


[image: Angel of the Mountains by Paul Maunder]






Angel of the Mountains

The Strange Tale of Charly Gaul

Paul Maunder

[image: ]





Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Glossary of terms

Prologue

Part One

Stage 1: ‘What do you want me to need?’

Stage 2: The killer

Stage 3: The angel

Stage 4: The cherub and the crybaby

Stage 5: The bald giant

Stage 6: Escapism

Stage 7: To Italy and to coffee

Stage 8: Snow angel

Part Two

Stage 9: The lieutenant

Stage 10: Character development

Stage 11: A year not forgotten

Stage 12: Beer and cabbages

Stage 13: The donkey

Stage 14: Return to Ventoux

Stage 15: Out of the darkness

Stage 16: The deluge

Stage 17: One single day

Part Three

Stage 18: Waiting for the rain

Stage 19: The descent

Stage 20: Retiring into myth

Stage 21: Pergola

Stage 22: A new team

Stage 23: Rejoining the peloton

Stage 24: Paris

Epilogue

Palmares

Acknowledgements

A note on sources

Bibliography

References

Index




First published in Great Britain in 2024 by

[image: ]

Quercus Editions Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 2024 Paul Maunder

The moral right of Paul Maunder to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

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

EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52943 059 2

Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders. However, the publishers will be glad to rectify in future editions any inadvertent omissions brought to their attention.

Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss, damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a third party relying on any information contained in this book.

Picture credits (in order of appearance):

1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 13, 14, 15 – Ministry of Sport/The Luxembourg Government;

3, 4, 9, 10, 11 – Offside Sports Photography; 12 – Shutterstock/Kristof Bellens.

1

www.quercusbooks.co.uk




New archangel of the mountain. Carefree ephebe, slender cherub, beardless boy, delicate and insolent, inspired youth, he is the Rimbaud of the Tour.

Mythologies, Roland Barthes




Glossary of Terms

Bidon: bottle (in French, like most of these terms)

Broom wagon: the last vehicle in the race convoy, carrying riders who have abandoned – metaphorically sweeps up after the race

Domestique: team-worker, a rider whose job is to work for a team leader

Flamme rouge: a red triangle hung above the road to denote the final kilometre of a race

Grimpeur: climber

La Grande Boucle: a nickname for the Tour de France, meaning ‘the big loop’

Maillot jaune: yellow jersey, awarded to the leading overall rider of the Tour de France and other stage races

Maglia rosa: pink jersey (in Italian), awarded to the leading overall rider of the Giro d’Italia

Musette: small cloth bag with a single strap, containing food and drink, handed to riders from the roadside during races

Palmares: a racer’s record of results

Peloton: the main group of riders in a race

Rouleur: a rider whose strength is rolling along flatter roads

Soigneur: an assistant responsible for feeding, massaging and caring for cyclists

Souplesse: a supple pedalling style – literally translates as ‘flexibility’

Tifosi: passionate Italian cycling fans (in Italian)




Prologue

Up there, away from the road, beyond the crowds, this is a wild place. Desolate, even. The mountain is immense. Its rock faces are stern, its meadows are vertiginous. Clouds swirl around its summit. The road scissors upwards, horribly steep. Today, for one day only, it is lined with a ribbon of colour. Thousands of fans are waiting for the Tour de France. On the long trudge up from the valley, the grass sparkles with morning dew. Now it is early afternoon and many are drunk, some asleep in deckchairs, but most are standing on the tarmac, hopping from one foot to another, looking down the hill.

The caravan chugged past twenty minutes ago, a seemingly never-ending procession of ridiculous vehicles and promotion girls tossing plastic tat out like goddesses bestowing jewels. The fans – and not just the children – desperately scrabbled for anything they could grab – a key ring, a bidon, some sweets. The Tour does that to people. It is a story in itself with its own logic, its own rules. Standing here in the high Alps, one’s sense of perspective is altered.

A transistor radio is babbling. There have been attacks further down the mountain. This is the last climb of the day. After this the riders hurtle down into the next valley to the finish town. If anyone is clear at the summit they stand a good chance of taking the stage, unless they misjudge a hairpin on the descent and fly into a ravine. A police motorbike crawls up the slope, flashing lights, fumes spewing, its pilot nonchalant. The fans who were sitting down now get to their feet. The sleepers are roused by their friends. Gaul. Charly Gaul. The man with the transistor radio nods authoritatively. An attack by Gaul. The name stirs the crowd. There are raised eyebrows, smiles.

More motorbikes. The organisers’ cars push everyone to the side of the road and then are swallowed by the crowds further up, like a python digesting its prey whole. The cheers of the crowd further down float up on the clear Alpine air. Clear, that is, apart from the diesel fumes, cigarette smoke and the smell of red wine.

Everyone strains to peer down the road. No more chatter now. Even those sleeping off their lunch have staggered to their feet and are gazing blearily downwards. And then, all in a rush, a host of motorbikes, weaving around to clear a path. Hysteria. Fists pumping, beer spraying across the tarmac, a thousand voices calling ‘Allez! Allez!’

There he is. Unmistakable in his red, white and blue tricolour jersey, which marks him out as the champion of his tiny country. Riding alone, free of all earthly troubles. His sinewy legs turn with clockwork efficiency. His silver-blue bike glistens underneath his slender frame. But it is his eyes that are so captivating – icy blue, staring ahead with such zeal, such focus. In the newspapers he is portrayed as a cherub, beautiful even. Yet this man is tanned, covered in the dust of the road, pained. Below that famous Brylcreemed quiff his face is old. For a moment he seems to gaze straight at you. The Angel of the Mountains, looking into your eyes, just for a moment, and then he is gone again.

*

I never met Charly Gaul. He passed away before I learnt of, then grew fascinated by, his story. Yet while researching this story I came across people who experienced a scene such as the imagined one above, for whom witnessing Gaul on the road was so intense, so transformative that it left a lasting impression on them, a legacy. He became their hero. In cycling such moments are fleeting, but unforgettable. Gaul was an enigma. Difficult to know, difficult to predict. In races he was sometimes brilliant, sometimes appalling. The newspapers eulogised him for his climbing and criticised him for the bitter insults he slung at his rivals (though, of course, the conflicts made for spicy headlines). He looked like James Dean, but his moods could be famously ugly. The fans loved him, at least until his mercurial powers faded. Then their rancour left an emotional scar that affected the rest of his life.

This is a book about the problems that sporting success can bring. When a young athlete strives to win an event as difficult as the Tour de France, the effort is all-consuming, verging on maniacal. And, for some – the charismatic, the enigmatic, the ferocious – that ascent to success becomes wrapped in a mythology over which the athlete has little control. Sometimes the athlete might actively create or encourage this mythology (today we rationalise it as branding), sometimes the athlete might merely watch in bemusement as a narrative forms around them, alien and confusingly unlike their own perception of themselves. Never, though, can the man or woman control this mythology about themselves. It spins further away from their grasp, enriched by storytellers, and a gap opens between truth and mythology. As sports fans we want to believe the myths, the grand stories. This sense of the otherworldly is part of the reason we watch sport. We embrace the idea of athletes as supernatural beings, existing on a plain somewhere above us mortals. But at the centre of all this mythology, and sometimes submerged under it, is a human being. And human beings, as we know, are fragile things.

Equally fragile, despite the image of the invincible athlete, is sporting success. It is always governed by time. At the summit of an athlete’s career he or she can only look down, even if that view is murky. What does the descent look like? What happens when the athlete no longer has a mission ahead of them and instead becomes ‘merely’ a normal person?

When Charly Gaul won the Tour de France in 1958 he secured a place in cycling’s history books. Yet there are many other riders who have accomplished the same feat and still receded into the past, only remembered by the sport’s historians. Gaul is different. He is, and will always be, the original Angel of the Mountains, a figure whose story is told over and over by the cycling media.

To fit the ways in which we consume stories now, with online brevity, Gaul’s story is often reduced to a neat 300 words, roughly summarised thus: a former butcher’s apprentice from Luxembourg, Charly Gaul was one of the most gifted climbers the sport has ever seen. He won the 1956 Giro d’Italia after a memorably freezing stage to Monte Bondone, had bad-tempered disputes with his rivals, then won the 1958 Tour de France. After another Giro d’Italia victory in 1959, he underwent a slow and painful slide towards retirement. After a failed attempt to run a café, he disappeared for more than a decade, living as a hermit in a forest hut and shunning society. He put on weight (every story seems to mention this, as if the writers cannot quite believe a cyclist could let themselves go) and gave exceedingly grumpy responses to anyone who tried to coax him out of the forest. Eventually, in late middle age, he resurfaced and reconnected with the world of cycling. Charly Gaul died in 2005, two days before his seventy-third birthday.

As a journalist I have been guilty of such reductive summaries of cyclists’ lives, so let me attempt, in this book, to do justice to Charly Gaul’s life. He has been submerged and obscured by mythology. This is not the first biography of Gaul (it is, though, the first in English), and it certainly does not represent the last word on his life, but I hope it will clear away the tangle of fable and riddle to let the man underneath it all emerge.

Sport is littered with tales of disastrous retirements. We know it is hard for elite athletes to adjust to the ‘normal’ world. Charly Gaul’s story is often held up as an extreme example of that, but is this fair? Is there another, more complex, more human story? And might we all actually learn something from this unlikely hero, this vanished Angel of the Mountains? 




Part One
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Stage 1

‘What Do You Want me to Need?’

In mid-December 1944 the densely forested valleys of the Ardennes were frozen and still. Snow weighed on the trees lining the fast-flowing rivers. The Nazis, having occupied Luxembourg since May 1940, had retreated across the border into Germany. After a swifter than expected advance across Belgium, the US army was exhausted, its supply lines stretched to breaking. The Allied advance paused on the ridges of the snowbound hills. Blizzards and thick clouds kept Allied reconnaissance planes on the ground. Briefly, everything was quiet. Then Adolf Hitler threw his final desperate offensive.

Before dawn on 16 December, the Germans launched a massive shell bombardment of the American line. The Fifth Panzer Division pushed west towards Bastogne, while the 7th Army headed south towards Luxembourg City. Taken by surprise, US forces suffered heavy casualties but quickly began to retaliate. Until then, the small valley towns of the Oesling region, many with ancient castles watching over picturesque river scenes, had gone unscathed. Now, they were the scene of bitter street-to-street combat and heavy shelling from both sides. The Battle of the Bulge had begun.

A week earlier, a schoolboy in the small village of Tüntingen, less than 20 kilometres away from the advancing German troops, had celebrated his twelfth birthday. Charly Gaul lived with his parents, his brother, Jean-Pierre and his sister, Suzette in the village inn, which his parents ran. As in most villages across Luxembourg at that time, the work was primarily agricultural; of the fourteen boys in Gaul’s class, eight were listed as having fathers who were farm workers. The small village world that Gaul grew up in may have been quiet, bucolic even, but he and his family were living through an extraordinary era.

Charly was small for his age and slight. He was a bright boy, well-behaved and liked by his teachers. His school report for the academic year 1939–1940 shows consistently strong academic scores (‘très bien’ – the highest result) across religion, German, arithmetic and writing. His marks for conduct, application and order were equally impressive.1 There were no signs, however, that Charly would one day become one of the greatest racing cyclists of all time and a hero of his small, beleaguered nation. Indeed, at that time, as families across Luxembourg watched those final fierce battles of the war play out in their countryside, Charly did not even own a bicycle.

Four years earlier, on 10 May 1940, German forces had invaded Luxembourg and swept aside what resistance the tiny country’s army could muster. Tipped off before the invasion, Grand Duchess Charlotte fled to France, then to Portugal, before eventually settling in exile in London with members of her government around her. A German civil administration was created, a Gauleiter (a political official within the Nazi apparatus) appointed to rule, and the illegal annexation of Luxembourg was complete. Luxembourg’s political and judicial systems were abolished, replaced by German law. Faced with the obliteration of her homeland, Charlotte and her politicians voted unanimously to relinquish Luxembourg’s neutrality and join the Allies. Hitler, and his Gauleiter, hoped that the population of Luxembourg would embrace German language and culture. In 1941 they drew up plans to run a census, asking people to choose the national language. When it transpired, through a smaller preliminary poll, that 90% of the people favoured Luxembourgish, a strong symbol of their national identity, the Gauleiter abandoned the census plan. Instead, the Gestapo increased their presence and their brutality.2

The German occupation may not have had a direct impact on Tüntingen, but by 1944 the danger of the Gauleiter’s regime was well-known. Those who engaged in acts of resistance ran the risk of execution or deportation. Gestapo units would not hesitate to put someone against a wall and shoot them if they deemed that person to have committed a crime, such as flying the national flag. Luxembourg’s Jewish population, many of whom had fled Germany before the war, were systematically rounded up and sent to concentration camps. Few survived. And in 1942 the Germans made it compulsory for young Luxembourgish men to serve in the German military. To avoid wearing the hated German uniform, to avoid becoming an enemy in one’s own town or village, many young men went into hiding in the forests of the Ardennes. Groups of boys hid in a series of caves, deep in the hills, and those who brought them food risked their lives.

Another Luxembourg teenager, Marguerite Thill, having married an American officer and moved to the United States, later wrote about her wartime experiences. She remembered visiting a cousin in the north of the country, close to where Charly Gaul was growing up. Her cousin took her out into a field of wheat so tall they disappeared into it and then, without explanation, asked Marguerite to start singing the national anthem. She recalled, ‘The singing was a sign to some Luxembourg boys in hiding that it was safe to let us in. We came to a place of thick underbrush where the boys had dug a cave right into the mountain . . . After the war we found out that hundreds and hundreds of boys had been hidden this way. Our farmers are a very close-knit people and saved a lot of lives.’3

Charly’s uncle, also called Jean-Pierre Gaul, ran a successful butcher’s shop in the town of Diekirch, which was situated just north enough for it to fall into the band of territory being fought over during that snowbound winter. In November 1944 the town was a rest and recreation centre for American troops. The local population, finally liberated after four years of German occupation, received the American soldiers warmly. In return the Americans shared delicacies that had never before been seen in the town – peanut butter, spam and corned beef. That Thanksgiving the American troops even shared their turkey dinners with the people of Diekirch.4

However, everything changed when the Nazis launched their offensive in mid-December. A mile north of town the Americans fought courageously to withstand the German advance, but eventually were forced to succumb to the enemy’s greater numbers. By 19 December they pulled back through the town, booby-trapping roads and bridges as they went. The terrified people of Diekirch hid in their cellars while the German 7th Army exchanged fire with the US 26th and 35th Infantry Divisions. The American troops evacuated the town. Most of the civilians were also evacuated. When the people were able to return to their homes in January, they found their town devastated.5

*

The winter of 1932 was not an auspicious time to be born. In Germany Adolf Hitler was negotiating with President von Hindenburg about forming a new government, and in Geneva the World Disarmament Conference was about to allow Germany to rearm beyond the constraints of the Treaty of Versailles. In November, Franklin D. Roosevelt was elected as US president, defeating Herbert Hoover with a promise to tackle the horrors of the Great Depression. Within days of taking office, in January 1933 Roosevelt set about implementing his now-famous New Deal legislation. Luxembourg was not immune to the economic slump. A drop in prices forced a contraction in the country’s steel industry, though the impact on Luxembourgers was mitigated by the high proportion of immigrants working in the steel plants. The immigrants were laid off to protect the jobs of the locals.

Charly Gaul was born on 8 December 1932 in Pfaffenthal, a working-class district of Luxembourg City. Rue Vauban, site of the now-vanished maternity hospital, runs alongside the Alzette river, whose steep-sided valley dominates the landscape of Luxembourg City. On the west bank the Ville Haute, the historic centre with all the country’s grand apparatus of state packed into a picturesque square mile, sits on top of rock cliffs. On the Pfaffenthal side of the river the hillside is less dramatic, though still challenging on a bicycle. Twenty-six years later Gaul would race up and down these roads in the Grand Prix de la Forteresse, cheered on by thousands of his compatriots.

Though his birth certificate states his name as Karl Gaul, the family soon began addressing their new addition by the French ‘Charly’. His father, Jean Gaul, came from Erpeldange, a neighbouring town to Diekirch. His mother, Catherine Moser, had family roots in the beer business; a Moser ancestor, originally from the Tyrol region of Germany, moved to Diekirch to establish a brewery. Alcohol, one could say, ran in the blood. Gaul and Moser married in 1925.

At the time of his birth Charly’s parents, both from agricultural families, were farming an estate in Gonderingen, north-east of the capital. Here, in the farmyard, Charly began to totter around and fostered a lifelong love of nature and animals. In 1935 the family moved to Tüntingen, leaving agriculture behind to start a new life as innkeepers. Their career change reflected broader shifts in Luxembourg society in the 1930s; young people began to reject the grinding poverty of life in the fields, instead favouring the rapidly growing service industries or the steelworks for which Luxembourg was to become famous after the war.

Tüntingen is another small village set amid rolling fields, though being a little further north-east, it neighbours densely forested hills that speak of the Ardennes valleys not far north. With his friends Charly explored these fields and forests, careering about the village on scooters and any bikes that could be borrowed from older siblings.

After the war Charly’s brother, Jean-Pierre decided on a career as a baker and the family moved to Eich, a northern suburb of Luxembourg City set in a forested valley. There Jean-Pierre started work as an apprentice at the Maas Bakery; Charly’s parents subsequently took over the Café Feller in the Place François-Joseph Dargent; and Charly himself went to secondary school.

In Eich, Charly got his first taste of cycling. With his friend Roby Maas, son of the Maas Bakery’s owner, he would visit a bicycle shop owned by Kurt Warnier, an accomplished professional rider, who was unfortunate in that the Second World War had coincided with the best years of his career. In Warnier’s workshop Charly and Roby inhaled the scent of grease and liniment, listened to Warnier’s stories of riding the great races, and admired the glittering rows of bikes and wheels. Charly became intoxicated by the sport that would come to define his life. Charly and Roby raced their bicycles around the suburban streets of Eich, no doubt each playing the role of their favourite professional rider, but before the games could develop into a more serious tilt at racing, the Gaul family moved again. While Charly was very happy in the suburban milieu of Eich, his mother found the busy streets played on her nerves.6 This time they moved to the south of the city, to Bettembourg, where Charly’s parents took on a project to rebuild an inn.

Instead of following his brother into the bakery profession, Charly chose butchery. With encouragement from his father, he learnt the basics of the craft from Uncle Jean-Pierre and, on finishing school at fifteen, Charly went to work as a butcher’s apprentice with Jean Kirsch in Düdelingen. By now, however, Charly’s ambitions lay in cycling. He was training regularly with the local club, Velo Club Hüncheringen, and his riding style caught the eye of Pierre Clemens, a former professional who finished fourth in the 1936 Tour de France. Clemens was impressed with the lightness of Charly’s pedalling and arranged for his first racing licence.

In March 1949, only three months after his sixteenth birthday, the youngster lined up for his first race, the traditional Luxembourg season-opener for juniors, the Critérium des Jeunes. Charly finished seventeenth. In July he took part in the Grand Prix de Schuttrange, one of the most important races for aspiring Luxembourgish riders and, with its repeated climbs, one of the toughest. The hills seemed to suit Charly. Dancing on the pedals and moving with a grace and fluidity that impressed the race officials, his quality was obvious. The Grand Prix de Schuttrange was his first victory. Later that summer he won two more races and, together with a string of top ten results, the butcher’s apprentice with the cherubic face was officially the best of the year’s debutants.

Coached by Clemens and supported by his parents, Gaul took the bold step of moving up to the amateur ranks a year early, for the 1950 season. Only just past his seventeenth birthday, he would now be competing against much older and more experienced riders. He also changed teams, joining Velo Club Bettembourg, one of the oldest clubs in Luxembourg. This was to become a theme throughout his cycling career; when it came to teams, Gaul was a restless soul.

The year started successfully with fourth place in the National Elite Cyclo-cross Championships. It was a particularly satisfying result because the race finished with a sprint between the leading four riders, and Gaul’smuch older and more experienced rivals had been unable to drop him. Raced on short off-road circuits, cyclo-cross involves tackling mud, grass, sand and sometimes snow, in short but very intense races. Originating in France in the early twentieth century, its popularity centred on northern Europereplace with colon : the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and Switzerland. By the early 1950s, following official recognition by the sport’s governing body, the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI), cyclo-cross was becoming more professional and more visible.

On the road Charly started to show a talent for short-stage races, winning the Grand Prix Général Patton, a two-day race in the Ardennes hills named after the American general who led the liberation of Luxembourg. Already his talent for climbing was becoming apparent, as well as its more negative corollary – his inability to win races in a sprint. Those watching the young man’s progress knew that, while technique can to some extent be learnt, a racer’s niche was predetermined by their physiology. At around 65 kilograms, the slender Gaul was built for the hills.

Gaul really showed his true potential in the 1951 season. Early in the year he won two prestigious stage races on his home roads – the Flèche du Sud and the Circuit des Douze Cantons, beating quality competition. Observers in the tightly knit Luxembourg cycling community noted the speed of his recovery after each stage. The victories earned him a growing reputation and a place on the Luxembourg team for the Tour of Austria, a major event on the European amateur calendar. It would be Gaul’s first race outside Luxembourg. Until now he had excelled on the steep hills of the Ardennes, the landscape he had grown up with. Now he faced a much bigger challenge: the high mountain passes of the Austrian Alps.

At 3,798 metres the Grossglockner is the highest mountain in Austria. Carving a spectacular path up the mountain’s northern flank, the High Alpine Road climbs to 2,502 metres. In summer the road is a destination for drivers who want to test themselves against 30 kilometres of sinuous asphalt. With every hairpin bend the view sparkles a little more – crystalline lakes, edelweiss, the jagged peaks of the High Tauern National Park and, at the top, the Pasterze glacier. In the winter the road is closed, buried under several metres of snow.

The 1951 Tour of Austria tackled the Grossglockner on stage 4. Gaul had started the race strongly, winning the opening stage in a sprint – a rare occurrence for him – from a small group, only to lose the leader’s jersey two days later, but as the race began climbing he discovered his true calling. Years later, he said, ‘I’d never seen a road higher than 800 metres before I rode the Grossglockner, but I found I was good on climbs like that. I found a rhythm and it felt natural, and also on that climb the higher we went the colder it got and that suited me too.’7

What Gaul didn’t mention was the storm gathering strength over the riders, who, for the most part, must have been cursing their choice of sport. Gaul was eighteen years old and climbing one of the highest mountain passes in Europe on a wet day, with temperatures in single digits near the top. Perversely, this cheered him. The editor of an Austrian newspaper reported on Gaul’s ‘captivating manner’ as the Luxembourger caught and passed the leading rider two-thirds of the way up the climb. Alone, Gaul pressed on, despite his team manager’s calls to ride with caution. The British writer Charlie Woods was later to write,


This show of force was greeted by another, a thunderstorm and the first squalls of rain probably cooled the fever of his labours and brought with it a lighter, freer atmosphere. He had always been at ease in rainfall and beginning to pedal now with an edge of fierce affirmation, he perhaps completely forgot himself for a long series of ramps and bends . . .8



The Austrian newspaper editor wrote: ‘“Need something?” we ask him as we drive past him in the cold, wet rain, thanking God that we’re in the car and not on a bike. “What do you want me to need?” he smiles.’9

At the cloud-laden summit the timekeepers recorded one hour and twelve minutes for the full climb – a new record. Charly had a lead of five minutes on a chasing group, which he squandered on the ensuing long descent. This was to be a valuable lesson; if he had taken the descent faster he would have taken not only the stage win but the leader’s jersey too. As it was, local rider Franz Deutsch (a rider who later became famous for undertaking a solo escape of 195 kilometres in a race, during which he drank six beers) ran out the eventual winner of the overall classification. Charly was third and his flight up the Grossglockner was the story of the race.

‘What do you want me to need?’ Charly had responded to the newspaper editor’s offer of help on that long climb. Even allowing for the imprecision of translation, it is a strange thing for an eighteen-year-old racing cyclist to say to a – presumably much older – member of the press on a wet mountain pass in the Alps. The sports editor was dry and warm in a car alongside Charly. He was part of the race entourage, part of the cycling establishment. The teenager’s comment is almost provocative; hardly deferential to the authority of the journalist. Perhaps the journalist happened to catch Charly at the exact moment in his fledgling career when he was beginning to understand not only his talent but also his calling as a climber. Before the Grossglockner he had been a very good rider, capable of winning races with apparent ease, but on that climb he must have started to see where he could truly excel, the landscape on which he could beat the world’s best professionals. More than that, perhaps Charly was feeling elated that his gift could let him escape – from the other riders with their chatter and insults, from the mundanity of the flatlands and from his destiny as a butcher.

‘What do you want me to need?’ The question also foreshadows the prickly relationship between Charly and the press that would come to play such an important role in his life. In that cheeky one-liner he seems to have intuitively understood that newspapers wanted to construct narratives around riders, wanted to show how vulnerable they were. Five years later, in the middle of a snowstorm on the Monte Bondone in Italy, Charly’s most mythologised victory would be told in terms of how his team manager coaxed him out of a café halfway up the climb, how blue his lips were, how afterwards he needed to be lowered into a warm bath, still in his cycling kit. At eighteen, Charly understood what the writers wanted. He was no fool.
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