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Dedication

To Ned, Louis, Guy and Lesley, for all the 
times I have left you sleeping.

To mum and dad, for the lifts and shouts of 
encouragement from the roadside (sorry 
about the swearing mum - I only wanted  

to tell the truth).

To the much missed Willie Tyler – a legend 
of a man who bought me a Puch Pathfinder 

instead of a Raleigh Chopper. 

And to anyone, anywhere, who has ever 
struggled to ride a bike uphill, fuelled by 

nothing other than a desire to get to  
the top. Chapeau!
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Prologue

In the early nineteen-seventies, on about the third Saturday each 
May, families across England would sit down together to watch 
television. Across the country, roads would be quiet, shops would 
be empty and Mums, Dads and their children would gather. 

In our house, my Auntie Joyce and Uncle Ron would come 
over to visit with my cousins, Andrew, Ian, Nicholas and Judith. 
We’d squeeze onto the sofa and the extra chairs that only usually 
came out at Christmas. The excitement would steadily increase 
until, at three o’clock, the FA cup final would kick off.

It seems hard to believe that this family ritual was almost as 
well observed across the country as Christmas Day, but, apart 
from during the world cup, it was the only time that live football 
made it onto television screens, and as far as I remember, nearly 
everyone sat down to watch it, regardless of who was playing.

I recall, as a young boy, seeing the match in colour for the 
first time and thinking how green the grass at Wembley stadium 
looked in the May sunshine, and how I’d love to run out onto that 
very pitch one day. 

Every single boy I knew had that very same dream. Every single 
boy wanted to be only one thing when he grew up – a footballer.

During the 1974 world cup, when my Mum and Dad had bought 
their first colour television, my brother Neil and I would run into 
the garden as soon as the game we were watching had finished, 
and play football. I would be Gerd Muller, and he’d be Johan Cruyff. 
All our dreams were about football. 

On one of those sunny afternoons, we were recovering from 
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our latest football match and sat gulping orange squash while 
contemplating going out to play on our bikes. Our Grandad Tyler 
told us that if we were good from that day until Christmas, he’d 
buy us both a Raleigh Chopper. We were amazed. With its high 
handlebars, huge rear wheel and three speed stick shift gears, 
the Chopper was the ultimate two wheeled symbol of style and 
desirability. It had even been featured on every child’s favourite 
television program, Blue Peter, when the three presenters had 
wobbled their way around the studio, whilst one of them described 
the Chopper as ‘the most modern looking bike I’ve ever seen’. 
Owning a Chopper guaranteed you a place amongst the coolest 
of your peers.

Then, later that summer, I saw something on television that 
changed all my dreams.

I saw men struggling to ride skinny racing bikes up mountains, 
rocking from side to side, with agony on their faces and pain in 
their eyes. I saw people running alongside them and screaming 
encouragement into their ears, whilst the commentator’s voice 
crackled over what sounded like a telephone line as he became 
more and more excited about what he was seeing. I witnessed 
something that has stuck with me throughout my life  I saw the 
Tour de France.

That afternoon, I didn’t go out and play football. I got on my 
little bike, called for my friends and we played ‘Tour de France’, 
trying to recreate, in our childish imaginations, what I had just 
seen and heard.

I didn’t want a Raleigh Chopper, I didn’t want to be a footballer.  
I wasn’t bothered about running out at Wembley...

 
...My dreams lay elsewhere. 
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Stage 1
Boyhood Dreams

The sun is just climbing above the rooftops around the square in 
the Southern French village of Valbonne, and the regulars at the 
Cafe des Arcades are vying for position around the old television 
propped on a table. Waiters carrying trays of coffee and steaming 
bowls of pasta are doing their best not trip over the power 
lead that runs from the bar across the terrace to the outside 
tables under the shade of the trees along the top of the square. 
The summer of July 1999 is just as busy as any other summer, 
but this year the waiters, busy as they are, have one eye on the 
television that seems to be the centre of attention for most of 
their customers.

English tourists ask what the fuss is about, only to be teased 
that they’ve never heard of ‘our boy’- the English lad who lives up 
the valley and who sits in this very cafe almost every day in the 
winter sipping milky coffee and eating pain au raisin, or meeting 
some of the locals to race up to the observatory at the top of the 
mountain, before hurtling back down the valley, overtaking cars and 
coming back to the square to while away the afternoon relaxing 
in the winter sunshine. The waiters are fed up of explaining what 
the ‘le Tour’ is, and why the whole village seems to have come to a 
standstill during every afternoon this month, and why today could 
be the day. The day their adopted son finds himself on top of the 
world and all over tomorrow’s papers, and why a cycling jersey 
hangs in a frame behind the bar, and why they’re hoping for a new 
yellow one to hang in its place at the end of summer.
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At the same time, a thousand miles North, the bar of The 
Coach and Horses, the only pub in the UK to advertise ‘Live 
Cycling on the Big Screen’, is starting to fill with an excited and 
chatty bunch of friends who only wish they could have managed 
more time off work, and that they could be packed into a motor 
home on the slopes of an alpine mountain in the scorching July 
sun. Other drinkers wonder what is going on, and why there is so 
much fuss.

From the village of Bourg d’Oisans, all the way up the snaking 
mountain road, around each of its twenty-one hairpins, a crowd 
of almost a quarter of a million people are getting more and more 
excited, a few nursing hangovers from the night before, many doing 
their best to finish off the supplies of gradually warming beer. The 
wildest party is taking place at the seventh corner from the top 
– ‘Dutch Corner’ is a sea of orange and the fans dance and sing 
as they wait for the race to arrive. Elsewhere, people paint names 
in the road whilst the police look on, directing traffic through 
the crowd. Occasionally cyclists pick their way through the chaos, 
encouraged by slaps on the back, and cries of ‘Allez, allez’.

Eventually the procession of bizarre vehicles that make up the 
publicity caravan snakes by, and there’s a huge scramble to pick 
up the useless tit bits thrown to the crowd, from pens advertising 
supermarkets, to bits of smoked cheese and cardboard hats with 
garish logos. Loud music blasts from every passing float, and young 
and beautiful students from Paris dance along, urging everyone to 
join in, whilst they spend their summer holidays at a three week 
party of free booze and bed hopping evenings around the whole 
of France. The anticipation builds and builds.

Finally, here they come. A swarm of out-riding motorcycles, 
and somewhere in the middle the two cyclists, eyeing each other 
carefully, taking on as much water as they can from their bottles 
before throwing them to the roadside where they are pounced 
upon by people seeking the ultimate tour souvenir. The crowds 
are going crazy, running into the road and screaming in the riders 
ears – ‘Allez, allez’ allez’, pouring water onto their sweating heads, 
giving them the occasional push, then falling by the wayside as the 
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riders go on towards the sky.
Back in the Coach and Horses, television commentator David 

Duffield’s voice is getting louder. He’s stopped talking about the 
crème brulee he enjoyed in last night’s hotel and is starting to get 
carried away. Next to him, his co-commentator, the normally so 
relaxed and measured Sean Kelly, is also getting excited.

‘So Sean what’s he going to do; you’ve ridden this road many times 
- when’s the best place to attack? How’s he going to shake off the 
German? Do you think he can do it? Do you think he looks tired? 
What’s going through his mind? Do you think he’ll do it?

‘Ah well you know David, he looks tired and he must know it’s going 
to be hard, its one or the other by the end of today, if Ulrich pulls away 
then our man’s going to lose, but they’ve both got enough time in hand 
to take the race today. He just has to time his attack right, Ulrich looks 
good so we’ll have to see what he can do’.

The regulars in the Cafe des Arcade are much more relaxed 
than Mr. Duffield, but even they are starting to stand up and shout 
at the television. The village square has come to a standstill and 
everyone knows it’s now or never...

On the mountain Gatenby is really feeling the heat. The sun 
is high in the sky and the temperature has reached over forty 
degrees Celsius, even in the scarce areas that are shaded by 
the spruce trees. Looking down at the square metre of road in 
front of his wheel, he can feel the sweat pouring off his head and 
splashing onto his knees. No matter how much he drinks, he still 
feels thirsty, and the liquid already in his stomach makes him feel 
like he’s been kicked by a horse. He can hear and feel every breath, 
every heartbeat, even above the screaming spectators. ‘Surely 
Ulrich feels as bad as me, surely he’s hurting as well’. He looks across 
at his rival, and their eyes meet for a brief second. He stares at 
the struggling German just long enough to see the suffering in his 
eyes.

Gatenby leaps up from the saddle feeling as if he is screaming 
inside, and stamps down on the pedals as hard as he can. He turns 
and looks over his shoulder and stares for a moment into the 
eyes of his rival. Then he faces forward and his eyes close, and he 
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begins to feel his chest starting to explode, and the muscles of his 
legs burn. Through his ear piece he can hear his boss telling him 
‘Two metres, five, ten, you’ve got him – he’s dying, you’ve killed 
him – go, go’

Almost as one, everyone in the Cafe des Arcades and, a 
thousand miles away, in the Coach and Horses, stand up and start 
shouting... 

Back on the mountain again and Gatenby takes a look over 
his shoulder – no rider in sight, just a screaming, baying crowd of 
spectators, and then a motorbike. Where is he? He looks ahead 
again and tries to block out the pain, counting every stroke – one 
two, one two, one two. He vaguely sees a figure running alongside his 
right shoulder and suddenly recognises English being shouted in 
his ear, ‘Go on son, go on, you’ve got him, just keep going...’ Then 
it’s gone and the sound of the crowd melts back into one.  Ahead 
the road is narrowed by the funnel of spectators, and he can feel 
them pouring water over his head and sometimes he bounces off 
them as they lean into the road and scream and shout. He longs 
for each and every hairpin so he can get a few seconds respite 
from the brutal incline. Each time he turns he has to stand on the 
pedals again to regain his momentum. Finally he looks to his left 
and sees his rival struggling up the crowded road below – the gap 
is growing. Can he allow himself to think he’s done it? ‘Must keep 
going, mustn’t ease up, need to drink, need to breathe...’

David Duffield is screaming and shouting ‘Surely now Sean this is 
it, he’s going to take the stage, he’s going to take yellow and I think he’s 
going to take the tour! This is fantastic, I don’t know what to say, I’ve 
got a lump in my throat, in all my years in the sport I have never seen 
anything like this...’

‘I think you’re right David, if he wins today there’s nothing Ulrich can 
do to get this back, there are no more mountain stages and no time 
trial, so its all down to today’.

The tension rises in the cafe, in the pub in England, and in the 
mind of Gatenby as he struggles towards the summit. Hairpin ten, 
then eventually hairpin nine, ‘surely now it’s done’. Hairpin eight – 
‘surely that should be seven?’ When he looks over the side of the 
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road, he can see Ulrich, struggling, two or three bends below, his 
pink jersey blown open by the wind and his head bobbing from 
side to side.

He really has beaten him, he must keep going, keep stamping 
as hard as he can, keep breathing, keep feeling the burning, aching 
agony of every stroke of the pedals. Bend five, the village, bend four, 
three, two, the view of the mountainside briefly opens up ahead 
of him, past the chalets, into the shade of the hotels, downhill 
now. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Look up, enjoy the moment, fasten 
jersey (don’t forget the sponsors), sit up, arms aloft, the finish line, 
the crowd, falling, breathing, the arms of the helper, the end.

Long into the night, there is celebrating in Cafe des Arcades 
and in the Coach and Horses, and time after time, the revellers 
have to explain to curious onlookers what all the fuss is about, 
as they order another drink and toast ‘our boy’, the hero of the 
hour, the man who tomorrow will be pulling on a yellow jersey 
and setting off towards Paris, towards a great victory, towards his 
own moment in history...

And as Gatenby begins to drift off to sleep, he opens his eyes 
one last time to savour the moment, and realises that he was 
struggling over  the top of Norwood Edge, North Yorkshire (with 
its single hairpin half way up), and tries to imagine what it would 
really be like to have lived that moment as a younger man, to 
have beaten Ulrich, and to have fallen asleep that night wearing a 
Yellow Jersey, looking forward to a life in the fast lane, BBC sports 
personality of the year, and a slot on a chat show where he’ll have 
to explain, not for the first time, why cyclists shave their legs.

And so it is that every boy who has ever kicked a football 
about in the park has dreamed that he is really at the world cup 
final, smashing home the winning goal into the top corner of a 
bulging net. And every child who has ever driven his parents mad 
belting a tennis ball against the wall of their house, likes to think 
he is scoring match-point at Wimbledon. But they can’t do that. 
Because they can’t just throw their kit in a bag and turn up at 
Wembley or the All England club and have a play about, in place of 
their heroes. Cycling is different. Cyclists can go and ride the exact 
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same roads, and follow exactly in the wheel tracks of their heroes, 
and suffer every metre of tarmac under the same scorching sun. 
Then they can all go home, watch the real thing on television, and 
say, ‘I’ve done that’.

My first memories of wanting to ‘do that’ go back to the 
mid-nineteen seventies when cycling was a minority sport in the 
UK, which seems hard to believe considering the recent boost 
in its popularity. The only time it was ever on television was on 
ITV, on ‘World of Sport’. The tour de France would make a brief 
appearance on a feature called ‘Sports Special One’, which was a 
ten minute slot dedicated to minority sports. It came on after the 
wrestling – sporting giants like Giant Haystacks and Big Daddy 
battling it out in front of a crowd of screaming grannies who would 
do their best to belt the fighters with handbags and umbrellas as 
they lay pinned to the canvas of the ring.

During the Tour, mum and dad would sometimes let me carry 
my lunch through to the lounge and eat it on my lap whilst I 
watched the race. I remember the commentators talking about 
the ‘first major climb of the day’ – a phrase that stuck in my mind 
throughout the afternoon as I rode around the estate where 
we lived, riding up hills while rocking from side to side just like 
the pros did on the television. Of course, to find proper ‘major 
climbs’ my friends and I had to venture a bit further than the leafy 
lanes of suburbia, and slowly our range extended out into the 
Yorkshire Dales. The ultimate trip came when as a twelve year old 
me and my pal David Burnett spent three days youth hostelling. It 
rained solidly and we phoned home every night, but I loved it. We 
certainly found some ‘major climbs’, but walked up every single 
one of them pushing our bikes.

Then, as now, cycling was just as commercialised as any other 
sport and riders would be covered in sponsor’s logos. Not 
wanting to be left out, I cut down a pair of jeans to the same 
length as a pair of cycling shorts, and scrawled ‘Puch’ along the 
bottom (because I had a Puch Pathfinder bike)  – just like the pros, 
and then chose my most cycling-top-like t-shirt to wear. The fact 
that it said ‘Berkley’ on the front and not ‘Molteni’ like the one 
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Eddy Merckx wore didn’t bother me one bit. I was going to be like 
those pros eventually, so may as well start now. I’m not the first 
wannabe to do this – when the legendary British rider Tommy 
Simpson was still a junior racer he got some shirts made up for 
him and his mates with ‘Scala’ written on them to make himself 
look more continental. There is a long culture of this sort of 
thing in British Cycling – a desire to bring ourselves closer to the 
heroes in Europe. There are many clubs who don’t call themselves 
anything as mundane as ‘York Cycling Club’, opting instead for the 
much more exotic sounding ‘Velo Club York’. British bike builders 
often give their bikes Italian sounding names. Ellis Briggs, the long 
established bike business hand build ‘Favori’ frames, even though 
they’re based in Shipley, an old textile town in West Yorkshire.

As I got a bit older I began to understand that ink covered 
shorts and a cheap t-shirt didn’t turn you into the next sporting 
superstar. Like all heroes, I began my long journey to the top by 
saving my pocket money for a new bike. I can’t really remember 
running many errands, and can’t claim to have suffered down a 
coal mine in order to scrape together the cash, but I did have a 
piece of A4 paper on which I had drawn a kind of thermometer 
that showed how much money I had saved. We moved house to a 
village in East Yorkshire and I set up a round selling kindling door 
to door. It was the perfect operation – I didn’t do much of the 
hard work and creamed off most of the profits. It really relied on 
the fact that my Grandad would come and stay with us for the 
weekend, and to fill his time he would sit in our garage chopping 
off-cuts of roof joists into kindling that I would deliver. I needed 
a bike more than ever because I had started cycling to school, a 
journey of about three miles each way, so my little three speed 
‘racer’ wasn’t really up to the job. Eventually the day arrived when 
my dad came home with a ten speed Carlton in the back of his car. 
It had cost seventy-nine pounds. My future was assured – I was on 
my way and I had the gear to match.

The next stage of my journey was the day when I first met 
Dicco on the stairs at school. He stopped me to say that I’d 
probably get the pump stolen off my bike if I left it in the bike 
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sheds. I don’t know why we were all so worried about getting 
the pumps stolen off our bikes. I never knew of it happening to 
anyone, and no one seemed to be going around trading in cheap 
pumps to replace the stolen ones. From that moment on Dicco 
and I became friends. He was just like me in the fact that he 
too believed he was destined to reach the giddy heights of elite 
professional cycling, so we had a lot in common. We were two 
souls misunderstood by everyone around us. Everyone, that is, 
apart from Mr. Curtis, our careers teacher, who managed to keep 
a straight face when we put ‘professional cyclist’ in the ‘What 
would you like to do when you leave school?’ bit of the form he 
gave us one day. When it came to choosing our ‘O’ levels we made 
sure we took French – you needed to speak French if, like us, you 
were going to live in France and be a pro-cyclist. 

We also had a PE teacher who actually let us leave school 
during PE lessons to go cycling. Mr. DeVries only asked for a letter 
from our parents. My dad pointed out that because I was so poor 
at any other sport it would only be a waste of everyone’s time 
to make me attempt to kick a ball straight or do a decent job of 
bowling at cricket. I still can’t play ball sports, and remember the 
humiliation of being picked last for every game of football that I 
have ever taken part in. This even happened a couple of years ago 
when I started going for a kick about with a few of the regulars 
from a pub in a village up the road from where I live. As the teams 
were picked, I would watch as everyone was picked before me, 
and I would humbly take my place in line with whichever team 
captain had the misfortune to realise I was the only person left. 
And this at the standard of football played by a bunch of wheezing 
overweight drinkers. So, with permission gained from our parents, 
Dicco and I would get let out of school during the afternoons. 
This would have been a golden opportunity for a good bit of 
skiving, but that was an opportunity we never took – we were 
too obsessed with riding our bikes. We would regularly endure 
the taunts of our school mates as we put on our cycling kit and 
they all got ready to go and spend their time on the patch of mud 
that passed as the school football pitch.
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Over our teenage years, Dicco and I planned our route to 
the very top. Back then there were no scientific training methods 
so we just rode our bikes for as long and as far as we could. 
For hours on end we rode the windswept roads around East 
Yorkshire, dreaming of great victories to come. Every road was, in 
our minds, a replica of some part of Europe. Arras Hill, between 
Market Weighton and Beverley, was our own Mont Ventoux, and 
any potholed road was the ‘Hell of the North’ in deference to the 
early season races we knew we were destined to ride in Belgium. 
And as we rode to meet the Hull Thursday Road Club for their 
regular Sunday run, we knew that the trees that shaded our backs 
weren’t on the main road towards the North Bar in Beverley, 
but were lining the Champs Elysees, and we knew in our heart of 
hearts that we were about to take Britain’s first ever win in the 
Tour de France. 

We would spend hours reading cycling magazines, dreaming 
of owning ever more exotic machinery, and make a nuisance of 
ourselves by hanging around in Cliff Pratt’s bike shop in Hull. 
We wanted our bikes to be just like the ones the pros rode, and 
would cut and file and strip them down to make them at least 
look the part. The day Dicco got his first new bike, a Carlton 
Cyclone, it was fitted with what the catalogue described as ‘racing 
mudguards’. These tiny little strips of aluminium didn’t guard the 
rider from any mud, and certainly didn’t help you go any faster. 
Naturally, the first thing Dicco did was to remove them and throw 
them away. When his mum saw how he had already defiled his 
lovely new bike, she was so mad with him that she wouldn’t let 
him go out. In another attempt to make my bike more professional 
looking, I decided to respray it, and managed to cover everything 
in my dad’s garage (including his motorbike) in a dusting of red 
spray paint. Naturally he was a bit angry, and despite my denials 
of any knowledge of how any of this had happened, and despite 
the newly acquired red colour on my mum’s hair-dryer (I was in 
a rush to get the paint dry), I am still reminded of this incident 
regularly, even though it was over thirty years ago.

Eventually Dicco and I did get decent bikes – both the same 
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‘Carlton Professional’ frames which we built up bit by bit, and 
tried to equip to look just like the ones ridden by two local 
professionals called Sid Barras and Keith Lambert. 

We raced all over the place and had careers only memorable 
by the lack of the professional contract that we craved. (Although 
it should be said that a few years later, Dicco did start to do quite 
well in some local races, but still failed to get himself spotted by 
any talent scouts from Europe. He still races today, and has a few 
wins to his credit). We spent all our money on trying to find ways 
to go faster. Dicco once bought some silk racing tyres, then the 
first time he used them, he got a puncture on the way to the start 
line at a race on the old Dam Busters base in Lincolnshire, so he 
hacked them to bits with a pair of scissors in anger. 

Despite strenuous denials to our schoolmates and parents, we 
took to shaving our legs, probably even before we’d started to shave 
our chins. We were always in search of those few precious seconds 
that we thought stood between us and glory, we occasionally 
(very occasionally) would try to eat like an athlete – forfeiting 
chips, and trying to eat as many carbohydrates as we could, even 
though we didn’t actually know what a carbohydrate was (and not 
realising that chips are, in fact, a form of carbohydrate). Still, we’d 
read somewhere that it was what the professionals did, so we did 
it too. We’d have exactly the same attitude to bits of equipment, 
always poring over magazines to see what latest bit of kit the pros 
were using. As one of the older, slightly cynical men who worked 
in Cliff Pratt’s bike shop once said ‘you lot would tow bloody 
chrome wheelbarrows behind your bikes if you saw some pillock 
doing it on the tour’. 

Cycling clothing was going through a big change at this time 
as well. This was about the time that Lycra was invented. Up until 
then cycling jerseys were made of silk, and the shorts were usually 
made of a wool mix with a chamois leather insert to protect 
your nether region from saddle sores. Obviously this made them 
quite high maintenance – every time you washed your shorts you 
were supposed to rub lanolin into the chamois leather. We didn’t 
have any lanolin so I used to pinch my dad’s E45 cream, which 
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he used against eczema on his hands. The other problem with 
old fashioned shorts was their ability to absorb vast amounts of 
water, which not only made you about a stone heavier every time 
it rained, but also meant that every time you stood up in the 
saddle, if your shorts were wet they would fall down around your 
knees. The only solution to this was to wear braces under your 
jersey, which presented yet more opportunity for ridicule from 
those unfamiliar with the needs of an aspiring professional cyclist. 
These days we are blessed with modern fabrics that can be easily 
washed and cared for; lanolin and braces are consigned to the 
pages of history.

At this point I might be expected to reach the part in the 
story where my dreams of a career as a top level athlete are 
shattered by injury. Just as I was about to pick up the pen to sign 
the contract that would see me heading off to Europe to race, 
win, and cover myself in glory, some mishap ends it all for me. On 
that final training run a wet patch of road saw me sliding on my 
back into a ditch, twisting a joint in the wrong direction and then 
not recovering enough to realise my full potential. Then I had to 
go back to school, do some work, and then get a ‘proper’ job. The 
rest of my life would be full of bitter resentment that I never saw 
the results of all my efforts, and I could only jealously sit watching 
cycling’s occasional appearances on the television wondering what 
might have been.

It wasn’t actually like that. My pal Paul Bennett got an electric 
guitar and rock and roll started to look like more fun than cycling, 
so I had a typical teenage change of direction, and didn’t ride a 
bike for over twenty years.

The other consequence of my change of heart from cycling 
to electric guitar was that I gradually lost touch with Dicco. Our 
family moved away again, and I would only occasionally see him in 
a pub, and say a quick ‘hello’.
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Stage 2
A Big Idea

On November 20th, 1902 a journalist called Geo Lefevre met his 
editor, Henri Desgrange, at the Cafe de Madrid in Paris, to talk 
about an idea he had for a great bike race – a true ‘Tour of France’ 
that would be a great test of endurance for anyone who took 
part. Desgrange was looking for a way to boost circulation of 
his newspaper ‘L’Auto’, and Lefevre seemed to have hit on just 
the sort of idea he was looking for. They can hardly have known 
that by the time they had finished their lunch, they would have 
come up with an idea for a race that would grow to become the 
biggest annual sporting event in the world. The following January 
they announced their idea to the press, and in July of that year, the 
riders were ready to take the start.

If you ask most people to name as many bike races as they 
can, they’ll probably have to stop after naming one – the very 
one created by Lefevre and Desgrange in November 1902 - The 
Tour de France.  Almost everyone has heard of it and has a vague 
idea of what it is. Ask them to name anyone who has won it and 
they will probably mention Lance Armstrong, Bradley Wiggins and 
Chris Froome. If they are in their forties or a bit older, they may 
have heard of a Belgian called Eddy Merckx. Although a lot of 
people will only have heard of him because he went on to have 
his name painted on the type of ‘racer’ that most children rode to 
school, usually having taken off the drop handlebars and replacing 
them with wide cow-horn style ones to make the bike look more 
like a motorbike (a playing card in the spokes of the rear wheel to 
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make a noise was another popular addition).
Much has changed since the first Tour de France (or ‘the Tour’ 

as anyone who considers themselves to know anything about it 
will call it), but one relic still visible from that era today is that if you 
look closely at the leader’s Yellow Jersey (more of that later), you 
will see the initials ‘HD’ embroidered on it – this is in reference to 
Henry Desgrange, who has taken the credit for the idea since his 
meeting with Lefevre in the Cafe de Madrid. The races that Dicco 
and I used to drool over bare little resemblance to the original, but 
the basic concept is the same – a race through France, covering 
huge distances, with one eventual winner. Desgrange actually said 
that in the ideal Tour, there wouldn’t just be one eventual winner, 
but just one eventual finisher. 

The first race started on the Route de Corbeil, Paris on July 
1st. For the first stage (there were six in all), the riders had to 
ride from Paris to Lyon. If you look on a modern map you can 
see that it is a long way from Paris to Lyon – even by the most 
direct motorway. I have driven that stretch of road, and even in a 
modern air conditioned car it’s a serious journey, usually involving 
a couple a decent breaks, and possibly even a quick nap. For the 
first stage of the first Tour riders had to cover a whopping 467km 
or 290 miles, about the distance from London to Newcastle, on 
rough roads, on a primitive bike heavy enough to break a bone 
should you be unlucky enough to drop it on your foot.  And just to 
really make it hard it had to be done without any form of outside 
assistance, unlike the fleet of mechanics and back up vehicles 
available to today’s riders if they need any help with a mechanical 
breakdown, or just somewhere to put a discarded jersey.

This ‘no outside assistance’ rule probably had its most famous 
application in 1913. Frenchman Eugene Christophe was descending 
the Col de Tourmalet when his front forks snapped. This can only 
have resulted in the sort of crash that would, in modern times, 
go on to feature in the sort of ‘When sports go bad’ type of 
montage that is the staple diet of many cable television networks. 
Undeterred, Christophe dusted himself down and carried his 
bike to the village of St. Marie de Campan and knocked on the 
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door of the local blacksmith. He then used the forge to repair 
his bike before rejoining the race. Unfortunately, he allowed 
the blacksmith’s apprentice to work the bellows for him, thus 
incurring the wrath of the judges, who, in a classic piece of ‘jobs 
worth’ thinking, decided that this constituted ‘outside assistance’, 
and penalised him by adding ten minutes to his time for the day, 
even though he had lost four hours already as a result of his crash.

There are no such legendary incidents recorded from the first 
tour, which after arriving in Lyon at the end of the first stage (taking 
the fastest rider twenty-seven hours and forty-seven minutes), 
eventually finished back in Paris. There were no mountains in those 
days (well, not on the route of the Tour anyway), but the challenge 
was still huge and only twenty-one of the sixty starters got to the 
finish. A little short of the attrition that Henri Desgrange saw as 
the ideal, but a very high drop out rate nevertheless.

Eventual winner of that very first tour, Maurice Garin, came 
back to defend his title the following year, but somewhat spoiled 
his entry into cycling’s hall of fame by making use of the French 
railway system to make sure he got back to Paris before anyone 
else. His disqualification was probably a much fairer interpretation 
of the ‘no outside assistance’ rule than when it was applied to the 
unfortunate Eugene Christophe.

In 1905, the tour continued to develop its reputation for 
controversy (which has continued until the present day), when 
Louis Trousselier decided he’d have a go at victory. The fact that 
he was supposed to be in the army at the time didn’t dent his 
ambition. He simply went AWOL for the duration of the race. His 
superiors decided to let him off from any punishment because he 
won, probably realising that it would have made them look bad to 
punish a soldier who had just become a national hero. Trousselier 
went out for a bit of a celebration with his prize money, and lost 
the lot in a gambling den. One of the ways he concocted to get 
some of his hard earned money back was the ‘dinner sprint’. This 
simple idea involved Trousselier and a bunch of his cycling friends 
arriving at a restaurant and ordering the finest food and wine. 
The owners were no doubt quite pleased to have such a famous 
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and heroic customer, and obliged him and his party with the best 
they had to offer. When it came to the bill, the group would argue 
about who’s turn it was to pay, and when the owners intervened, 
they would then decide that the only honourable thing to do was 
to settle the dispute like gentlemen and have a race – once around 
the block, and last one back would pay up. The owner would act as 
starter to ensure fair play and wave them off. That was of course, 
the last anyone would see of Trousselier and his friends.

One of the most iconic symbols of the Tour is the yellow 
jersey, or ‘malliot jaune’. This is awarded to the overall leader 
each day, based on the cumulative time taken to cover each stage, 
added together to give an overall time for the distance covered 
so far. There is some debate as to when the jersey first appeared. 
It seems hard to believe that all the historians of cycling can’t 
agree on such an important date, almost as if no one can quite 
remember when the FA cup final was first played. The Belgian 
multiple tour winner Philippe Thys said that he could remember 
being asked to wear a yellow jersey to mark him out as the leader 
in 1913, and as no one else has any memory or record of anything 
different, this date will probably become the accepted version of 
reality. It is generally accepted though, that it is yellow to match 
the colour of the paper that the sporting daily L’Auto was printed 
on.  Any rider who has ever spent a day wearing the yellow jersey 
will be forever defined by that achievement, always being known 
as ‘former yellow jersey holder...’ You can buy replicas in cycling 
shops the world over these days, but although there always seem 
to be plenty for sale, I don’t ever remember seeing anyone wearing 
one. Personally, I wouldn’t have the gall to ride around pretending 
to be the leader of the Tour de France, and get the feeling that 
anyone who does wear a yellow jersey is asking for ridicule at the 
very least, and to be ridden into the ground by all and sundry in 
any case. It’s a bit like walking around school with a ‘Kick me’ sign 
stuck to your back.

This was one of the reasons that riders were originally not 
very happy with the idea. When Desgrange asked the leaders to 
wear the yellow jersey in order to make them stand out from the 
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other riders, this high visibility was the very reason that the riders 
didn’t want to wear it. They felt that other riders would find it too 
easy to keep an eye on their every move. Ironically, the first wearer 
(if he is to be believed), Philippe Thys, was persuaded to bow to 
Desgrange’s request by his manager for this exact reason – the 
jersey would stand out and give better publicity to his sponsors. 
This reluctance on the part of the riders of Thys’s day is a stark 
contrast to the present era. Many riders will not only wear the 
jersey itself, but will supplement it with matching shorts, gloves 
and helmet, and even in some cases, a specially painted bike to 
complete the ensemble. The disgraced seven times Tour ‘winner’ 
Lance Armstrong has been said to book himself into hotels under 
the name ‘Jonathan Mellow’. (Think about it - Jonathan Mellow = 
Johnny Mellow = Mellow Johnny, which sounds a bit like ‘Malliot 
Jaune’, which is French for Yellow Jersey). He now owns a bike 
shop in his home town of Austin, Texas called ‘Mellow Johnny’s 
bike shop’.

Despite the status that earning the right to wear the jersey 
carries, there have been a couple of occasions when riders 
have refused the honour. In 1971 Eddy Merckx was so much 
the favourite to win the tour that fans were not expecting the 
usual suspense and excitement that the race normally provided. 
Merckx was utterly dominant at the time – he was a man with an 
insatiable appetite for winning, who saw no reason to do anything 
less than crush his opponents. His hold over the sport was so 
complete that all the other riders made unofficial alliances in the 
race and worked together to try to beat him. By the time the 
race reached the Alpine resort of Orcieres-Merlette, Merckx was 
eight minutes forty-two seconds behind the leader, the brilliant 
Spanish climber, Luis Ocana. Across Provence, heading for the 
Pyrenees, Merckx and his team set a brutal pace and gained time 
on Ocana. Once in the Pyrenees, as the riders climbed the Col de 
Mente, the weather took a turn for the worse and conditions on 
the roads became treacherous. Descending the other side of the 
mountain, Merckx was in the lead with Ocana taking huge risks 
to keep up with him. Merckx lost control on a bend and Ocana, 
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unable to avoid him, also fell. Merckx was first up, but as Ocana 
struggled to unclip himself from his bike, he was hit by Dutchman 
Joop Zootemelk, who had also lost control on the slippery road. 
Screaming in agony from displaced vertebra and massive internal 
bruising, Ocana had to be taken off the mountain by helicopter. 
Merckx was so shocked that he initially wanted to quit the race, 
but was persuaded to ride on after a late night talking-to from 
his manager and team mates. Once he had agreed to ride, he said 
that he would not wear a jersey that he had only won by default, 
and only began to wear the yellow jersey four days later after 
winning a stage from a group of riders who had broken away from 
everyone else.

Over thirty years later the Tour was going through another 
period in its long history when it was being dominated by one 
man. The reign of Lance Armstrong surpassed all who had gone 
before him; he had already won six tours, and was starting the 
2005 event as firm favourite.

Armstrong was a popular global celebrity at the time, as yet to 
fall foul of his murky past. He was still seen as an inspiring cancer 
survivor, and was  a constant target of the paparazzi because of his 
charity work and his relationship with rock singer Cheryl Crowe. 
He was aiming for his seventh successive win and had totally 
dominated the race for its last six editions. The first stage in 
2005 was a nineteen kilometre time trial along the Atlantic coast 
from Fromentine to Noirmoutier-en-I’lle. Time trials are known 
as the ‘Race of Truth’ because there is no room for tactics or 
the use of other riders to give shelter from the wind. The riders 
set off at one minute intervals, and as defending champion, Lance 
Armstrong was last man off, with his great rival, Jan Ullrich one 
minute ahead. Amazingly, Armstrong caught and passed Ullrich- 
meaning he had not only gained over a minute on his greatest 
rival, and the only man who he considered to be a threat, but he 
had dealt him what must have been a devastating psychological 
blow. It can only be imagined how Ullrich must have felt, he’d 
trained all year for this event and then on the very first day his 
greatest rival had crushed him in the most public of ways. It might 
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not have helped him that the previous day he had smashed his 
head through the rear window of his team car when it had braked 
suddenly, whilst he was being paced on a high speed training ride. 
Despite this, Armstrong didn’t win that day – that honour went 
to his fellow American David Zabriskie, a lesser known member 
of the CSC team. 

Zabriskie held onto the yellow jersey for the next two stages, 
when the race arrived in Tours, ready for the team time trial to 
Blois. The team time trial is a rather bizarre interlude in the tour. 
This time, the teams set off as groups, riding as a unit to help one 
another keep up the highest speed possible. Riders take turns at 
the front – going absolutely flat out for a few seconds as they take 
their turn to break a path through the air for their team mates, 
before moving to one side and dropping to the back of the line to 
recover in time for their next turn as group leader. Viewed from 
above (as is often the case in the television coverage of the race), 
it looks like a well choreographed chain, rotating backwards, but 
moving forwards a tremendous speed. At it’s best it’s almost an 
art form. 

On the day of the 2005 team time trial few people expected to 
see the Discovery team (led by Armstrong) get beaten, unless it 
was by CSC – the team containing yellow jersey wearer, Zabriskie. 
Although the yellow jersey was at stake, the rivalries between the 
two teams added another dimension to the day. Armstrong has 
always loved the team time trial and obviously wanted to win his 
final one, but CSC were viewed as a new powerhouse of the sport 
and didn’t want to be seen as second best to the ‘Disco boys’, as 
Armstrong’s team were called.

The two teams were the last two to start – Discovery ahead 
of CSC. Once the teams were on the road, the only way to tell 
who was winning was to look at the intermediate time checks 
along the course. Discovery was the fastest team throughout the 
early part of the course, but CSC was a team on a mission, and 
bettered even the formidable ‘blue train’ of the American team. As 
they neared the finish it began to look like Discovery was going to 
be beaten for the first time in years. CSC took the last bend into 
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the President Wilson Avenue in Blois and accelerated towards the 
banner marking ‘one kilometre to go’. As the line of riders shot 
forward, there was a sudden explosion of chaos in the middle of 
the line and unbelievably it was the yellow jersey that was sent 
sprawling. Zabriskie slid along the wet cobbles, tearing his clothing 
and stripping flesh from the left side of his body. His reign in the 
yellow jersey was over. He picked himself up and cycled in to the 
finish ninety seconds behind his team mates. 

Lance Armstrong took over the yellow jersey that day, but the 
manager of the CSC team, Bjarne Riis was quoted as saying, ‘The 
man in the Yellow Jersey is there because of luck’. Armstrong was 
furious, and on the morning of the next day he arrived at the 
start in his team kit, not the yellow jersey, as a gesture to salute 
the unfortunate Zabriskie. It may also have been a dig at Bjarne 
Riis, but whatever lay behind his actions, it was the same as Eddy 
Merckx had done all those years ago. Unlike Merckx however, the 
authorities stepped in, and Armstrong had to make a quick detour 
to dress as the organisers wanted him to, and as he rolled away 
from the start, he was in the malliot jaune. 

Since the day that Lefevre and Desgrange finished their lengthy 
lunch and put the final touches to their idea for the Tour de France, 
it has grown into a huge annual spectacle, with a global following 
of millions. It has its own history, studded with characters and 
legends that only grow with time. It dominates France for three 
weeks every July. More than ten million people line the road sides 
to watch it, and it now comprises of a travelling entourage of  
over three thousand people as it winds it’s way around France, 
creating new heroes and villains as it does so. 

That myself and Dicco aren’t amongst those heroes is 
something that I often think about, usually from the comfort of 
a sofa in front of the television. During those many hours I spent 
watching the race each year, I don’t think those childhood dreams 
ever left me.
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Stage 3
Coming Back From Nowhere

There are few more beautiful places than England in the spring, 
and even fewer, if any, that are nicer than Yorkshire in the spring. 

This was the thought that crossed my mind as my family and I 
drove out of town to see our friend’s new house in a village up in 
the Dales.  As we turned off the main road, the lane swung to the 
left, and the whole of Nidderdale lay before us. It was a glorious 
patchwork of fields, dotted with houses and villages, framed by the 
moors and a clear blue sky. For some reason, I remembered how 
there would have been a time when I thought that this would be 
a perfect day for a bike ride.  As ever, my wife was the first person 
to hear of this. She took it in the same spirit that she usually did 
when I shared another of my daydreams with her.

‘It would be brilliant to ride a bike on this road’, I said
‘I don’t know why you don’t just get yourself a bike’, she replied. 

I thought that she might just have a point.
There had been occasional times over the intervening twenty 

years since my last ride with Dicco that my love of cycling would 
begin to stir in me again. Sometimes I might walk past a bike shop 
and look inside and remember the times when Dicco and I would 
spend hours pestering the men who worked in Cliff Pratt’s bike 
shop, asking to look at bits and pieces that we had no intention of 
buying, and showing off in front of the other (non ‘proper’ cyclist) 
customers, who were mostly parents who had come in to buy a 
shiny BMX bike for their eager children.

Other times I might watch the Tour de France on television, 
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offering my expert opinion to anyone who was unlucky enough 
to be in earshot, trying to explain the finer tactical points of what 
was going on. Despite this, I have little memory of top level cycling 
during those years, apart from the year Irishman Stephen Roche 
won the Tour, and my dad phoned me from France to tell me he 
had spent the evening with a friend of his from Dublin, called John 
Brown, and that they had drunk a whole bottle of Irish Whiskey, 
because John had taught maths to Stephen Roche when he was a 
young schoolboy.

I had even sold my beloved Carlton Professional – for £150 
that I can’t remember spending on anything in particular. The only 
remaining part of my life that ever suggested I had been a keen 
cyclist was the old club jersey which was kept in a suitcase at my 
parent’s house. They eventually gave it back to me when they were 
having a clear out.

So, my life hadn’t quite worked out as I had originally planned 
in my teens. Instead of finding myself in my mid-thirties, a retired 
pro-champion, married to a podium girl, doing the odd bit of 
television punditry and endorsing yet another line of bike frames 
and equipment, I was married to someone I’d met at work, 
gradually gaining a bit of weight, and occasionally thinking of telling 
my children of what might have been. 

Maybe there always was an inkling of that old passion being 
re-awakened somewhere in the depths of my psyche. For years, 
the back of my wardrobe remained taken up with my old club 
jersey, folded and all but forgotten. Even so, little flashes of desire 
kept coming into my mind – I’d be driving along some bit of road 
somewhere and as my thoughts would begin to wander, I’d start 
to think about how nice it would be on a bike instead of being in a 
car. This only seemed to afflict me on the type of roads that make 
riding a bike such a pleasure- the traffic free, scenic, sun-drenched 
roads that climb over the moors around Yorkshire. I even started 
to look in bike shops again, although I very rarely ventured inside, 
in case someone got talking to me and I might have to face up to 
the fact that I’d lost interest in something that had once been so 
special, and that I was no longer ‘a cyclist’.
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There was, of course, a sense of inevitability to all this, and I’m 
sure I knew deep within myself that I would somehow, one day, 
start to ride a bike again. Ironically it was Dicco who finally laid 
to rest all the excuses I had been making to myself. He got back 
in touch with me through the internet, and we arranged to meet 
up again for the first time in over twenty years. He told me he 
was still cycling. We had met in a pub in Harrogate, and he was 
driving, so stuck to soft drinks. I was on foot, so a few rounds of 
drinks meant that I drank too much, and as the evening wore on, 
we began to reminisce about our old cycling days. He told me 
there was no excuse for me not cycling again. He even tried to 
sell me a bike, although thankfully I was still in control enough of 
my decision making processes not to buy it. 

The next day I decided that there were to be no more excuses, 
no more procrastination, it was time to take the first steps 
to reignite my love of the bike. I reached into the back of my 
wardrobe, and took out my old Hull Thursday Road Club jersey. 
It even still fit me. That was it. I was going to start cycling again.

Firstly, of course, I needed a new bike. I was sure that I had 
some bits and pieces to go with that old club jersey, but no matter 
how much I routed around in the loft I couldn’t find any of it 
so the shopping list of things needed to start my comeback was 
swelled by the need for gloves, shorts, a jersey (I wasn’t actually 
going to wear my old one), and a helmet. 

There was no debate about the need for a helmet, but in my 
previous cycling life no one ever wore one. Even when I raced time 
trials as a teenager there was no compulsion to take what is now 
considered as the most essential precaution. I find that quite hard 
to believe – the thought of someone organizing a race and then 
letting unsupervised teenagers hurtle around on public roads with 
no head protection. The people of todays legal profession would 
have been in seventh heaven at the limitless potential for lucrative 
cases. There would probably have been crowds of them at every 
difficult bend or potentially lethal road junction. 

Part of the problem was that the helmets that were available 
were largely ineffective and referred to as ‘hairnets’. They were 
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constructed of padded straps of leather that looked like an up 
turned basket. The only time we were made to wear them (and 
consequently the only time we did wear them), was in circuit 
races. After one particularly painful, bike wrecking fall, Dicco’s 
mum made him get one of the new hard shell helmets. These were 
made of fibreglass and supposedly gave much more protection, 
but were made even less popular than ‘hairnets’ by the fact that 
they generally became known as ‘piss pots’. He was teased a lot 
about it and I don’t really remember him wearing it much. But, 
back to the real job in hand, and looking for a new bike. 

I was in a local branch of Halfords one day when my eyes 
settled on a bright yellow road bike. This might sound like some 
kind of fateful ‘love at first sight’ moment, but it was nothing of the 
sort. I was keen to buy a new bike and lacked the confidence to 
go into a bike shop and be the sort of ignorant customer I used 
to ridicule all those years ago in Cliff Pratt’s outlet back in Hull. I 
was waiting to be seduced. It looked brilliant to me - oval frame 
tubes (‘aerodynamic to cut through the air!’) integrated levers 
(‘work your brakes and your gears’), deep profile wheel rims  
(‘aerodynamic again!’) and an alloy frame (‘amaze yourself with its 
light weight!’). I was very taken with it, and believed all the little 
bits of information on the card hanging from its handlebars. The 
truth was that it was simply twenty years more modern that the 
last bike I had ridden. It was a bit like comparing an original Mini 
to its modern equivalent. If my children get in a car that’s more 
than ten years old, they are mystified by the window winders. 
When I was young it was only in luxury cars where you would 
find electric windows, air conditioning or even a basic radio. Now 
every car has them, and they are accepted as the norm - just 
like aerodynamic tubes, deep profile rims, integrated levers and 
lightweight alloy frames, but I didn’t really consider this, because I 
had already been seduced by the modern look and bright yellow 
paint of a mid-range bike from Halfords. 

What I should have done of course was carry out a bit of 
research and taken some advice. You’re always told when you’re 
looking for a car not to go and buy the first one you see, but that’s 
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more or less exactly what I did with my bike. My decision was 
slightly hurried by the fact that Halfords had a sale on and had 
knocked about seventy pounds off its price, and then made it even 
more tempting by the offer of fifty pounds worth of free gear if 
you spent over two hundred and fifty pounds. The reduced price 
of the bike was about two hundred and sixty pounds, so thanks to 
my Yorkshire ‘don’t spend money unless you have to’ gene, it was 
simply too good to miss.

One return trip to Halfords later, I was set up – a new bike, a 
new jersey, a new helmet, and even a puncture repair kit. I paid my 
money and was told to come back later in the week to pick up the 
bike once it had been ‘inspected’. The last time I had been excited 
like this was in the run up to Christmas as a child – probably 
whilst waiting for a new bike. Despite the fact that I sort of rushed 
into the purchase I was delighted, and apart from the other minor 
fact that it was a bit big for me, in the long run I got good service 
from that bike and it never let me down.

What I needed now was a route – somewhere to launch myself 
back into the world of cycling, but this time, without any dreams 
of sporting glory. There were no illusions – at nearly forty, I was 
about twenty years too old to do any more than try to get a bit 
fitter and slow down the ageing process. Even so, I didn’t want to 
fall at the first hurdle so I did a bit of reconnaissance in the car. 
I took to taking slightly longer routes home and turning off the 
main roads to explore some of the country lanes that I normally 
paid no attention to as I went around on my day to day journeys 
for work. It’s amazing how, when you make the effort, you can 
suddenly learn that the place you live is even nicer than you 
thought it was. I discovered seemingly endless pleasant winding 
side roads and picturesque little villages – all within few miles of 
where I live. 

Apart from trying to find a reasonably flat route, the other 
problem was that there was now twenty years’ worth of extra 
traffic on the roads. Gone were those empty rural roads of my 
youth, coupled with the fact that I now lived in a town, and not 
a village, so I had to consider the hazards of traffic and the ever 
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worsening attitude of motorists to cyclists. Eventually I spotted 
a promising looking lay by on a country road just outside town, 
which would be ideal for setting off on my first ride, because it 
was on a road that could be part of a flattish circuit that was five 
point eight miles long (I had measured it in the car) – ideal for a 
first ride. 

I can’t pretend this was a glorious beginning. Five point eight 
miles is barely any distance at all, but the old mindset soon came 
back – an imaginary commentary running through my head, telling 
me that I was on the verge of yet another glorious mountain top 
victory somewhere in the Alps. In reality it was five, nearly six, 
almost entirely flat miles and I was suffering more than I can ever 
remember. I was quickly into my lowest gear and out of breath. 
There were one or two tiny undulations on the route and every 
one of them felt like a mountain. I just couldn’t believe that twenty 
years of sloth had put me back so far. I couldn’t believe that I was 
actually unfit. It was hard to imagine that those golden summers 
spent effortlessly pedalling for miles through the countryside 
were a reality and not just some kind of rose tinted memory.

I can remember the feeling of turning the pedals the first time 
I got back on that bike, on my very first ride. It was a pleasant 
enough sunny summer’s evening, and I set off from that lay by just 
outside town. I flicked the pedal over and slid my foot into the 
toe clip (I was quite proud of the fact that I managed this simple 
task at the first attempt), and looked down at my feet turning 
the pedals. The years slipped away and I felt like I did all that time 
ago. It felt right. I had a genuine feeling of being in the place I was 
always meant to be. The traffic didn’t really bother me and I was 
soon onto quieter roads. I remember rounding one corner and 
coming across a mobile fish and chip van. There I was, trying to 
undo years of laziness and I had temptation thrust in my face. 
Fortunately it was easy to resist the smell of frying chips, as I 
didn’t have any money on me. I simply made bit of extra effort and 
glided past looking every inch the seasoned cyclist and tried my 
best not to look too self-righteous. Every little undulation on the 
ride was agony, but I was deliriously happy and I really didn’t care. 
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So with my first excursion out the way, I knew I had to start 
pushing the boundaries and doing what we used to call ‘getting 
the miles in’. I really took the phrase ‘moderation in all things’ 
as literally as possible, very gradually doing a bit more, even 
getting knocked off my bike by a careless teenager in a Fiat Uno, 
then eventually getting my mileage, and my average speed, up 
into double figures. Very quickly, I realised I was getting the old 
obsession back. Call it a truism, a cliché, or whatever you like, 
but it really was just like when you meet up with an old pal after 
twenty years and it feels like you only saw him last week. I became 
a cyclist once more. It filled my thoughts and became my dream, I 
wanted to ride more and go further and faster. I started to dream 
about a flashy new bike, and to wonder why I hadn’t stuck at it all 
those years ago, and gone on to win the Tour de France.

A few weeks later I finally pedalled my way over that road with 
its stunning view over Nidderdale with the whole of the valley set 
out below me. 

I had been planning to do my first ‘long’ ride for a while. This 
was an added aspect to my new hobby that I hadn’t considered 
– I got the chance to spend hours poring over maps. Maps on 
the internet still weren’t really available, and there was something 
satisfying about unfolding a paper map and spreading it out on 
the floor. I began to feel like I knew the whole of the area like the 
back of my hand, even though it was in a purely two dimensional 
way. Different roads and villages began to look tempting as places 
to ride through. I planned circuit after circuit, and was shocked to 
see how paltry the distances I had already covered looked. They 
barely took me from one fold of a map to another. This served as 
added incentive to make me do more miles.

After many hours of tracing and retracing routes on my map, 
I finally came up with a route for my first ‘decent ride’. I’d leave 
home, cross over into Nidderdale and on into the Dales before 
blasting back down the valley and home again. This would surely 
leave me with a healthy glow, a feeling of self-righteous satisfaction, 
and the knowledge that I would have covered three or four folds 
of my map.



29

LIFE OF MAMILS

The day dawned perfectly – clear skies and not a breath of 
wind. I had a decent breakfast, but not the steak and pasta that 
my Tour de France heroes would have eaten all those years ago. I 
packed a couple of jam sandwiches into my pockets, filled up my 
one water bottle and set off. This really was ideal – the weather 
warm enough for me to only need short sleeves and no chance 
of rain.

I soon left the town behind and got onto quiet country lanes. 
The first few hills didn’t feel too bad, I even managed to put on 
a decent turn of speed as traffic squeezed past me on some of 
the narrower roads. In my mind it wasn’t hard to remember how 
all those years ago I would imagine that the cars and motorbikes 
going past were the TV and camera crews vying for position to 
film my great victory. In reality they were frustrated motorists 
being held up by a middle aged man doing his best to recapture 
his youth, much in the same way as the riders of high powered 
motorbikes that would blast past me every so often. 

I felt like I was flying as I passed through village after village 
and then up the side of the very same reservoir that I had cycled 
passed as a twelve year old boy on my first youth hostelling 
trip. The hostel building was still there, but I noticed that it had 
changed into a holiday home. I reached the top of the reservoir 
and readied myself for that old commentator’s cliché  that I still 
remembered from the first time I watched the Tour de France on 
television,  ‘the first major climb of the day’.

I felt ready for it because I had fuelled myself with my two jam 
sandwiches. I wasn’t even put off by the signs warning of a ‘very 
steep ascent’. It didn’t really occur to me that this was probably 
the first time I had seen a sign like this. I convinced myself that 
it really wouldn’t be too bad. I clicked down into my lowest gear, 
made the right turn towards the hill and stamped on the pedals.

To say that I was unprepared for what followed would be an 
understatement similar to someone saying that ‘Elvis could sing 
a bit’. The road reared up in front of me like a wall. It was so 
steep that the tarmac seemed as if it was only a few inches from 
my nose. When you climb a steep hill on a bike you very quickly 
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go into ‘oxygen deficit’ and your breathing gets more and more 
difficult. Suddenly I was gasping for breath and felt like my eyes 
were going to pop out of my head. My legs felt like they were 
going to explode and I quickly realised that there was no way I 
was going to make it over the top. I just managed to unclip my 
feet from the pedals and avoid collapsing completely and looking 
stupid, managing instead to content myself with slumping over the 
handlebars and trying to breathe without being sick. 

My eyes were streaming and I could barely see the odd car that 
chugged past up the hill. I knew I was going to have to face the 
ultimate indignity, and walk the rest of the way up. The problem 
was made worse by the fact that I had recently ‘graduated’ to 
using clip-less pedals. This meant that the slightly strange look that 
skin tight Lycra gives any middle aged man, even if he has started 
to feel a bit fitter, was made even more unusual by the fact I was 
trying to walk with cleats attached to the bottom of my shoes. 
Wearing cleats is fine whilst pedalling, but they make walking in 
cycling shoes very difficult. Especially up a twenty five per cent 
(one in four) hill like the one I was looking up now. I slipped and 
slithered my way to what I thought was the top of the hill before 
remounting and trying to ride on. I managed about thirty yards 
before I realised that just because the slope had eased, it hadn’t 
eased enough for me to ride up it.

It took me about three attempts to finally get back on my bike 
and stay on it. The trouble was that there wasn’t a huge sweeping 
descent to follow the climb, so my efforts had been a lot of pain 
for what felt alike absolutely no gain. Normally on television when 
one of my heroes like Eddy Merckx or Bernard Hinault got to 
the top of a mountain, they zipped up their jersey and set off 
down the other side, descending long sweeping roads for what 
seemed like ages, and a just reward for having fought their way up 
thousands of metres of Alpine pass. All that lay ahead for me that 
day was a bleak looking moorland with an undulating road running 
across it. It was even threatening to rain. Added to this was a stiff 
head wind which seemed to have sprung up since I left home, 
which meant I was really struggling. The road seemed to go on 
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forever, and I kept stopping to look at the map to convince myself 
that I was going the right way. There was a bit of descent – the 
road dropped down by a reservoir, but the joy of this was soon 
taken away by yet another climb – but at least I managed to ride 
all the way up this time.

By the time I began to go back in the direction of home, with 
still about twenty miles or so to go, I was really in trouble. The 
two jam sandwiches I had ‘fuelled up’ with were long gone and 
I had to keep stopping at the side of the road to recover a bit 
before pressing on. Had I been called on for any kind of post ride 
analysis I’d have to admit that I hadn’t eaten enough, and made 
the serious error of not bringing any money with me. I hadn’t 
planned on stopping so had assumed I wouldn’t need any. Every 
time I passed a shop I was tortured by the image of all the goodies 
I would have been able to go in and buy if only I had planned 
things better – a Mars bar and can of cola would have made all 
the difference to how I was feeling. Nowadays I eat a bowl of 
porridge and then some eggs on toast before I set out (because I 
read somewhere that that’s what the pros do), but this was before 
I had read up on the idea of ‘carbo-loading’, and I had woefully 
underestimated the effects of my efforts. I also take some money, 
and even a credit card,  just in case.  When I eventually made it 
home, I was absolutely shattered, barely able to stand up, but the 
sense of achievement I felt was fantastic. I had finally done my first 
‘long one’.

After that my regular evening rides seemed easy. I had gained 
my own personal badge of honour in completing my ‘long one’, and 
felt like I could afford a few ‘short ones’ without compromising my 
ever increasing level of fitness. I was hardly a highly tuned athlete – 
but I noticed that the hills that used to leave me utterly breathless 
now just left me slightly out of breath. 

As I walked back into our kitchen one day after one of my 
‘training’ rides there was an unfamiliar lady sitting drinking tea 
with my wife. She was the mother of one of my son’s friends from 
nursery. I was wearing my cycling kit, which, at my age, can best 
be described as unflattering, and was fairly well covered in grime. 
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I felt a need to explain my appearance to someone who wasn’t 
familiar to what the best dressed cyclist wears in the early part 
of the twenty first century. ‘I don’t normally dress like this’ I said. 
‘I’ve been cycling’.

Her name was Nicky and she told me that her husband was doing 
a charity bike ride later in the year, from Leeds to Scarborough. 
This was just the sort of thing I needed, so without thinking, I 
volunteered to join him.  Nicky also said that her husband wasn’t 
a cyclist. It struck me afterwards that she obviously thought I was 
cyclist – a ‘proper’ one who knew his stuff, and wore Lycra and 
could cover huge distances without breaking into a sweat. 

Now I had another purpose to what I was doing. No longer 
was I just pedalling around aimlessly, dreaming of the days when 
Dicco and I used to pretend we were in the Tour de France. I was 
going to do a real bike ride – a whole hundred kilometres. (I had 
suddenly decided to think in metric because the distances always 
sounded further). I realised that I had better prove my worth as a 
proper cyclist by doing a decent job of it. I got in touch with a lady 
called Carol Robertson and offered to help plan the route. Nicky 
put me in touch with her husband Paul so I could offer my ‘expert’ 
advice to help him do the ride, because I was a ‘real’ cyclist and 
he hadn’t ridden a bike since he was a boy.  At last, it was all real 
again, I had convinced myself that I was a cyclist, and once I had 
met Nicky, I had convinced someone else that I was a cyclist too.

It felt as if the first part of the process I was going through was 
complete. I had finally overcome all the excuses and become a 
cyclist once more, giving myself some form of identity that went 
beyond everything else, and set me apart from other people. 
There are all sorts of things in life that combine to make you what 
you are, to give you a sense of purpose. Being a dad, being good to 
your loved ones, a good family man – they’re all hugely important. 
But sometimes we all need to disappear into ourselves and do 
something that is entirely self-centred. In my case, I ride a bike, and 
once I set off, I’m in a world of my own. I ride a bike. That’s what I 
like to do. I just wish it I could do it more often.
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Dedication and Obsession

Now that I had become ‘a cyclist’ once more, and had a goal to 
aim for – albeit a modest 100km ride, I began to view my cycling 
a bit differently. This was probably something I should really have 
tried to have avoid – I hadn’t intended on developing an obsession. 

Most sports people share their lives with someone – wife, 
husband, whoever, and it varies as to how the other half of this 
relationship thinks of their loved one’s pastime. Do they think 
‘he’s very dedicated’ or ‘he’s obsessed with that bloody bike’? We 
all admire the dedication of the successful elite athlete – but if we 
had to live with someone like that on a day to day basis would it 
drive a normal person to distraction? Tommy Simpson was one of 
Britain’s greatest ever cyclists, but in his early life girls were put 
off because he only ever talked about cycling. Lance Armstrong 
describes in his auto biography how he would spend time weighing 
out every portion of his food – which amongst other carefully 
measured out substances, contributed to his achievements, but 
can hardly have added to the atmosphere of a family meal with his 
wife and children.

I was talking to an old friend of mine once who runs a pub 
football team. This is at the sort of level where a bunch of over-
weight men turn up every Sunday to a wet field and play football 
without any chance of glory or recognition. One of the main 
qualifications to play at this level is to own a car - If you give a few 
team mates a lift, you get to choose what position you play.  To 
most people this would sound like a completely unappealing way 
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to spend a Sunday morning, but these people do it because they 
love it. They get immense pleasure from the game itself, nothing 
else. He described the dedication of his players not only by the 
fact they stuck at it and turned up to play every week, but by the 
fact that most Saturday nights they cut down on their drinking 
to minimise the effects of over indulgence the next day. In reality 
‘cut down on their drinking’ meant they had seven pints instead 
of eight, but nevertheless, they were making a small sacrifice for 
the sake of their sport.

At the other end of the scale I once read an article by a retiring 
professional cyclist. He described how soon after he retired, he 
realised that he could now enjoy his food without feeling guilty. 
He said that in the whole of his ten year professional career there 
had only been two or three days when he hadn’t thought about 
every single thing he ate or drank and how it might affect his 
cycling. I think I’ve done well if I manage to restrict my alcohol 
intake to weekends only, and think I’ve done even better if I keep 
the beers to a minimum the night before I’m planning a ride. So, 
the difference in dedication between me and a top professional is 
that I can manage five nights off the beer, and this chap managed 
ten years of self-discipline. I sometimes wonder just how fit I 
could really get if I showed the same level of application, then 
realise that all the abstinence, training and careful weighing of food 
portions would only make me so unhappy that I would be too 
miserable to want to ride my bike...



When Martin Gatenby was a small 
boy, he saw the Tour de France on 
television for the first time. Like many 
people who have witnessed this great 
spectacle, he was inspired to dream of 
cycling across the cobbles of Northern 
France, over the Alps and Pyrenees and 
into Paris. For the truly talented few, 
fulfilling that dream meant a life of 
dedication and suffering, a career at the 
very highest level of the sport and a chance to count their 
names amongst the greats. 

For many others, things were different. This is the story of 
one man’s personal journey from the grassroots of cycling to 
the finish line of the Tour de France, a journey that took him 
down some of the very same roads as his heroes and over 
many of the same mountains. He didn’t become a sporting 
great... he became a middle aged man in lycra.
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Martin Gatenby first became interested 
in cycling when, as a small boy, he saw 
the Tour de France on television for the 
first time. That inspired him start riding 
his bike further afield than the suburban 
area of West Yorkshire where he grew 
up and he eventually began racing as a 
teenage member of Hull Thursday Road 
Club, before he lost interest in cycling 
when his school friend Paul Bennett 
bought an electric guitar.

After a long lay-off, he returned to cycling in his late thirties as a means of 
keeping fit and staving off the effects of a sedentary occupation working 
in sales. This led to reawakening of his love for the sport, and as the 
pastime boomed in the UK, he became one of the many ‘middle aged 
men in Lycra’ who can be seen on British roads every weekend.  It was 
during these many hours of cycling that he heard about an amateur event 
that would give him the chance to fulfil a boyhood dream and ride a stage 
of the Tour de France. He has since completed the Etape du Tour six 
times, and the Paris-Roubaix challenge twice, always respecting the non-
competitive spirit of these events, and only making one brief appearance 
at the front.

His life as a contented cyclist was briefly interrupted by illness, then after 
returning to regular cycling he settled back into regular club life until the 
arrival of the Tour de France in his hometown in 2014. This led to him 
joining his club mates on ‘the ride of a lifetime’, arriving on the Champs 
Elysees in Paris on the same weekend as the professional race finished.

He is a member of the Cappuccino Cycling Club. He has three children 
who he has been unable to entice into the world of cycling, and shares 
his life with Lesley, the only woman he has ever met who thinks he looks 
good in his cycling kit.

Martin lives in North Yorkshire, and this is his first book.
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