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Introduction

It’s the afternoon before the start of the 2021 Critérium du Dauphiné and I’m sitting in a rural hotel garden with Pierre Rolland, one of the great climbers of the twenty-first century, a bike racer whose career has been completely defined by the mountains and is best known for his Tour de France victory at Alpe d’Huez, cycling’s most iconic ascent. Now in his fourteenth season as a professional rider, Rolland is, as the best climbers almost always are, an individualist, his 80-day racing season built around just a handful of clear-cut opportunities for success.

As actors on the most magnificent and exacting sporting stage of all, climbers have always been a breed apart, providing us with a spectacle that matches the dramatic setting they’re racing in, drawing us into awe-inspiring mountain terrain, offering a sense of its intimidating and sometimes frightening scale, and, vitally, bringing it to life for us with their exploits and suffering. Always vulnerable to falls, crashes in form, to the sudden and unexpected, theirs is a precarious high-wire act – one that everyone who watches a bike race is captivated by.

Meeting Rolland is a first step towards understanding what sets climbers apart and why we’re so enthralled by these sporting mavericks and the terrain they race in – the setting, according to cycling historian Serge Laget, for as much as 95 per cent of the Tour’s legends while comprising barely 15 per cent of the route.

As we start to talk, Rolland reveals that his first – and still his favourite – experience of the mountains took place on the Puy Mary, just 80 kilometres to the west of where we’re sitting in the village of La Chomette, in the Allier valley that lies between the volcanic peaks of the Auvergne to the west and the steep inclines of the Forez massif to the east . . .

‘I can still remember my first experience of the mountains. It was in the Cantal with my best friend when I was 16 or 17. They aren’t high mountains, but are nevertheless very impressive, especially when you come from a very flat region like the one where I grew up not far south of Paris. Right away, I felt very comfortable in that environment, because of the calmness that it instilled in me, the kind of effort that it drew out of me. Coming from a region where climbing could only be enjoyed very briefly, being in the mountains increased the amount and degree of pleasure that I felt. I knew right away that this was the kind of terrain I needed to focus on.

‘Not long after that, I competed in my first Classique des Alpes as a junior. I’d barely climbed a mountain pass in my life and I couldn’t believe the speed that everyone raced at on these long ascents. That increased my desire to climb for longer, to ride higher and higher.

‘There’s a mystical aspect to the mountains, something very particular about riding there. The atmosphere’s imposing. It makes you feel small when you’re in the midst of a huge chain of peaks, looking up and seeing them all around you as you’re climbing towards them. It’s a bit like being out on the ocean: there’s an immensity to it that makes you realize how tiny you are.

‘There’s also a degree of romanticism to it. It’s a bit like you’re going back in time. When you’re climbing, you know that thousands of people have gone up there before, by bike or on foot, and there are all kinds of stories that could be told. Then, when you’re climbing all alone, it’s a very particular sensation. It’s beautiful, but hard at the same time, and there’s a sense of reward as well. That’s when you sense the romanticism. When you’re climbing all alone like that, it’s just you against the mountain, an obstacle that has to be conquered.

‘When you’re approaching the mountains, you know that you’re going to suffer. There are two different aspects to it, depending on whether you’re climbing a pass for training or in a race. Anyone can climb for a long time, but not everyone can do so quickly. When you’re racing and your intention is to climb fast, it’s very different. You’re absolutely focused: on your physical resources and reserves, on staying well hydrated, on trying to go as fast as possible using as little energy as possible – the eternal contradiction of bike racing.

‘There’s also a sense of excitement, of course. You know that you’re going to reach a vital point, no matter whether it comes at the beginning, the middle or towards the end of a climb. It’s always there when you start up a long pass, where you know you will be climbing for 40 or even 50 minutes.

‘I think of racing in the mountains as a three-sided contest. There’s the battle going on within ourselves, where we’re making the choice to keep going all out for as long as we can. You’ve also got to deal with your rivals, and with the mountain itself, every one of which is different in its characteristics – some you’re more suited to, others less so. That’s why I describe it as a three-sided contest, because on the one hand we set our own limits on the degree of pain and suffering we can tolerate, but at the same time, our rivals also impose limits, as does the climb we’re on, both of those equally making us suffer. Ultimately, that’s the contest we love so much.

‘What I live for as a climber is those moments when I’m out on my own with fans on all sides. You have the feeling of “opening the road”, of having the fans to yourself. It’s a moment of absolute egotism. When you’re on a great climb – perhaps the Tourmalet, Alpe d’Huez or the Ventoux – that pioneering sense of opening the road is heightened still further because you’re leading the way on a celebrated ascent. In moments like that, you draw energy from the fans, who are so overwhelmingly present that you can’t hear yourself breathing or sense your heart beating. It’s absolute madness, but somehow you’re not aware of the climb unfolding, you don’t sense the gradient. You’re so full of adrenaline. It’s like being in a stadium, or on a theatre stage: an absolutely extraordinary feeling.

‘On days like that when you’re at your very best in the mountains, you get the impression that you’re no longer within your own body, that somehow you’re watching yourself perform. That’s when you know that everything is going well. As you’re pedalling, you get a feeling that’s close to ecstasy, because you’ve thought about and dreamed of such moments for so long; you’ve visualized the images that are buzzing through your head, and now you’re actually experiencing them. You feel a sense of well-being permeating your body, as if you’re going beyond yourself, almost like you’re having some kind of out-of-body experience.

‘While the sense of pleasure in the mountains is fleeting, pain is almost ever-present, but it manifests itself in different ways. When you’re at the front and your form is good, the pain isn’t all-consuming, you can regulate it. When you’re right in the thick of the action in a big race, you set the cursor on the degree of suffering you impose on yourself. You can manage it, set your own limit.

‘You can feel the pain almost anywhere. When you’re at altitude, it can be in the lungs, due to the violent efforts you’re making. Your legs will be burning. You may feel as though your back’s breaking. Sometimes it’s like your head’s going to explode. But the thing is, as long as we’re in pain, we’re alive and we’re fighting with all the resources we have left. When you can’t hurt yourself any more, you’re dead. It means that your body’s got nothing left. When we suffer, we sometimes say to ourselves, “I’m hurting, that means my body is working well.”

‘When you’re in the third week of a Grand Tour, your tolerance grows. You can’t hurt your legs more than you did before. At that point, you’re hurting everywhere, but it’s not as intense as it was. If I were to climb a mountain pass at full speed today, the pain I’d feel would be far more intense than it would be after three weeks of racing because, with repetition, you develop a tolerance to it. The sensation of pain diminishes as you become accustomed to racing at speed. You have to learn to live with that pain, to deal with it, no matter what part of your body you feel it in.

‘Over the course of my career, I’ve felt closer and closer to the mountains. I increasingly relish being in this terrain. I feel good there, it refreshes me. Sadly, there aren’t so many of the great solo rides or breakaways now, the ones that tend to feature riders like me who lose time on purpose early on in a race in order to be able to make a great escape. My romantic side pushes me towards racing like this. I want to cycle in the same way I saw riders doing when I was a teenager. That goes against the current flow, where teams and tactics are more organized in the mountains. But I’ll keep racing like it, in that all-or-nothing style.

‘I’ll never lose that sense of being a climber, even when I’m 15 kilos heavier than I was at the peak of my career. I’m sure I’ll continue to set myself challenges to go up this or that big pass. I don’t know where exactly – perhaps in Nepal or some similarly mountainous country – climbing passes that reach 3,500 metres in height or crossing an entire mountain range. That’s the kind of challenge I would like to take on. It’s just you and the mountain, no need to focus any more on time, speed or watts. It’s a thrill, a personal challenge, exactly the same kind of test that any cyclist looks for in the mountains: a journey into themselves . . .’


Chapter 1

From Pottier to Pogačar

I’m woken up by a sudden blaze of yellow headlights little more than a metre from where I’m lying. What the hell is going on? Cocooned in my sleeping bag, I try to shift as far out of the vehicle’s direction of travel as my tiny one-person tent allows. The driver grinds the gears, attempting to locate reverse, while I frantically fumble with the zip securing the door flap, trying to escape confinement, the engine growling loudly as the gear is missed, the car edging a few centimetres closer in the fraction before the driver stamps on the brake.

At that instant, the flap falls, and I caterpillar myself out, knees coming up to my chest, then propelling me forwards, the action repeated until I’m out of the lights’ beam range. As I hop clumsily to my feet, I glance back and realize that my ten-speed Peugeot is almost completely under the front of what I can now see is a Spanish-registered car. The driver attacks the gears again, finds one, revs hard, and back the vehicle goes, the final glare of its headlights revealing that my bike has also survived unscathed.

I glance around. The sun’s not yet up, but I can see that the Pyrenean meadow that I camped in with my best friend Andy and a few dozen other cycling fans the night before is now almost filled with tents, cars and camper vans. Poleaxed by five days in the saddle and the anaesthetizing effect of cheap French red the evening before, I’d not been aware of this mini-Glastonbury forming until the cars were almost right on top of me. On my left, to the west, I can see the road heading into semi-darkness, the woods hiding the final kilometres to the Col de Marie-Blanque cloaked in the gloom. To the east, the mountains of the far side of the Ossau valley are backlit by the rising sun. I’m too awake to try to sleep again and it’s too early to rouse Andy, so I pull my foam bed roll out of the tent and sit down, watching an increasing flow of vehicles come up the pass from Bielle, some stopping to fill a small space by the roadside, most continuing upwards towards the summit.

The journey to this, my first day at the Tour de France, began years earlier, sitting on the foot of the stairs scanning the report and results from the previous day’s stage in my dad’s Daily Telegraph right after it had been popped through the letter box of our home in the west of England. Even then, when my exposure to the race was limited to the printed page, I was enthralled above all by the mountains and the riders who thrived in them. We’d driven through the Alps on a family holiday and I’d marvelled at the terrain, at the roads twisting up and up for mile after mile, wondering how anyone could possibly race up them.

Later, I’d been on a mountain sports holiday with the school to Tignes in the French Alps. I still remember going into my room in our hotel close to the dam at one end of Lac du Chevril, opening the doors onto the balcony and taking in the breathtaking view across the water to the mountains towering over the resorts of Tignes and Val d’Isère, the sensation of wonder and, at the same time, insignificance so overwhelming that my roommate wondered why I had tears in my eyes.

My passion for the mountains was stoked further by Channel 4’s coverage of the Tour de France; by the internecine battle between Bernard Hinault and Greg LeMond in 1986 and their hand-in-hand finish at Alpe d’Huez; by Stephen Roche’s emergence from the mist at La Plagne and his collapse at the finish line in 1987; and by the ding-dong duel between LeMond and Laurent Fignon in 1989. Now, I was at last set to witness the race for myself.

My anticipation of seeing the riders race over the last climb on the final mountain stage of the 1990 Tour had been heightened considerably by our journey from south-east London. A few evenings before, we’d ridden to Paddington Station, caught the train to Plymouth and ridden to the docks to take the ferry to Santander. Having arrived in the wonderfully picturesque Spanish port first thing on a mid-July morning, we’d headed south into the Cantabrian mountains, where the heat was ferocious. Climbing the final pass of a long day, I’d succumbed to the conditions. Affected by heat stroke, I first sat, then slumbered, then slept at the side of the road. Andy coaxed me back to my feet, before pushing both bikes up the mountain while I staggered along in his wake, looking every inch the drunken Englishman in Spain. When, three days later, we reached the Spanish side of the Pyrenees, just to the east of Pamplona, that experience had convinced me that I had no hope of making it over the Port de Larrau into France.

As we started up, I looked high above towards the Pic d’Orhy astride the border and could see huge birds circling on thermals – eagles perhaps or a group of bearded vultures – and wondered how I would ever reach that altitude. After an hour or so of steady plodding, I was looking down on them, exhilarated by the landscape and, more than anything, by the knowledge that I was sure to make it to the top. I arrived soon after, feeling drained but virtuous as I watched a group of German motorcyclists high-fiving each other and taking pictures next to the summit sign having ridden in high-powered style up the pass. While we stood there contemplating the peaks as cloud began to swirl in around them, I was moved in the same way I had been a few years earlier looking out over Lac du Chevril. There was something else too – the realization of the incomparable majesty of the mountains as a setting for sport, an arena where the competitive challenge and the joy of spectating is thrillingly amplified.

Having plunged through the gloom into France, our pannier racks providing a rattling accompaniment on the frost-eroded surface, we hopped over the little but lovely Col d’Ichère, swept down the narrow valley carved by the Gave d’Aspe to Escot, then climbed the western flank of the Marie-Blanque, its 1,069-metre height belying the difficulty of the climbing test it presents over the final four kilometres to the pass, which average a touch more than 10 per cent and were horrible. But we’d made it.

Looking back, the stage the next day was rather mundane, although it seemed magnificent to us at the time. Claudio Chiappucci, the firecracker Italian climber who was the revelation of that race and was still in the yellow jersey, passed right next to us, closely marked by Greg LeMond, who had trimmed his lead to a mere five seconds and was waiting for the time trial a couple of days hence to make his final swoop. There were few dramatics. It was one of those rare mountain stages of transition between two critical phases of the race, best remembered now as the first in the Tour’s history to be won by a Russian rider, Dmitri Konyshev proving victorious in Pau. My clearest memory is of the last man on the road, Banesto’s Javier Lukin, a Basque climber who should have been in his element on the mountain roads on which his name had been daubed again and again by Spanish fans, but was struggling off the back. He looked haggard, tormented, and was quite unable to rouse himself as we all urged him on.

Why was he putting himself through this? And why were we enjoying watching him do it?

Understanding this requires some knowledge not only of the history and nature of bike racing, but also of humanity’s relationship with the mountains, an examination of what writer and mountain climber Robert Macfarlane has described as ‘the industry of ascent’.

In his book Mountains of the Mind, he says this began with the Italian poet Petrarch’s climb to the summit of Mont Ventoux in April 1336, although few cyclists would recognize this infamous peak as the ‘benign 1,910-metre lump in the Vaucluse’ that Macfarlane depicts it as.

It turned out that Petrarch’s expedition in the company of his brother Gherardo proved something of a false dawn for climbers, as another four hundred years would pass before the mountains were regarded as worthy of exploration and, ultimately, veneration. Until the eighteenth century, they were essentially viewed with trepidation to the extent where, says Macfarlane, ‘travellers who had to cross the Alpine passes often chose to be blindfolded in order to prevent them being terrified by the appearance of the peaks’.

Interest and exploration of the natural landscape began to flourish from the late eighteenth century, prompted by the influence of the Sublime, an intellectual doctrine that suggested there was pleasure to be found in fear. Among its principal proponents was Anglo-Irish philosopher Edmund Burke, who was interested in the human psychic response to wild landscapes that captivated and terrified at the same time, producing an intoxicating combination of pleasure and terror. According to Burke, Sublime sights induced a sense of terror, which ‘always produces delight when it does not press too close’.

The inclination to savour the sublime, to venture into and explore highlands, could be seen in the fashion among upper-class young men from Britain to spend time in the Alps during the Grand Tour, which was often undertaken after they had completed their education. It was also evident in the advent of Alpinism. After the first ascent of Mont Blanc was completed in 1786, most of the major peaks in the range were conquered over the next fifty years. Writers and artists were also drawn to these highlands, among them John Ruskin, who wrote in his 1856 book Of Mountain Beauty:

Those desolate and threatening ranges of dark mountain, which, in nearly all ages of the world, men have looked upon with aversion or terror and shrunk back from as if they were haunted by perpetual images of death are, in reality, sources of life and happiness far fuller and more beneficent than all the bright fruitfulness of the plain . . .

Stirred by works such as Ruskin’s, tourists began to travel in numbers to the mountains, some on the first package holidays as the travel industry began to flourish. Health resorts and spas opened up for those looking for the restorative qualities of the clean air and spring waters to treat lung, liver and other complaints. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, as the popularity of the bicycle as a means both of transport and of leisure spread through the industrialized world, cyclists began to explore the uplands as well.

When, in 1903, the Tour de France was first run and instantly became an enormous popular success, it was inevitable that the race would venture into the country’s massifs. Just two years later, the organizers included a stage through the Vosges on France’s eastern frontier. In 1910, the Pyrenees were introduced for the first time, followed by the high Alps in the next edition. These innovations changed not only the Tour, but also the perception of bike racing, setting it far from the urban velodromes where it had initially flourished and in a markedly different arena, the most spectacular and challenging in sport. ‘The mountains were not simply a component of the Tour, but were its driving force’, Serge Laget asserts in Cols Mythiques du Tour de France. ‘The passion, the tension, the dramatic side of the Tour, its suspense, only emerged with the Aubisque, the Tourmalet and the Galibier.’

The fascination with these highlands was fed by the hyperbole of the press in that pre-radio era. When the racers first tackled the ‘circle of death’ comprising the Peyresourde, Aspin, Tourmalet and Aubisque passes during that 1910 Tour, the papers played up fears of possible attacks by bears and wolves. The roads were described as ‘impassable’ and even ‘non-existent’. The race reports read almost like journeys of exploration, Tour boss Henri Desgrange depicting ‘pedalling pygmies nibbling at . . . mountainous giants’. These portrayals might seem overblown now that we’ve become so familiar with these extraordinary landscapes, but they captured the epic nature of the setting and of the riders’ exploits, while establishing the mountains as the stage for racing excellence.

At the same time, just as we’ve come to venerate high-altitude locations such as the Galibier, Stelvio and Angliru, we’ve also developed a fascination and reverence for the riders who thrive in these high-rise temples of sport. They have become, suggests Laget, ‘the true and only aristocrats of the peloton’. Although the reality is more nuanced than that, the kings and queens of the mountains captivate us because in a sport where the riders are often so closely packed that it’s difficult to work out who they are and what their tactics might be, there is beautiful simplicity to racing in the mountains. Slowed by gradient, gravity and, gradually, diminishing physical resources, a natural selection takes place, the anticipation building among spectators until the inevitable acceleration comes and the real drama starts to unfold.

From René Pottier riding away from his rivals on the Ballon d’Alsace in 1905, which was cycling’s first great climbing exploit, all the way through to Tadej Pogačar’s ruthless confirmation of his dominance at the summit of Luz Ardiden in the 2021 Tour de France, that basic racing scenario has remained essentially unchanged, even though the art of climbing and the nature of climbers has changed considerably. So too has our fascination with these enthralling athletes, each hoping to fare il vuoto, to get a gap – a moment described by iconic Italian climber Marco Pantani as ‘the most beautiful thing there is . . .’




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FROM THE AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF FULL GAS!










OEBPS/images/title.jpg
CLIMBERS

How the Kings of the
Mountains conguered cycling

PETER COSSINS
CcasseLL





