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  Prologue


  I remained silent for a long time. I pedalled without saying a word. I shut myself away in the peloton and kept my counsel. For almost three years, all that came from me were
  sighs when the climbs got steep, my legs got tight, my rivals were pitiless and my breathing got laboured. I stoically endured all the excesses of the cycling world that I so wanted to be part of.
  Initially, when my nose was all but pinned to my bars because of that effort, I didnt see anything. Then I pretended I couldnt see anything. I held my words back. I needed every
  little bit of breath I could muster to stay with the multi-coloured convoy as it sped along the roads. I did notice it getting faster and faster, even when those policing the sport claimed that it
  had been slowed down.


  I even felt happy to be experiencing this wild adventure. The whirr of bearings lulled my thinking. I heard chains clicking up and down the gears and thought I could detect the magical hymn of
  the so-called convicts of the road, of whom I was a proud member. I didnt realise that it was actually the muted murmuring of a prison, masking the cries for help emanating from the deepest
  of dungeons. The wind that whistled in my ears gave me the feeling of freedom. These familiar sounds hid my doubts  in those moments when I wasnt simply too exhausted to have
  them.


  I cried a lot during those long months. I cried in pain on the bike and then with impotent rage beyond the finish line, or at least on those occasions when I didnt abandon beforehand. I
  reasoned that suffering gives cycling its nobility. My tears were providing sustenance for its legends, preventing them from withering away. Come on, kid! Forget the arrows that pierce your legs
  every time you stand on the pedals. Take a look around you! Everyone else must be going through the same torture and yet they are not letting it show. They are braver than you. Look at these
  impassive faces. Theyve not even got their mouths open, even when on the toughest gradients. Theyre not grimacing at all. Admire their ability to control their suffering even in
  adversity. How do they do it? They must be working harder than you, you slacker!


  I flogged myself. I increased my training load. I sweated even more on my favourite roads in the Tarn, telling myself that the water seeping out of my pores couldnt now flow as tears from
  my eyes.


  To be honest, it was this that really bothered me: not only were the other riders not crying on their bikes, but they werent sweating either. They were still dry at the finish, bone dry
  in fact, while my jersey was drenched.


  I didnt know that giving every little bit of sweat was not enough. You also needed to give blood.


  I didnt say anything when I finally grasped the extent of the fraud. I had known about doping since I first started to race. As an amateur, I didnt really believe
  what was being said about it. It seemed abstract, overrated, nothing less than cheating. After turning professional, I discovered how effective these potions were. Above all, I learned how the
  corrupt use of medical products had become inextricably linked not just to achieving great success, but even to everyday riding.


  Cyclists are always ready to trot out the same expression: faire le mtier  doing the job. I thought that this principle signified a rider devoting himself entirely to his
  career, by training with complete commitment, following a strict diet, and maintaining a disciplined lifestyle. This was certainly how I applied myself, being what I thought was a complete
  professional. I thought I was doing the job correctly, but I was told I wasnt. I was mistaken about the meaning of this precept. As it stands, the phrase is a huge understatement and also
  quite hypocritical. It would be far more accurate if it said: Do anything and everything for the job. Or, better still: Flog yourself into the ground for the job.


  I wasnt ready to do all that was required. I accepted the need to rein in my appetite, to berate myself for any indolence, and to lead a nomadic existence, torturing my body for half of
  the year on the road. But I refused to surrender my honesty, to sacrifice my health on the altar of victory. During those years of anonymity, that was where I fell short as a cyclist, but it was
  what made me proud as a man.


  My rejection of absolutely everything the job entailed went well beyond simple concern about putting a needle in my arm and the poison that it would pump into my veins. Ive never been
  capable of cheating in order to win. I use the word capable purposely because of my complete inability in this regard. Its not simply a matter of choice. My education and
  upbringing  and also my bad temper, my hopeless tendency towards contradiction and my fanatical individualism  created a barrier that made me impervious to any temptations. To use a
  medical analogy, these characteristics created antibodies that have protected me. This in-built antidote allowed me to stick to my categorical refusal, while others, who are no worse than me as
  characters, simply could not hold out any longer. Im not a hero, just someone incapable of yielding, who is constrained by certain taboos and a certain concept of victory, sport and life in
  general.


  At that time, I didnt say anything. I didnt feel the need to. I was sure I was going to succeed without needing to resort to subterfuge. I believed I had enough ability to take me
  to the very top. I didnt need a chemical crutch. I was just into my twenties, an age when you feel heroic. I thought I was in one of those trashy novels where the main character overcomes
  heavily armed adversaries with his fists alone. Virtue always triumphs. Children rejoice, women swoon, men laud their saviour, while the hint of a smile can be seen on the face of the Herculean
  hero as the baddies lay scattered all around. I could see myself in exactly that role, with a healthy glint in my eye and my arms full of flowers, saying: I am happy to have won. I hope to
  do as well next time.


  But the great history of cycling is not that kind of swashbuckling tale. I had to submit to a fate that Id thought I could brush aside as easily as I could my opponents. Without doping, I
  couldnt achieve anything, or at least not very much. Having initially failed to finish races, I then managed to do so, but was utterly defeated. The hardest thing to take was those races
  where I performed well. I came away from them full of regret. The incentive to succumb to temptation was strong and never-ending, like a huge press slowly crushing the toughest metals until they
  are in the required shape. Being part of such an insidious set-up made me question convictions that I thought were deeply rooted and inseparable from my being. Doping myself would have meant
  disowning myself. And yet I did almost betray myself. I wavered. I had injections, three or four times. I injected myself with water and glucose. On another occasion, I was tempted to take a shot
  of caffeine. The needle missed my vein. But what did it matter? I tried to do it, even though the jab missed its target. I saw this willingness to take supplements as a betrayal and, above all, as
  a potential first step on a very slippery slope, even though the products concerned were harmless.


  I was on the verge of complete collapse, but love arrived just in time. I met Pascale. She became part of my struggle, and everything became easier with two of us on board. She released me from
  the morbid isolation into which I was sinking. She found the right words when they needed to be said. When I was demoralised, her support was a wonderful balm. She shored up my resolve, even when
  it was shaken to its foundations.


  So I was able to hold out. I remained uncompromising but, I admit, mute. The same arrogance that enabled me to cling on to the ideal of riding clean prevented me from condemning loud and clear
  the little tricks and big scams within the sport. I was engaged in a personal battle. Thanks to some heightened feeling of distress, I believed that I was the only one interested in this issue. For
  the public, at that time, doping was a dim shadow cast across cycling, but one which in no way tarnished the vivid colours of the riders they cheered on from the roadsides. Spectators used to say,
  Their sport is so hard, and offered absolution along with applause. Worse still, fans would say, They are all doped, which was intellectually convenient. This prejudice
  enabled fans to let their champions off lightly and celebrate their victories without restraint. The idea that there might be guys among the also-rans who were trying to compete despite a
  considerable handicap would have spoiled their fun. Forget about the outsider who refused to go with the flow: that was his problem. Dont bother us with thoughts of these wet blankets and,
  above all, dont do anything to undermine our childlike happiness.


  Nobody wanted to see anything or know anything. At least that is what I thought then, walled in by my own resentment. I was wrong, and what happened later would prove that to me. The concern
  that many of those onlookers showed towards me, even as I was thinking they were as about as interested in my fate as a cow is in a passing train, leaves me feeling confused now. I am ashamed of
  feeling so desperate about the state of humanity simply because I no longer expected anything of those in the cycling milieu.


  My solitude made me bitter. I thought I was nothing more than a rider who had been written off, one of the completely misunderstood athletes who end up forgotten. I let both the hypocrites and
  those nave souls embellishing falsely achieved glory jabber on, without attempting to refute their nonsense. I knew that some successes had not been fairly come by, but was careful not to
  criticise. In spite of the pelotons other failings I respected its code of omert.


  I had other things to do besides pour my heart out. I was trying to survive in the peloton, or at least to stay with it. That was the only way to justify a salary which some felt I didnt
  have any right to at all. At our hotels each evening, my poor performances earned me reproaches, gibes, snide comments and, worst of all, the disappointment of those who still believed in me a
  little. I accepted what came my way, or at least I gave the impression I accepted it. In my heart of hearts, I could clearly see I was fighting a losing battle. My professional days were numbered.
  I would soon be ejected, having reached the end of the road and the end of my contract. My departure was imminent. My epitaph was already being prepared: He had the talent but he
  didnt do the job correctly. Make of that what you will. My ejection from cycling would be discreet. I was going to be chased out through the sports back door, just as others
  who had thought they could win without losing their soul had been chased out before me.


  As you would expect in that situation, I would have tiptoed away. Losers dont go looking for publicity. All that I had to my credit was victory in a minor Breton race and some decent
  performances in some other second-level races; results like these are hardly going to leave a mark for posterity and certainly arent going to enable you to thumb your nose at the
  sports champions. Would my denials and accusations have been seen as anything other than the ramblings of a sore loser?


  The police just managed to grab me when I was sinking without trace, like those captains in operettas who salute as they go down with their ship. They saved me or, if I am to be more precise
  about my thoughts at the time, they granted me a reprieve that I still savour completely and with the relish of someone who has been miraculously cured. The 1998 Tour de France became my salvation
  just as it was a nightmare for others. I ended up as one of the moral victors, even though I wasnt even on the list of starters in Ireland. I had even given up hope of ever playing a walk-on
  part in that race, which sets a seal on a career.


  I was astounded to see the Tour turned upside down. In my eyes, whether you decided to use banned products or not was a question of sporting ethics and, to a greater extent, human philosophy. I
  didnt suspect that it was a point of law, and the guilty parties didnt either. Thanks to their feeling of impunity, these fraudsters had forgotten they were cheats and perhaps even
  delinquents. They shamelessly swindled the public. Justice reminded them that they had also broken the law. She blew their cover away, exposing them for what they were: the peloton had become the
  realm of junkies.


  I was shocked by the police raids that followed the arrest of Willy Voet, the soigneur who worked for the same Festina team that employed me, and the searches, interrogations, medical
  examinations and subsequent imprisonments. I can bear witness to what they were like: I ended up in custody at the police station in Lille and had several samples taken in their laboratory. I
  didnt enjoy the experience. Some of those who went through the same thing denounced the brutality of the polices methods. But I think that kind of electric shock was necessary. The
  cycling milieu was so corrupt there was no hope of it reforming itself.


  I am not happy writing these lines about how this success was achieved using strong-arm tactics. However, the insidious return of corrupt behaviour and the rather sinister normalisation of this
  kind of conduct, which has occurred since the Black Marias were removed from the scene, only confirms my opinion. My grandfather was a Spanish refugee, an anti-Francoist Republican, who learned all
  about life and its many twists and turns during the civil war that tore that country apart. He taught me to cherish justice but to maintain a safe distance from those who enforce it. Peace of mind
  is as noble as fear of the police is vile, he told me. My decision not to dope was always mine alone and was not something that was forced upon me. I think it is this claim that makes me stand out
  and that attracts annoyance at best and, at worst, the hostility of those who yielded only when threatened with police action.


  I am grateful to the police for having proved and revealed to the wider world my integrity and, even though this may upset some, my singularity. The fact that I had earned my colours went down
  on record. Several of my team-mates, who were given the third degree, absolved me from any wrongdoing while at the same time admitting what they had been up to. Christophe Bassons
  wasnt doping. That can also be backed up by his results, admitted Armin Meier. Willy Voet beatified me: Christophe Bassons? A saint!


  If it hadnt been for one or two mistakes on my part, I would have ended up with a halo. The judicial investigations progressed. The blacker the picture they painted, the whiter and more
  virginal I appeared! Inevitably, I finally ended up being noticed. Journalists were interested in me and sketched out an over-obliging portrait of this noble savage. They tracked me down to a hotel
  room in the Alps that had been transformed into an altitude simulation chamber. I was desperately trying to boost my blood values there without resorting to banned products. It seemed interesting
  to try, but slightly pointless at the same time. Those two weeks I spent inside a sealed room did more for my notoriety than all my years of medical abstinence.


  Beyond that, however, what I had to say was of little interest, Im afraid. It was a time of sordid revelations and staggering confessions. Talk of illicitly boosted haemoglobin flowed
  through newspaper columns. All I could offer was talk of my innocence and some mollifying, if confused thoughts. I did not have much to say except that I wasnt doping. My natural shyness
  restricted me to rather soppy comments. Brave boy that I was, when it came to everyone else, I didnt want to heap scorn on anyone.


  My moral rectitude meant that I scarcely had anything interesting to offer that would titillate the general public. Consequently, microphones were pointed at more forthcoming parties. The period
  that followed the 1998 Tour was one of repentance. Penitents confessed their sins and revealed their acts of contrition. There was any number of confessions in the press. The more recalcitrant
  still managed to find ways to deny the obvious, but court hearings provided proof of institutionalised doping. The whole affair grew and grew, like ripples on the water after a pebble has been
  tossed into a lake. Gossip, the settling of scores and denunciations flourished. The great family of cycling was tearing itself apart in public. It was like one those books by Georges Simenon when
  the appearance of Inspector Maigret shatters the uncertain alliances that depend solely on what cant be said, on shameful secrets.


  My place in this story was as the dumb bumpkin, the innocent up from the sticks who has seen everything but has understood nothing. I was different, as they say of those who are simple-minded. I
  had nothing to hide, and nothing to reveal either. But I have learned a lot. The detailed descriptions that others gave of certain practices have subsequently provided me with the missing clues to
  puzzles of years gone by. The forthright books written by the likes of Willy Voet, the soigneur at the heart of the Festina affair, and Erwann Menthour, one of my colleagues in the peloton,
  werent all that revelatory for me, but did serve as decoding devices that illuminated what was going on. Fifteen years later, the revelations and confessions about Lance Armstrong and his
  seven Tour de France victories are providing me with new details. I now use them as a means of establishing order in my mind, giving my memories a thread on which to hang. A scene that had
  initially been shot through a door that was only slightly ajar now appears full frame to me. I have the keys to decipher everything that was happening in the periphery of the shot.


  The 1998 Tour provided me with a half-decent profile among the sports fans. It also restored some of my worth among many within the cycling milieu. My career, which had seemed
  stillborn due to a lack of results, was suddenly revived. I was reallocated a role. I was the guarantor of the sports future. I didnt mind that. I was convinced that cycling was on
  the road to a speedy recovery, and of the sincerity of its redemption.


  I was stupid. It very quickly became apparent that the whole game was rigged. Cycling wasnt being reformed. It was simply adapting to new contingencies imposed from outside. I was nothing
  more than a figleaf, or even one of those masking agents liars use to conceal their fraud.


  I didnt have to take a stand against this treachery. Others who were much better known did so instead. Jean-Cyril Robin sounded the alarm about le cyclisme  deux vitesses
   cycling at two speeds. Cdric Vasseur also stood up with his diatribe against hypocrites. Several notable figures backed up their comments, starting with the president of the French
  Cycling Federation at the time, Daniel Baal. Over on the sidelines, I could only nod in agreement. They were much more impressive orators leading the cause. That suited me.


  I could see boxes of drugs reappearing, but I didnt notice the silence returning quite as obviously. A shell slowly came down over the sport. As the races went by, criticism became less
  vehement and then died out, just like the embers in a fire.


  The 1999 Tour arrived and was dubbed the Tour of Renewal. What had hitherto been implicit instructions became more formal: silence in the ranks! This was all part of rehabilitating cycling in
  the eyes of the masses, although it was perhaps as much about rehabilitating everyones payslip. I understood the role that had been assigned to me. I had to bear witness to the good medical
  practices that had been put in place. My silence would be interpreted as a tacit agreement. Any praise that put my peers in the clear would have been very well received.


  I had a lot to gain: I was owed a bon de sortie, as they say in the sport. This piece of cycling jargon is used to describe the right to roam that the peloton grants to a rider who wants
  to escape from the pack. Marc Madiot, my directeur sportif at La Franaise des Jeux, had suggested to me before the start of the race that I should spare myself as much as possible until we
  reached the section between the Alps and the Pyrenees. The profile of these so-called transition stages suited me, he said. A great connoisseur of the ways of the cycling world, he had no doubt
  concluded the rest of the pack would adopt a conciliatory attitude towards me. An exploit by Bassons, better known as Babasse by his peers, would have been a good piece of propaganda
  during the Tour. If Mr Clean managed to win, it would have been a sign that cycling had changed for the better 


  Earlier in that year of 1999, I had a foretaste of this at another event, the Dauphin Libr, a stage race that serves as preparation for the Tour de France. I had claimed
  a stage victory thanks to a long breakaway, and it was hailed as a sign of cultural renovation occurring within cycling after the trauma of the Festina affair. I now know, thanks particularly to
  recent revelations made by Jonathan Vaughters, the overall winner and a team-mate of Lance Armstrong at that time, that while I was pedalling like a madman at the front of the race, a conclave was
  taking place within the peloton to decide whether or not it was a good thing for me to win this stage. These discussions had nothing to do with tactical considerations relating to my place in the
  overall standings. The focus was whether they should allow a rider who had refused to follow the pelotons rules to win the stage.


  To stay in everyones good books and ensure I got those precious bons de sortie, I had to say that everything was better in the bunch. I had to lie. I had to give my blessing to the
  farce in which I was a shameful performer. I actually had to disavow everything that I had been up to that point. There was a quid pro quo, based on me giving false testimony.


  So I started to talk. Initially I professed just minor reservations. Then I became increasingly categorical. The dam broke. The words came in an unstoppable flow. Years of mute frustration
  caused me to boil over and swept away any reservations. I had kept my mouth shut for too long. Anger at the farce that got under way each morning and the fatigue that consumed me each evening
  steeled my resolve. The clear threats and the cold-shouldering I received, far from bringing me into line, fuelled my resentment. They transformed me into a desperado. Some of the lycra-clad
  hoodlums dubbed me Babasse the Balance, insinuating that I was sitting in judgement on the sport. I had nothing left to lose. Journalists kept coming to speak to me as my thirst to
  get everything off my chest remained unquenched. Id been anointed as a just man during the 1998 Tour. In spite of myself, the 1999 Tour transformed me into a dispenser of justice. I had to
  proclaim the truth, whatever the cost. In the midst of this hostile environment, only the need to talk kept me in the saddle. As soon as they had managed to silence me, after 12 days of bravado, I
  fell from my perch.


  I was surprised by the impact my statements had. Today I am re-reading what I said in newspaper clippings that are already yellowing with age. I would not change a single bit of it. However, I
  have the feeling that I wasnt saying anything that wasnt known already. I am surprised at the anger that my words caused, but this solitary little voice within the pack was only
  confirming the reality that nobody wanted to hear. I had infringed the golden rule that family disputes are always settled behind closed doors. I had laid everything bare to the outside world,
  which
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