders and staff I knew nothing. I had written a book from inside my own little cocoon. I knew their abilities as sportsmen but little else. I knew their names, their ages and their places of birth, but it was much later that I discovered that in ’87 half the team were married with children and had lives outside cycling.

I became determined to find out what had happened to all the main participants – if they would speak to me. As I discovered when I signed on for the first time to Facebook in an effort to find some old acquaintances, people you were friends with years ago often don’t want to talk about the past. That was not the case with the riders and staff of ANC-Halfords, and many thanks go to them – again. This is not only a book about them but a book by them.

The result is Field of Fire, translated from the French Champ du Feu, the climb to a ski station in those Vosges mountains where things began to unravel for ANC. Our teenage French friend wasn’t far wrong in his scornful verdict and never have the words ‘field of fire’ been more apposite.

Finally, this is a book about ANC-Halfords and the Tour de France of 1987, but some elements of Field of Fire include details of the role of a journalist and of the newspaper that originally decided to send him to Europe. I apologise to any reader who has problems with the tabloids. Having watched on a daily basis the court cases involving some journalists and the battles between Rupert Murdoch and members of parliament, I take their point. However, times have changed for the worse among the red tops and all I can say is that to many people in the ’80s a hacker was simply someone who was hopeless at golf and invariably appeared in the works of P.G. Wodehouse.

Jeff Connor

Lytham, Lancashire

February 2012


1

THE FRENCH CONNECTION


You’re an errand boy, sent by grocery clerks, to collect a bill.

Kurtz, Apocalypse Now



THE LETTER WAS signed by Jacques Goddet, at the time the Mr Big of French sporting journalism and in his last year as the Tour’s race director at large. The four staff members of Action Sports, the management company that looked after the ANC-Halfords cycling squad, had been working in the same back-street office in Stoke for just over a year when the postman arrived with the goodies. The two male members of staff were ‘over the moon’, in the words of one of them now. The two girl secretaries wondered if it meant they would get paid that week.

The Action Sports chairman, Tony Capper, was by then a tax exile on the Isle of Man. He could spend only an annual average of 91 days in the UK, he visited the mainland office rarely, and while there he ran the tightest of ships. Capper’s modus operandi was unforgettable. When he first opened his office in Stoke he hired a number of attractive girls from a temp agency to run his little bureau. A lot of the time they were not paid, but at least he had found the cash for some Action Sports business cards. His said ‘Tony Capper, Chairman’. Another said ‘Mick Morrison, Marketing Manager’.

‘The thing was, he wouldn’t pay the temp bill so every so often all the girls would go back and he’d go to another temp agency and get a new lot,’ says Morrison. ‘It was the same with all the office equipment. He had it on lease, but he didn’t pay the bills. He’d get vehicles on test and he’d park them outside the office so it looked like we had this beautiful fleet of vans. He barely had a penny to his name, but he had a company, an HQ, all these girls in the office, vans, computers and furniture.’

As it happened the staff – and all the vans and furniture – had another two months in the summer of 1987 before the bailiffs marched in. Before then, Capper was going to send a British team to the Tour de France, and whether this team would live or die was irrelevant to Goddet once they had paid him their £37,000 joining fee. The riders of teams, the names of teams and the sponsors of teams changed by the year, and Goddet knew that. For now, the 81-year-old Frenchman, educated in a private school near Oxford and claiming a deep love of England and the English, was delighted ‘to invite the team of ANC-Halfords to take part in the Tour de France of 1987’.

Why ANC? There were better and more established cycling teams in Europe. No one from Goddet downwards has been prepared to offer an explanation, except that they had been chosen as a wild card. But Goddet and the Société du Tour de France had always been quite clever in their choice of stages and teams: 1987 happened to be the 20th anniversary of the death of the British rider Tommy Simpson on the vicious climb up Mont Ventoux in the south of France, and the Tour of ’87 happened to include Mont Ventoux. A famous posed photograph, taken just before the start of the stage the day after Simpson’s death on 13 July 1967, shows the devastated teammates of the Englishman alongside the yellow jersey holder . . . along with a suitably sombre Goddet and his fellow Tour organiser Félix Lévitan. The Société and Goddet had always liked their little dramas, with stages, towns and cities regarded by them as others look on wedding anniversaries. Ventoux and Simpson apart, the ’87 Tour also coincided with the 750th birthday of Berlin – hence the prologue and the first two stages there.

The city – no longer divided – will be hosting the Tour again in 2017 . . . for the first time in 30 years.

‘We got the news in late May or early June in ’87,’ says Phil Griffiths, who at the time was working with ANC, among other companies. ‘We got the invitation and we had the £37,000 to pay and a contract to sign. No one was willing to sign it and send off the cheque. Our hands were shaking. We had the money in the bank and not many, if any, British teams would have had that sort of money just sitting in the bank, but it was a few days before we took the leap and I eventually signed it, wrote the cheque and sent it off. Hey presto, we’re in the Tour.’

The celebrations began at once in the Action Sports office, until it occurred to someone that they should tell their riders that nine of them would soon be taking part in the world’s greatest cycling event, that they would be leaving from Heathrow for West Berlin on 29 June and that they would be away for up to 27 days. Then someone else had a brainwave: most of the boys were appearing on Blue Peter on the BBC the same day and this was the best timing imaginable. It could be useful publicity for ANC-Halfords, Action Sports and the city of Stoke-on-Trent itself. It was also a coup for the BBC and Blue Peter. The riders saw it differently, as Paul Watson, one of the chosen ones, recalls: ‘We were in the Blue Peter studio, doing a piece on the show, when Caron Keating, the presenter, came running in and said, “You’re in, you’re in!” And we just put our heads in our hands. She couldn’t understand it. She was expecting we’d be “Wahey, we’ve just won the lottery”, but we were thinking, “Oh, fuck.”’

The Action Sports locals – Capper, Griffiths and Morrison among them – would argue with much of this, but did you ever visit Stoke-on-Trent in the mid-’80s? The city was blackened by the dust from factory chimneys and surrounded by coal pits, the remains of steelworks and terraced houses that all looked the same. To most outsiders the city was famous for Wedgwood and Royal Doulton potteries – before they moved to China and Indonesia – the Michelin tyre factory, a football club with players that had once included Sir Stanley Matthews and Gordon Banks and a memorable nightclub called Jollies, once home of the World Darts Championship. For a short time, between 1985 and 1987, the town was also recognised as the residence of a professional cycling team that regularly cleaned up around the British circuits, made its mark in Europe and – famously or infamously, whichever way you want to see it – took part in the Tour de France. The staff and riders who between them managed to get themselves into the race certainly knew where they came from and where they were going to, but little else.

Griffiths, a former amateur rider good enough to compete in an Olympics and a Commonwealth Games, is the only person I have ever met who instead of greeting telephone callers with ‘hello’ prefers a burst of laughter. He has always reminded me of the US golfer Phil Mickelson, a big man with an aw-shucks smile, even when things were not going too well. Unlike Mickelson, Griffiths could be frighteningly indiscreet and was known as a man happy to call a spade a spade. After the Milk Race of 1987, some of the ANC riders, led by Watson and the talented Liverpudlian Joey McLoughlin, had basically mutinied, producing a petition in an effort to oust Griffiths as team manager. ‘I told them to destroy it,’ says Malcolm Elliott, ‘and that appeared to be the end of that.’

With his staccato speech, Griffiths is a gifted salesman (well past his first million by now and, it is said, with as many super-cars as Nick Mason of Pink Floyd). He had worked for British Telecom for 17 years when I met him in Stoke en route to Berlin and the start of the Tour.

‘I got a silver medal in the Commonwealths in 1974. So when BT asked what I was doing next, I would say, “Well, I’m training for Montreal.” And by the time you’d done an Olympics, you had credibility, so you could say you were training for Moscow. But by the early 1980s, my time was running out. I said I was training for Los Angeles, but that was stretching it a bit far. I never worked for BT in the conventional sense. I started with them in 1969, but I was never, ever going to be a BT employee for the rest of my life. I still get a pension from it today, which went on a Porsche for my 60th – I’m into cars – and it was also a nice down payment on a GT3.’

By 1986, Griffiths was a one-man band importing Swiss Assos cycling clothing to the UK, was still being paid as a telephone engineer and was managing the ANC-Halfords cycling team, in nomenclature a mixture of Associated National Couriers and Halfords, the UK’s leading retailer of car parts and bicycles. He had met Tony Capper, who had just started an implausible new career as a cycling team manager, at Aintree in 1985; both were there for the classic Eddie Soens Memorial race.

‘I knew Micky Morrison, who was a local rider in Stoke, and he introduced me,’ says Griffiths. ‘Capper asked me what was going to happen in the Soens race. Dudley Hayton, who was in his 30s at the time, was in the break and Phil Thomas of ANC was in the bunch. I accurately predicted that Hayton would come fifth out of five in the break and that Thomas would win the bunch sprint. I pointed out that Capper’s team tactics were not the best and he was amazed that I got it spot-on. A few months later, ANC had been let down by someone for the Sealink International and I got a call from Capper asking if I’d take the team. Even with good riders like Joey McLoughlin and Phil Thomas, ANC weren’t winning too much, but we immediately went out and won two stages, one for Thomas and one for McLoughlin, and McLoughlin won overall.

‘I said to Tony, “Look, let’s give the riders two-year contracts so we can avoid the Aintree issue,” which was that people like Dudley were having to race for their crust instead of being able to take a team role and help the team to win. So, instead of them being a collection of individuals in the same jersey, we tried to make them a team. I’d always been a team player – I was brought up on team sports – so I could see the strength of it.’

Those meeting Capper for the first time tended to decide, as Griffiths did, that he was what the sociologist Max Weber defined as a ‘charismatic authority figure’ and what others would describe as ‘a good person, but one with uncouth manners and dress’.

‘Yeah, I thought Capper was a rough diamond,’ says Griffiths. ‘He couldn’t walk past a fruit machine without stopping and having a little spin, and he couldn’t wear a tie. Whatever he’d been in life, he had a weakness for things. But he had an energy, an intoxicating quality, which attracted people. You were drawn to him. People were either sucked in by the energy or they weren’t.’

Capper had no ambitions to send an ANC team to the Tour de France in 1985 or ’86. It was an event he hadn’t even seen. But, says Griffiths, Capper ‘had these massive targets, like, “Could we win the Milk Race?” People need to realise it was a step-by-step progression. I don’t know if Capper knew what the Tour was about in 1985, but this guy learned quickly. If he’d known what the Tour was in ’85, we’d have gone in ’86.

‘He was something special. He set up a company that is very, very successful. He was a taxi driver who in the end was delivering more parcels than he was people, and he was a team player like me. When he was running his taxi company, he got all these other Stoke taxi drivers to come under the banner of City Radio Cabs so they were a stronger business. They had a centralised number, they never needed to turn down a job and they shared it. So when he did the parcel business, he set it up as a franchise system. He got all these family companies to give up their name to come under the same umbrella. He was an amazing guy with the other franchisees. He was a people person. He talked to people individually and tried to get inside your mind and find out what made you work and what you were good at.

‘And he could draw you in. If he took a passion, he’d put some money in. Straight away, Joey and Phil got a nice car each and the team car was a Granada Ghia 2.8, the best you could get. We had a small bus, when no other team had one at all. From the start, there was some vision about him and there was some glitz to make you want to be part of it.

‘Capper was talking to a lot of people all the time, people like Mick Bennett and Alan Rushton, the men running the TV criteriums, and there was a lot on offer. It was perfect timing for someone to be coming in, because the TV was very attractive to Capper. He was running his franchise and by then that was a nationwide business, and he knew the publicity would be good for ANC.’

The problem, says Griffiths, was that Capper had a yearly budget from the franchisees of ANC, and he tended to spend it. ‘By the middle of 1985, he’d spent the lot. He wasn’t slow in spending money. He’d have to go to his board for more – and then he’d spend that. He didn’t budget or plan and meter it out. He would win the races, collect the cuttings and say to the board of franchisees, “What do you think of that then, lads?” and they’d double the money available for the team. This happened in ’85, ’86 and ’87. This was how he operated. He thought, if we deliver, we deserve more money. “Let’s win the races and then get more money,” he would say. In 1987, he needed a big company from British industry to come in.

‘Three years before that, I’d started importing Assos. The team was in Assos kit for 1986 and 1987, and I was employing people to sell Assos for me. Capper would ask me how my business was going and what my turnover was. He recognised that this clothing was something special, and he said to me, “In four years’ time, you’ll do your first million-pound year in terms of sales.” He said I’d be selling millions of it in the future. To me, it was such a silly thing to say, a silly statement to make, but I’ve never forgotten him saying that, and today my company sells £10 million worth. I’ve stuck with it.’

Griffiths and Capper, both capable of being swept away by enthusiasm for almost anything, got on well together from the start. Capper was still living in Stoke when they met and Griffiths went to his house most days to plan the race programme and how to look after the staff. ‘I wasn’t stepping into an existing job, I was building a job. And he took ANC-Halfords on personally. To him, it was his team, and he loved it. I even had a photo of Malcolm Elliott and Joey in Assos winter jackets, alongside Tony’s shotguns and an ANC Land Rover. The team was his passion.

‘You go into great depth with every race and every event. After Joey won the Milk Race in 1986, Capper said to me, “Right, take me to the stage of the Tour de France.” He didn’t say, “Let’s go to Dunkirk to watch the Tour,” or whatever, he wanted to go to the stage. I didn’t need to look at a map to find the right one. I said, “Tony, there’s only one stage. It’s Alpe d’Huez.”’

Griffiths could hardly have picked a better stage or a better year. The mountain, located at 1,869 metres in the Oisan Alps, with its famous 21 hairpin bends and an average gradient of 8 per cent, had been the most dramatic stage in the Tour since 1952, when it was won by the legendary Italian Fausto Coppi. That year, Jacques Goddet had signed a contract worth the equivalent of 3,250 euros to include the race in the Tour. Coppi’s win turned the Alpe into an instant legend, and one French journalist has even written a book about the climb (The Tour Is Won on the Alpe by Jean-Paul Vespini). Every rider wanted to win an Alpe d’Huez stage and every fan wanted to watch it, Capper soon among them. Griffiths didn’t even need to sell it to him; driving up the mountain to find the best views, they were just in time to see Californian Greg LeMond striding up the hairpins with five-time winner Bernard Hinault hot on his heels. Griffiths couldn’t have done better if he had taken Capper to see Sugar Ray Leonard taking on Marvin Hagler or Argentina beating Germany in the football World Cup. 

And it turned out Griffiths had found a Stoke version of Mr Toad of Toad Hall, the rich village squire able to indulge his impulses. Toad moved from punting to houseboating to hot-air ballooning to cars all within a couple of years; Capper of Stoke Hall had found his own new plaything. Griffiths says: ‘Capper was an excitable chap and his biggest problem
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