
[image: cover]


For Ana Marín


[image: cover]


Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Epigraph

Introduction: A Change of Climate

  1	Cold Energy

  2	Colombia Es Pasión!

  3	Darwin’s Parrot

  4	Carpenters and Their Sons

  5	Against the Grain

  6	Touring the Future

  7	Chance

  8	The Bike Exchange

  9	A Fortunate Man

10	Born Again

11	Two Seconds

12	Rules of Engagement

13	The Agricultural Ambassador

14	Everyday Pain

15	Fast Feet

16	Closer

17	The Boy Who Grew Up Too Fast

18	Double Trouble

19	The Yellow Man

20	Migrants’ Stories

21	Order of Succession

22	Constant Gardeners

23	Chiaroscuro

24	Tsantsøn Kauyi

Acknowledgements

Sources

Also by Matt Rendell

Plate Section

Copyright


… hasn’t the point
Of all this new construction been to provide
A protected medium for the exchanges each felt of such vital
Concern, and wasn’t it now giving itself the airs of a palace?
And yet her hair had never been so long.

John Ashbery, ‘Clepsydra’


Introduction: A Change of Climate

Prodigious hailstones pummelled the hard earth. Lightning flashes turned night to day – 73,700 of them one squally Saturday, according to the national observatory. And, between the storms, the heat was so intense, the very sky seemed made of fire. The day the 2019 Tour de France entered the Alps, eighty of France’s ninety-six mainland departments were on severe weather watch. The next, mudslides trapped a hundred travellers between their flows, 35 kilometres beyond the stage finish at Valloire, while, in Paris, shoppers on the Champs-Élysées wilted in 42-degree heat.

It was a summer of extremes.

Yet, at Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne, for the start of stage nineteen, blue skies welcomed the riders and hung over them for 85 kilometres. Only high on the Col de l’Iseran did the shadows lose their sharpness. Dark clouds brewed beyond the pass but, with 44 kilometres still to ride, Egan Bernal had other things on his mind.

The youngest rider in the race, he had won the eight-day Paris–Nice in March and then taken third place at the Volta a Catalunya. Then he had returned home to far-off Colombia, to prepare at altitude for the Giro d’Italia. On Saturday 4 May, in Andorra, now, he suffered a metaphorical thunderbolt of his own when he crashed on the descent from the Port d’Envalira. He knew instantly that he would not be going to Italy.

Driving behind him was his coach Xabier Artetxe.

‘When I reached him, he was on the ground. He said, “Xabi, I’m sorry. The collarbone is broken.” He didn’t even mention the Giro. That evening, even before he went in for surgery, he wanted to talk about a training programme that would get him to the Tour in top form. Our goal was to make it to the final week as strong as possible.’

On the Iseran, his teammate Wout Poels set a searing pace, lining out the group of contenders into a neatly sewn seam while, further back, the stitches were beginning to slip as, rider by rider, the group thinned out. Another teammate, Geraint Thomas – the reigning Tour champion – was tucked into Poels’ slipstream. Next came Egan, and, behind him, a knot that had somehow to be disentangled.

Julian Alaphilippe had not spent his season building gradu­ally for the sustained endeavour of the great, three-week tours. He had been winning explosive, hard-fought stages and one-day races all spring. Then he had come to the Tour and taken two swashbuckling stage victories, disdaining the energy efficiency that current wisdom deemed imperative to Grand Tour success. He was so good, he raised the question: could the current wisdom be wrong?

True, he had shown signs of weakness on the Col du Galibier twenty-four hours earlier, crossing the pass a handful of seconds behind his rivals, but on the long descent into Valloire he had regained the group and, going into stage nineteen, he still led Bernal by a minute and thirty seconds in the General Classification, with Thomas five seconds further back. Thomas and Bernal outnumbered him, and had to make it count without allowing others to profit from their work. But how? If Alaphilippe could not be distanced, and decisively, there was every chance he could win the Tour.

With the gradient at 9.3 per cent, and 43.4 kilometres left in the stage, Thomas set off in search of an answer, springing past Poels and away. Egan drifted wide, coaxing Alaphilippe forward, and slipped in behind him. He would watch the next episode of racing unfold from here.

The German Gregor Mühlberger led his teammate Emanuel Buchmann and the other favourites back up to Thomas’s wheel. Then the Dutchman Steven Kruijswijk stole away, casting a backwards glance, seeming to invite a response. Thomas accelerated, Mühlberger again gave chase – and then, some way back, a gap appeared.

Out of the saddle, heaving his bike from side to side, ­Alaphilippe is in trouble.

Egan ducks right, describes a wide loop around the flailing yellow jersey, and crosses in an instant to Buchmann. Mühlberger, Thomas and Kruijswijk look back in succession – and Bernal goes again.

Still seated, he darts past Kruijswijk. To close the gap, the Dutchman rises out of the saddle for twelve laborious turns of the pedals. Then he too sits, a glance down disguising pain – and surrender. The effort has taken him deep into oxygen debt. With little body movement, Egan rides away. There are 42.5 kilometres left in the stage, and five to the top of the Iseran.

Over the next four kilometres, he overtakes the best riders from the earlier breakaway – accomplished champions like Vincenzo Nibali, Simon Yates, Warren Barguil, his compat­riot Rigoberto Urán. Some match his pace for a moment. All eventually drop away. He crosses the col alone, picking up an eight-second time deduction. Fifty-eight seconds later, Thomas, Kruijswijk, and Buchmann cross in the slipstream of Kruijswijk’s mountain helper Laurens De Plus. Alaphilippe makes the line two minutes and seven seconds after Bernal: 48 seconds off the race lead, although, with fifteen downhill kilometres before the final 7.4-kilometre climb up to the finish line at Tignes, the day could still hold plenty of racing.

While the riders were climbing the southern side of the Iseran, however, the weather had moved in to the north. In fifteen torrential minutes, dark clouds deposited six inches of frozen water on the race route. Quick-response snow ploughs bulldozed floodwater from the road, only for more to close in behind them. Worse, 13.5 kilometres from the finish line, beyond the Brevières tunnel, a landslide had buried the road in half a metre of debris. There could be no final ascent, no stage finish at Tignes. The stage was stopped, the riders informed, and the time gaps at the Col d’Iseran confirmed what everyone knew: Egan Bernal was in the yellow jersey. Two days later, on the Champs Elysées, he celebrated Colombia and Latin America’s first Tour de France win.

It had been the strangest of Tours, marked not just by a freak weather front but by long-term climate change. And Egan Bernal, at just 22 years and 195 days – the youngest Tour de France winner for 110 years – was young enough to start an era.

With such talented young riders as Daniel Martínez, Sergio Higuita and Iván Sosa – not to mention Ecuador’s Jhonatan Narváez – having also broken through to cycling’s elite WorldTour, and an army of young hopefuls behind them, it was an era that could last a decade or more. Except, of course, that it had already begun. After all, Egan’s Tour de France win followed hard on victory in the 2019 Giro d’Italia by Richard Carapaz, an Ecuadorean who rode in the Colombian domestic scene before moving to Europe – indeed, who lived so close to the border with Colombia that he crossed it several times a day on his training rides. And, before him, in the six seasons between 2013 and 2018, a quartet of Egan’s compatriots – Nairo Quintana, Rigoberto Urán, Esteban Chaves and Miguel Ángel López – accumulated no less than thirteen podium finishes in the great three-week Tours of Italy, France and Spain.

It is sometimes thought easier to see the beginnings of things than the ends. But beginnings we identify only after the fact, and Egan’s win can be seen as harvesting what had been sown by any number of predecessors. Certainly, since in 2013, when Nairo Quintana, aged 23, became Colombia’s first runner-up in the Tour, a Colombian win could be said to have been imminent. Much the same was felt in 1988, when Fabio Parra became the first to stand on the podium. All three – Fabio, Nairo and Egan – hail from the same high-altitude plateau north of Bogotá. See them side by side, and you could be forgiven for thinking they were related.

But there are other beginnings, for it was a son of Egan’s home town, Zipaquirá, some forty kilometres north of the capital, who, in 1949, read about the Tour de France and proposed a national stage race. Efraín Forero Triviño, a pharmacist’s son, and a team pursuit gold medallist at the 1950 Central American and Caribbean Games, brought the idea to the attention of the sports correspondent of the national newspaper El Tiempo. His persistence was rewarded in October 1950, when he was asked to prove it could be done by climbing the formidable, 50-mile Alto de Letras, accompanied by a Ministry of Public Works truck. The truck got bogged down in the mud. Forero made it to Manizales, the town on the shoulder of the climb. There, apprised of his feat, the townsfolk raised him above their heads and carried him around the square.

El Tiempo’s director, Enrique Santos Castillo – whose son Juan Manuel Santos would, as President of the Republic, win the Nobel Peace Prize and welcome Nairo Quintana and Esteban Chaves to the presidential palace – was convinced. But history was against the project, or would have been anywhere else. The country was deeply divided into two opposing factions, the Liberals and the Conservatives. In rural communities where party affiliation was more a matter of collective identity than personal choice, relations between them consisted at best of a simmering stand-off. In 1946, when a Conservative took up the presidency despite Liberal majorities in both houses, fighting broke out. The assassination, in central Bogotá on 9 April 1948, of the Liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, led to nationwide conflict.

Historians simply call the years between 1946 and 1958 La Violencia. Perhaps 180,000 were killed and two million were displaced – impossible conditions for a national bike race. Yet, in a historical paradox that says much for this country of surprises and cycling’s place in it, the first Vuelta a Colombia went ahead as planned in January 1951. By winning it, Efraín Forero became the country’s first cycling superstar. Zipaquirá was already well known for its salt mines, which had made it a major economic centre even before the Conquistadors arrived. Indeed, despite their skill as gold, silver and copper workers, the indigenous Muysca people are thought to have used the town’s salt as currency. Efraín Forero indelibly associated the town with something else: cycling prowess, manifest in his nom de guerre ‘El indomable Zipa’ – ‘The Indomitable Zipa’ – a Zipa or, more properly, a Psihipqua, being, or having been, a Muysca leader of such intense spiritual power that he could only be approached backwards: to behold him face-on could leave the reckless supplicant blind or worse. So, on Wednesday 7 August 2019, it was with a sense of closure, or of completion, that Efraín Forero, aged 89, joined Egan Bernal on stage in the town’s Plaza de la Independencia to celebrate his Tour de France win. Colombian cycling had come full circle.

Forero’s Tours of Colombia, the early ones, attracted enormous crowds. More than just capturing the national imagination, they proved there could be such a thing. They allowed a nation to reveal itself to itself, opening new horizons to communities that could see no further than the view from the nearest hilltop. In a country later characterised, for its introversion, conservatism and the sheer difficulty of communications, as ‘the Tibet of South America’, the racing was brutal, with horrific injuries suffered on boulder-strewn roads. The riders seemed to carry the cross of their deeply Catholic homeland into the mountains, as if paying penance for Colombia’s sins fell to them. Cycling started out in Colombia as an intimately national and surprisingly spiritual affair.

At the same time, sport has long offered a gateway into the community of nations, and Colombia’s international ambitions have always been interwoven with it. In 1953 Forero led his country’s first team at the Route de France (now the Tour de l’Avenir, a sort of miniature Tour de France for under-23s). Ill-prepared and ill-equipped, he and his teammates were out of the race within four stages. Forero then went to the 1953 World Championships in Lugano, Switzerland, and made the decisive breakaway until an untimely puncture ended his hopes.

In December 1957 Tour de France winners Fausto Coppi and Hugo Koblet, semi-retired and thinking of future business opportunities, toured South and Central America. There they met the extraordinary Ramón Hoyos, the winner of five Tours of Colombia, the 1954 Tour of Puerto Rico and the 1955 Pan-American road race. Coppi tried to secure him a start at the 1958 amateur World Championship road race at Rheims. It could have been designed for him, he said. But Hoyos’s sponsor, the Swedish bicycle manufacturer Monark, wanted him at the Six Days of Stockholm, and held him to his contract.

Cycling quickly metamorphosed into a means of national projection. In 1966 the country’s foremost road and track rider, Martín Emilio Rodríguez, known to all by his childhood nickname of Cochise, won the first Tour of Táchira State in Venezuela. In 1967 his rival Álvaro Pachón won the Tour of Mexico. In 1970 Colombians won another Venezuelan race, the Tour of Barinas, and the Tour of Costa Rica. In 1972 it was the Tour of Guadeloupe. By the mid-1970s they were winning throughout the Americas.

Then another threshold was crossed. Cochise Rodríguez had all but retired from the road in 1970 when he broke the amateur world hour record. A year later he became amateur world individual pursuit champion. While preparing for the Munich Olympics, he was accused of professionalism and barred, so he joined the Bianchi team in Italy, achieved Colombia’s first two Giro d’Italia stage wins, then became the first Colombian to ride the Tour de France.

Cochise blazed his trail largely alone. It was not until 1980, when Alfonso Flores won the Tour de l’Avenir at the head of a national team, that the gates of cycling’s greatest event finally opened. In 1983, in the hope of attracting Eastern European and Latin American teams, the Tour de France declared itself open to amateurs. Only the Colombians showed. Within a year they had taken their first stage win – on the hallowed ascent of Alpe d’Huez, no less – through the country’s first international cycling superstar, Luís Herrera, a figure so slight he seemed a sculpture in steel wire, spliced in a town whose indigenous name, Fusagasugá, tied European tongues in knots. In 1987, two years after his compatriot Francisco Rodríguez had finished third in the Vuelta a España, Herrera snared it to become the developing world’s first Grand Tour winner – and did so in the colours of the nation’s insignia brand, Café de Colombia. A year later Fabio Parra, from Sogamoso, a pre-Columbian centre of sun-worship, made the top three in the Tour de France. In 1989 he was second in the Vuelta a España, one place ahead of yet another Colombian, Óscar Vargas.

Then the sun seemed to go in. Café de Colombia withdrew from cycling sponsorship at the end of 1991, followed by other long-time national sponsors like the soft drinks brands Glacial, Manzana Postobón and Pony Malta. Regional concerns filled the vacuum: lotteries, public authorities, sports bodies, and the regional licencees for rum and the sugar-cane-derived, anise-flavoured spirit known as aguardiente. A handful of private companies – digital service providers, fruit juice producers, couriers – sponsored teams, but there was little in the way of structured sports development or integration. As the use of performance-enhancing drugs reached epidemic proportions, Colombian cycling, once a key vector of international communication, cut itself off from the world.

And that was the least of the country’s problems.

In 1960 Colombia’s principal causes of death had been intest­inal, respiratory and perinatal infections. In the 1970s they were cancer, heart and cerebrovascular disease. A decade on, among males at least, the most common cause was murder. The cocaine billionaire Pablo Escobar, avowing his preference for a tomb in Colombia to a prison in the United States, started by targeting judges, lawyers, policemen – everyday heroes who refused his corruption – and ended up planting bombs in city streets.

In a modern, globalised version of Prohibition, in which one set of countries funded violence in another through their drug purchases, Colombia tore itself apart. No country has suffered more in the war on drugs.

The cyclists described in this book were very young or not yet born when Escobar was hunted down and killed, and still small when it emerged that the Cali Cartel, by then supplying about 80 per cent of US and European cocaine, had funded the successful campaign of Ernesto Samper, President of Colombia from 1994 to 1998. But they and their generation were stigmatised the world over for the crimes of the few, which left Colombia de-certified as an anti-drug partner by the Clinton administration and with its economy in tatters, its institutions infiltrated, its president disgraced, and illegal armed groups controlling vast territories.

Yet the economy remained robust. In the 1980s, as hyperinflation and negative growth tore through Latin America, 30 per cent inflation and 1.4 per cent growth made Colombia a hemispheric exception. Even so, when the World Bank and International Monetary Fund prescribed a full economic overhaul of the hemisphere, Colombia was not spared. So, in February 1990 – Nairo Quintana was two weeks old at the time – import licences were abolished, duties slashed, employment deregulated and the Colombian economy opened to international investment. What was lost in weakened industry was more than made up for in boosted trade and services. At least in the cities. In the countryside, export crops like African palm, timber, cocoa and fruit trees flourished, inflating fuel, energy and agrochemical prices beyond the reach of the nation’s small farmers or campesinos, a quarter of a million of whom were left unemployed between 1991 and 1993.

To complicate matters still further, a modernising, inclusive new political Constitution was drawn up to reform the old two-party system. When it came into force in 1991, it handed political power to the regions, funded by transfers from the centre that amounted to 8 per cent of GDP. Guerrilla and paramilitary groups in outlying regions appropriated both the money and the influence. The state ended up as the central financier of its own subversion.

The largest of the rebel groups, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), who aimed to take over the state and do nothing they could articulate in a coherent manifesto, already had rich revenue streams in kidnapping, extortion and drug trafficking, and were soon deploying forces a thousand troops strong, and overwhelming entire military bases. Underarmed, undertrained, repeatedly humiliated, elements of the military forged links with the paramilitary groups who were vying with the FARC for control of the drugs trade. In August 1998 Samper’s presidential successor Andrés Pastrana was told by his military commander, ‘Mr President, we are losing the war.’

Between 1996 and 2001, a million nationals moved abroad. Many rural Colombians fled to the cities. A tiny minority, trapped by geography or the dream of easy riches, sought a living in illicit crops or the illegal armed groups. By 2000, Colombia was the world’s greatest producer of coca leaf. Thirty per cent of its towns and villages were occupied by the FARC or its guerrilla rival, the National Liberation Army (ELN), and another 30 per cent were under the control of paramilitary groups. The FARC were thought to number 18,000, the ELN another 6,000 and the paramilitaries from 10,000 to 14,000, although there could have been far more: in 2010 President Álvaro Uribe claimed that 52,000 subversives of all colours demobilised during his eight years in power.

The decommissioning of illegal armed groups was just part of a remarkable turnaround. These days Colombia is a complex, multicultural, mid-to-high income country with a diverse population, a vibrant public sphere, a combative and independent press, and Free Trade Agreements with the United States, Canada, the European Union and the European Free Trade Association; it supplies the world with avocados and bananas, coffee, cut-flowers and crude oil – even dance, for salsa owes much of its global spread to Colombian out-migration. The world’s largest producer of emeralds, Colombia also exports gold, silver, platinum, nickel and coltan. If history had taken a different path, the word Colombia would instantly evoke brightly coloured orchids, hummingbirds and amphibians. The biologist E. O. Wilson has written that Colombia should be counted as ‘one of Earth’s ­“megadiversity” countries, with a fauna and flora rivalled in richness only by Brazil’.

Foreign investment and tourists are flooding into its Western-style cities and picture-postcard beaches. The cyclists Peter Sagan and Chris Froome were just two of the 3.1 million overseas visitors who holidayed there in 2018, up from just under two million in 2014. Meanwhile, the newspapers proclaim: ‘“Goodbye, Weapons!” FARC Disarmament in Colombia Signals New Era’ (New York Times), ‘Colombia – a nation transformed’ (Miami Herald), ‘Colombia: from failed state to Latin American powerhouse’ (Daily Telegraph). Since December 2015, Colombian travellers, once unwelcome, have been welcomed into the Schengen Area, no visa required.

It is hard to imagine that cycling success has played no role in this dramatic reversal. Since Rigoberto Urán moved to Europe in 2006, and Nairo Quintana won the Tour de l’Avenir in 2010, many talented Colombian riders have featured in cycling’s elite WorldTour and on the world’s television screens. One of the principal conduits for this stream of talent was the cycling project launched under the aegis of a national rebranding campaign called Colombia Es Pasión.

The campaign chief was Luís Guillermo Plata, chairman of ProExport – the government agency responsible for fuelling Colombian tourism and trade – under President Álvaro Uribe (2002 to 2010). In a restaurant in the chic Bogotá district of Usaquén, he explained its genesis:

When we came into power in 2002, Colombia was on the verge of being a failed state. You can take pretty much any indicator: where up is good, we were down, and where down is good, we were up. Uribe starts changing things. Around 2005, after more or less three years in government, we reach the point where the reality has changed significantly. But international perceptions couldn’t keep up. So, we’re thinking, how can we close the perception gap? That’s why we started Colombia Es Pasión.

The idea was to find something unique, something very Colombian, a brand that we could use in many areas. Like, you make a shirt and say, ‘Made in Colombia with passion.’ Or you sell coffee or fruit or whatever, and you say, ‘Grown with passion in Colombia.’ And that became the tagline of the umbrella organisation for tourism, investment and business.

We launched the campaign sometime in 2005, and Coldeportes – the state ministry for sport, more or less – said, ‘Why don’t we pick a sport and use it to promote Colombia.’ So I said, ‘Great idea. We’re OK at football, but we’re not Brazil or Argentina. The only sport that we really excel at is cycling. Let’s sponsor a team.’

Nairo Quintana, Esteban Chaves, Darwin Atapuma, Jarlinson Pantano, Sergio Luís Henao, Fabio Duarte and Sergio Higuita all passed through Colombia Es Pasión or its subsequent manifestations, 4-72 Colombia and Manzana Postobón. They helped normalise the presence of Colombian riders in World-Tour teams. From Colombia Es Pasión then sprang two more teams, Team Colombia and Claro-Coldeportes, which nurtured ­Sebastián Henao and the sprinters Fernando Gaviria and Álvaro Hodeg.

Their achievements represent a form of soft power which has helped fuel their country’s integration into the world economy. The irony is that most of the Colombian riders in the international WorldTour – the great majority, if we include their parents and grandparents – derive from a social group whose form of life represents no one’s idea of development: that of the campesinos or peasant farmers – the inhabitants, typically, of low-tech family farms on poor, marginal land, where religious belief is still profound and individual freedom has traditionally been subordinate to wider community strictures. The story of Colombian cycling is inescapably the story of the Colombian peasantry and their responses to a time of crisis.

In Western Europe and North America, the peasantry has largely disappeared. Indeed, the great three-week Tours around Italy, France and Spain, with their Milan, Paris or Madrid conclusions, can be read as a celebration of their passing – annual re-enactments of the population shift from the rural to the urban world: a declaration, in the language of sport, that the future lies inside the city walls.

Yet, in Latin America the peasantry has survived, and has a fascinating hybrid identity. Of course, under European rule, the prior inhabitants lost their best land, water supplies, social complexity and most of their population. Even so, the Spanish crown sought to limit the Conquistadors’ independence: historians even speak of a second conquest that followed the first – that of the conquerors by the crown. The ultimate authority over territorial acquisition and settlement, the Spanish monarch also insisted on retaining control over the protection of its indigenous communities and the salvation of their souls. To do so, it conceded them a degree of autonomy. This equivocal protection allowed them to endure as communities sometimes known by the composite term campesindio, from campesino, peasant farmer, and indio, the erroneous product of Columbus’s geographical perplexity.

For centuries the peasantry has been controlled, exploited and kept safely away from political power. Only now, under the pressure of free-trade deals and the numinous attractions of the smart phone and urban connectivity, is the rural economy and, with it, peasant identities, collapsing – not least because, in a nation which would prefer to be thought of as emerging, their way of life is ultimately something of an embarrassment. And this, in turn, is a reflection of the contradictory ways in which Colombians, even urban, educated ones, feel not just about the rural world of their cyclists’ childhoods, but about the integration into the wider world represented by their sporting successes, as if Colombia fixes its aim on development and incorporation into the international order, even as it sees its most authentic instincts, its better self, in its rural origins.

Yet, unacknowledged by the global sports industry, the sons of the peasantry have found in cycling a refuge from rural decline, a place where they can apply the traditional peasant virtues of patience and persistence, lucid observation and the stoic forbearance of physical pain. It has allowed them to transition to the heart of global capitalism and earn considerable livelihoods from the marketing arms of companies looking to sell their goods to national and transnational markets. Some have even turned global sport against the forces of uniformalisation and used it to strengthen their own local identities. A few even have the President of the Republic on speed dial. And, in a country that has seen such sudden, disorienting change, their success and status are interwoven with Colombian nation-building. Such is the story explored in this book.

It is of course true that adaptations to altitude could hardly have failed to play their part in the story of Colombian cycling. Writing in the 1950s of a peasant community living in the village of Saucío north of Bogotá, at an altitude of 2,689 metres, the Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda observed:

The mestizo of Saucío has some special characteristics. Living in a rarified atmosphere with oxygen partial pressure only about 120 millimetres (as compared to 153 millimetres at sea level), he is equipped with a remarkable lung capacity. Men are chesty and broad shouldered, have unusual physical endurance and are excellent long-distance runners. The heart-rate tends to be slow (bradycardia); the Saucite has many of the characteristics of an athlete.

It would have been possible – and, perhaps, more in keeping with the times – to weave a popular-science fable (it could have been called The Muysca Gene) that mentioned individual drive and desire only in passing, and ignored broader cultural factors altogether, extolling instead genetic inheritance. But The Muysca Gene would overlook the high places around the world that do not produce champion cyclists, and omit the current wisdom that if sleeping at altitude is beneficial, training is better done at sea level.

Instead, this book starts with the lives of the riders. To see them in the context of the families and communities that formed them, as trade, development, digital technologies and new forms of identity transformed their country and the wider world, is to see, in each individual, a universe – and one in which the new Colombia can be seen emerging like a rushing spring of the fresh water in which the country is so remarkably abundant. And all this entails other contexts and longer durations: the history of the peasantry, Colombia’s relations with Europe and the wider world, and the arrival in the Andean highlands of the first Europeans half a millennium, or a moment, ago.
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