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David Walsh was one of the few journalists who dared to doubt the miracle of the cancer survivor who came back to win the toughest race in sport. As the years went by, the other reporters largely melted away, feeling that if they could not tell the truth about the race and its winner, they didn’t want to write anything about it at all.

In this book The Sunday Times presents David Walsh’s articles, and a number written by other colleagues on The Sunday Times. They show the tenacity with which the newspaper pursued Armstrong and the drug cheats. Of course, they are of their time, and should be taken as historical documents, recording the best of our knowledge on any particular date.

As a whole, they represent some of the finest investigative reporting in British journalism in recent times.
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Foreword

One line sticks out in all the many thousands of words written about Lance Armstrong. It was a quote from Greg LeMond, the first American winner – indeed, now officially the only American winner – of the Tour de France.

Talking about Armstrong’s recovery from cancer to win the race, he said: “If Lance is clean, it is the greatest comeback in the history of sport. If he isn’t, it would be the greatest fraud.”

LeMond spoke those words in 2001 but it was only this year that Armstrong was unmasked as one of sport’s most notorious cheats. That he was finally brought to justice was in no small part the result of the tireless efforts of David Walsh, the chief sports writer of The Sunday Times.

As this collection reveals, Walsh knew something wasn’t right about Armstrong’s amazing recovery from cancer as early as 1999, when the Texan won his first Tour (all his seven consecutive victories have now been expunged from the record books). That year was supposed to be about redeeming the race after the drug busts of the previous year, but, incredibly, Armstrong was riding the race faster than the drug-assisted competitors of previous years.

Walsh was one of the few journalists who dared to doubt the miracle of the cancer survivor who had come back nearly from the dead to win arguably the toughest race in sport. As the years went by, the other reporters largely melted away, feeling that if they could not tell the truth about the race and its winner, they didn’t want to write anything about it at all.

Walsh, however, persisted, exposing Armstrong’s links to Michele Ferrari, a disgraced doping doctor, and gradually piecing together evidence of Armstrong’s guilt, through first-hand testimony from those who had witnessed him taking performance-enhancing drugs.

The combination of Armstrong’s hold over the sport of cycling and Britain’s libel laws was to prove costly for The Sunday Times. The newspaper was sued for libel by Armstrong after we published a report (reprinted here with the headline ‘LA confidential’) about a new book by Walsh and a French journalist. The case was eventually settled for a six-figure sum, although The Sunday Times is now taking steps to recover the money spent in damages and legal fees.

Here we present Walsh’s articles, and a number written by other colleagues on The Sunday Times. They show the tenacity with which the newspaper pursued Armstrong and the drug cheats. Of course, they are of their time, and should be taken as historical documents, recording the best of our knowledge on any particular date.

As a whole, they represent some of the finest investigative reporting in British journalism in recent times.

Alex Butler, Sports Editor, The Sunday Times, November 2012
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Riding out the storm in yellow

[By David Walsh, July 18, 1999]


I can still write about cycling, but not in the same way, not with the old passion. Cycling has to change.



A year ago the police moved in and found drugs wherever they looked: Willy Voet’s car, the riders’ suitcases, the team’s camper van. Had the Tour been a low-class casino, it would have been shut down. Scandals fell like boulders onto the route, but the race weaved its way round them and on to Paris. They said it was a sad Tour. It wasn’t. This is the sad Tour. For back then the police exposed the deceit and offered the sport an opportunity to begin again. Jean Marie Leblanc, the Tour organiser, said that cycling needed ‘a new morality’ and that the 1999 race would be ‘the Tour of Restoration’.

It is Tuesday afternoon and Philippe Bouvet sits in the Tour’s tented press room at the Italian ski resort of Sestriere. The son of a professional rider, Bouvet is L’Equipe’s cycling correspondent. For 14 years he has written about the sport and for most of that time he was driven by his passion.

As the American Lance Armstrong slashes on the pedals and surges clear of his rivals on the last 6km of the climb to Sestriere, Bouvet watches dispassionately. To others, Armstrong’s victory may be an exploit; Bouvet is one of many journalists who are not sure.

“There is a new kind of cycling,” he said. “You see things you don’t understand. Doping is an old story in cycling, but over the past few years the manipulation of riders’ blood has changed the nature of competition. What we are getting is a caricature of competition. It is killing the sport. I can still write about cycling, but not in the same way, not with the old passion. Cycling has to change.”

Armstrong has never tested positive in his career. There is no evidence linking him to drug taking and yet the reticence to acclaim his success has been widespread in France. Bouvet wrote of the peloton travelling at ‘deux vitesses’ (two speeds) – Armstrong’s and everybody else’s.

There wasn’t a hint of celebration in his report. Neither was there in any other French newspaper. “I haven’t written an enthusiastic line about Armstrong,” said Jean François Quenet, of Ouest France. “They told us cycling would change, but it hasn’t. After all the drugs last year, they said this would be slower because there would be no dope. This year’s race will be the fastest in history.”

The journalists play for high stakes. Without evidence, they cannot accuse Armstrong but, by refusing to applaud, they effectively do just that. Jean Michel Rouet is cycling editor at L’Equipe. “What we discovered on last year’s Tour was that everybody in this sport can fuck us,” he said. “This is a cleaner Tour than for many years, but there is a question about the yellow jersey. There is no evidence against him (Armstrong) so he is innocent, but he is a strange case.

“Two years ago he was close to death because of cancer, now he is the strongest athlete in the world. Other riders say privately they don’t believe in him, that they are no longer doing the same sport as him. He is on another planet. You have to ask how this has happened.”

♦

During his recovery from the most aggressive form of testicular cancer two years ago, Armstrong spoke about the future. “I’m attempting one of the biggest comebacks, if not the biggest comeback, in the history of sport,” he said. Given where he now stands, leader of the Tour de France by almost eight minutes, the claim was not far-fetched.

Armstrong had always been a strange case. Linda Walling, his mother, was 17 when she gave birth to her son, and even though she married Lance’s father the relationship was shortlived and he left. They live in Plano, Texas, and a couple of years after the break-up she remarried. Her new husband legally adopted Lance, but they never got on. Lance was 14 or 15 when his stepfather left.

“When I was very young, I got along with him all right,” Armstrong said. “But the first day I learnt to dislike somebody, I disliked him. I took on his name because he adopted me. I don’t care to carry it on, but it’s now at a point where it would be kind of hard to change it.”

Mother and son lived for each other. He was a swimmer, then a triathlete; she was his driver, his motivator, his seamstress, his nurse, his companion, his soul-mate. “Lance,” she would tell him, “if you give up, you give in.” Unable to find a sponsor for the US triathlon championships, he went to a local shop in Plano and had ‘I love my mum’ printed on his tank top.

From the triathlon, he moved to cycling and progressed rapidly. Four years after dedicating himself to the sport, he signed a professional contract with the Motorola team. In his first full year riding in Europe he won a stage of the Tour and, later in the season, the world championships road race. Armstrong set out so fast that there was no telling where he would end up. He once tried to articulate his greatest strength: “Physically I’m not any more gifted than anybody else, but it’s just this desire. I’m on the bike and I go into a rage. I just shriek for about five seconds. I shake like mad, my eyes kinda bulge and my heart rate goes to 200.” A street kid named desire.

He thinks that the first real signs of trouble came in the autumn of 1996. Back in Texas at the end of the European season, he began to feel unwell. One evening, after a concert, his vision was blurred, his head ached and one of his testicles was sore. Then came the blood, every time he coughed.

On October 2, he visited an Austin urologist and was told he had choriocarcinoma, the fastest-spreading form of testicular cancer. The story would worsen: a chest X-ray revealed 11 cysts on Armstrong’s lungs, another X-ray showed two lesions on the brain and, informed of the extent of his illness, Armstrong mentally prepared himself for death. “I went to visit him in the hospital at Indiana when he was very ill,” Paul Sherwen, the former professional cyclist, said. “I spoke to one of the surgeons, who said they had told Lance he had a 20 to 50% chance of recovering and had quoted that figure to keep his morale high.”

♦

Armstrong had the testicle removed, the cysts and lesions cut away, then four rounds of chemotherapy, the most prescribed for such patients and given only in the severest cases. The treatment lasted almost three months and Dr Craig Nichols, oncologist at Indiana, told Armstrong he could get back ‘95% of his former condition’.

In February 1998, 17 months after the first diagnosis of cancer, Armstrong returned to competition in the Ruta del Sol and performed encouragingly. He then went to the Paris to Nice race, but when he was dropped by the pack on the first stage he pulled out. He returned to America, left his bike in the garage for a month or so and then started again. Training with his friend, Bob Roll, and his coach, Chris Carmichael, Armstrong says he rediscovered his love for the bike.

He did more than that. He returned to Europe in June that year, immediately won the Tour of Luxembourg and ‘the most remarkable comeback in the history of sport’ was under way. Late last season he finished fourth in the Tour of Spain and fourth in the world championships road race. It was clear then that Armstrong had already exceeded Nichols’s expectations. On this Tour, things have been less clear.

Before his cancer, Armstrong saw himself as a one-day rider who did not climb and time-trial well enough to win the Tour. In four attempts he finished 36th once and dropped out of the other three. No matter how one viewed Armstrong’s cycling career, it was hard to see him challenging for the race.

On the opening day of this year’s Tour, Armstrong rode the same prologue course he had ridden in his first Tour six years before. Then he had tried his damndest but ridden badly, recording 8min 59sec for the 6.8km circuit. Two weeks ago, Armstrong blew away 179 of the world’s best professionals in a time of 8:02, more than eight seconds per kilometre faster than in 1993.

That performance catapulted Armstrong to a new level and, in a race in which nobody is sure what to believe, there was scepticism. But it was hard to imagine that a man who had been at death’s door with cancer would take dangerous drugs to make him a better cyclist – he strenuously denies that he has. On the evening of his prologue, he was asked about cycling’s doping troubles.

“It’s been a long year for cycling and, as far as I’m concerned, it’s history. Perhaps there was a problem, but problems exist in every facet of life,” he said. Remembering that the past three winners of the Tour have been tainted with doping and that in this sport yesterday’s scandals are overtaken by today’s, Armstrong could not be accused of exaggerating the problem.

He has been more forthright on the bike, exceptional in the time-trial at Metz last Sunday and then extraordinary on the stage to Sestriere. Alex Zulle, Ivan Gotti and Fernando Escartin were alongside him when he attacked, but such was the violence of the acceleration they never had a chance. His expression was determined but clinical, his eyes focused but alert, his breathing fast but controlled. He seemed like a rider from another planet and two French newspapers referred to him as ‘the Martian’.

It was strange to sit among the rows of journalists in Sestriere. Many of those who watched dispassionately had cheered and cried when Claudio Chiappucci achieved another spectacular victory on the same mountain seven years before. Chiappucci would later be suspected of using EPO and most of the journalists remembered how they had celebrated his success.

They also lauded Bjarne Riis in 1996, Jan Ullrich in 1997 and Marco Pantani last year, and all have since been implicated in drug controversies. So they look at this rider, whom they have always known to be a one-day rider, who is suddenly one of the great stage racers. They don’t criticise, they don’t accuse, they simply reserve their right not to applaud. Aware that Armstrong has lost 10 kilos in weight since his cancer and so is able to climb better, reminded that he has prepared thoroughly for this race, many remain unsure nonetheless.

Is this the death of professional sport or the birth of a more aggressive, less cheerleading sports journalism? One newspaper asked Vincenzo Santini, the Italian manager of the Cantina Tollo team, what he thought of Armstrong. “I don’t know,” he said. “One can certainly ask questions. Cycling has become big business. Should we applaud or not? Me, it is the sport that I love.

“I hope that the governments and the cycling authorities can find a way out of the mess that cycling is in. Until that happens we can forget the joy of the victory. And in cycling, that is the most beautiful thing.”

Witnesses to Armstrong’s extraordinary performances over the past two weeks understand Santini’s lament.
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Flawed fairytale

[By David Walsh, July 25, 1999]


For too long sportswriting has been unrestrained cheerleading, suspending legitimate doubts and settling for stories of sporting heroism.



They say the Tour de France has regained its eminence; that Lance Armstrong will be a great winner of a great race. They quote the number of riders drug-tested and remind us there have been no scandals this year. “The Tour,” said its organiser, Jean-Marie Leblanc, on Thursday, “has been saved.” They can peddle any line they wish. What they cannot do is control our emotional response to the race.

This afternoon the yellow-jerseyed Armstrong and his fellow riders will speed down Rue de Rivoli, wheel left into the Place de la Concorde before turning right onto the Champs Élysées, and some of us will watch in sadness. This has been no renaissance Tour, rather a retreat into the old ways of the peloton, where doping is their business, not ours. Where the law of silence supersedes all others.

The sadness lies in how this damned race still enraptures us. The way a small town tends its chrysanthemums before the race’s arrival, the reverence with which a fan reaches out to touch a rider on the mountainside. And the sheer majesty of the course. On Wednesday, we weave our way through dense low clouds as we drive towards the summit of the Tourmalet and then, magically, less than a mile from top, there is sparkling sunshine. To stand above the clouds on the Tourmalet and wait for the peloton to climb above the mist is no everyday experience.

Spiritually, the race remains in the shadow of its past. We stop near an old church on the Col de Menthe in the Pyrenees. Local people picnic on a low wall from which they can see for miles. In the valley, television helicopters hover, telling us the race will soon come. Word comes of 11 breakaways, including ‘trois Français’. Eyes scan the gaps between the pine trees, all seeking the first sight of the breakaways.

This is where the music dies. On this hill, in this tiny village. You see the leaders approach the first steep slopes on the Col de Menthe and, almost immediately, the three French riders are left behind by the other eight. There is no logic in why Jean Cyril Robin and François Simon should be outpaced, for they are at least as good as the eight who now distance them.

“I was riding alongside a Spaniard,” said one of the French riders, who would not be named. “I was turning the pedals as fast as I could, out of breath and losing my place. He was chatting away, having no difficulty with the pace.”

Robin finished sixth in last year’s Tour de France. Simon is the French champion. But for three weeks the pattern has been the same. With the exception of the disgraced Richard Virenque, the other 39 French riders have been unable to keep up. They have tried to win just one of the race’s 20 legs but failed – something that has not happened for 73 Tours.

“Have you seen how fat some of the French teams are?” asked Manolo Saix, the Spaniard who manages the Once team.

Tempting as it is for those who want to dismiss the latest line of losers, his view makes no sense. French riders are not less dedicated than their rivals and their obliteration in this Tour can only be explained by doping. French cyclists are riding this race with fewer drugs than their rivals. This has little to do with their virtue or morality, but follows the intervention of the police last year and the bi-monthly blood-testing by the French federation. For such testing does help. It has, however, created a Tour racing to two speeds.

“If by this expression you mean there are clean riders and others who are not (clean), then the answer is yes: this is cycling at two speeds,” said Dr Armand Megret, head of the French federation’s medical commission. “Doping has not been eradicated.”

French riders hinted at the beginning of the race that if they believed their rivals were using drugs, they would not suffer silently. Then they watched the alienation of Christophe Bassons and thought again. Bassons dared to speak about doping in the peloton and because of that he became an outcast. His crimes were honesty and innocence. Within the peloton they ridiculed him. Cynicism without frontiers.

Before the mob turned the screw on Bassons, he offered glimpses of the reality: it was extremely difficult for a clean rider to win anything in the Tour; a number of rivals found it hard to believe Armstrong’s performances – and a much greater number resented Bassons’s openness. “For a clean Tour, you must have Bassons,” said one banner on the road to Saint Flour, but by then Monsieur Propre had been cracked and sent on his way.

As journalists, we do not care for losers. The former cyclist Paul Kimmage tells a story of sharing rooms with Stephen Roche during Roche’s run of success in 1987: “At night the journalists came to the room and completely ignored my presence before sitting on my bed, half-crushing my foot.”

Gilles Delion was 23 when he rode his first Tour de France in 1990 and did outstandingly well to finish 15th. Delion, like Kimmage and Bassons, wouldn’t take drugs, and before it had truly begun, a promising career meandered downwards. Who cared? Asked what he thought of the Tour of Redemption, Delion smiled. “That makes me laugh. The redemption affects just one part of the peloton,” he said.

If you accept the notion of two pelotons and two speeds, there is an obvious question: can such a race be won by a clean rider? Quick, too quick, to celebrate winners, the 1,200 journalists on the Tour have been divided, and a significant minority have chosen simply to report Armstrong’s victory. The French have been the most sceptical, and even though the American has been scathing in his criticism of the reaction, the French do understand the sport.

“The attitude of the French press has been despicable,” said a Dutch journalist. “There is no evidence and in Holland everyone gives Armstrong credit.” And what if the suspicions are well founded? “Everyone knows Tour de France riders are doped. If you don’t accept that you shouldn’t be covering the sport.”

For too long sportswriting has been unrestrained cheerleading, suspending legitimate doubts and settling for stories of sporting heroism. Of course there are times when it is right to celebrate, but there are other occasions when it is equally correct to keep your hands by your side and wonder.

This not to suggest Armstrong has done anything wrong in his preparation for this triumph, but the need for an inquiry is overwhelming. He has always been an outstanding cyclist, something that was clear from his first year in the peloton. But for four years he was a one-day rider and it is highly unusual in this sport for such a rider to become a champion-stage racer.

That the change happened after his successful battle with life-threatening cancer three years ago does not make it any easier to understand. Part of Armstrong’s difficulty is that the Tour itself is so tainted with drugs and the certainty that many are still doping. Before any other question, there is the issue of whether a clean rider can win the Tour. Neither have Armstrong nor his US Postal team manager, Johan Bruyneel, reassured us with their words. Asked last month about the problem of doping in the sport, Bruyneel said: “The situation is very simple. Cycling is a sport in a very bad light and the reason we got there is the fact that three years ago the riders accepted too easily the fact that the authorities could install blood controls. Having these controls would have been a very good thing if it had not been done only in cycling.”

Reminded that it was the riders who proposed the blood controls, Bruyneel replied: “Yes, but who were those riders? They were riders near the end of their careers.”

Asked about the exposure of Festina’s systematic doping programme, Armstrong said he was ‘greatly surprised by it’. Questioned about whether he discussed the problem of doping with other riders, Armstrong replied: “No, not at all.” Listening to the race leader, one could be forgiven for concluding that his sport didn’t have a problem.

Three of the top five in this year’s Tour were part of Festina’s intensive doping programme last season. Two of the three, Alex Zulle and Laurent Dufaux, served absurdly short six-month suspensions and the other, Virenque, has yet to be sanctioned.

As well as refusing to properly punish those who cheat, cycling has yet to implement random and out-of-competition drug testing. Given the extent of the sport’s problem, this is depressing.

One journalist asked Armstrong for his definition of doping. “The use of banned performance-enhancing drugs,” he replied. That narrow understanding of doping allows the use of drugs which are not banned but should be. Armstrong could have defined it as ‘the use of performance-enhancing drugs’.

One evening during the Tour, Laurent Madouas reluctantly agreed to answer questions. Now a rider with Festina, Madouas rode with Armstrong when they were part of the Motorola team. We met late in the evening, after he had had a bad day in the mountains. “I rode hard yesterday, today I hadn’t the legs.” Madouas understood that the conversation would soon turn to Armstrong. “Lance Armstrong was always a natural leader.”

What of his Tour de France performances? Were the suspicions about him unfair? Madouas didn’t like the question and spent time considering his answer. “I think what Lance Armstrong has done, coming back from cancer, has been a fantastic thing. I would not have had the courage to get back on the bike after an illness like that. To come back and win the Tour is something else. Whatever way he has done it, it is a fantastic thing.”

And that was as far as Madouas wished to go.

He is, of course, right. Armstrong’s recovery from the most virulent form of testicular cancer has been inspirational. Without reservation, we can celebrate that.
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Poison in the heart of sport

[By David Walsh and John Follain, January 9, 2000]


This was East Germany revisited except that in the way of capitalism, the government was not involved and the rewards were greater.



On a freezing morning late last month, a state security van pulled up outside the Bologna office of the prosecutor Giovanni Spinosa. Boxes of files were carried from inside, loaded into the waiting vehicle and soon the van was making its way south towards the Rome headquarters of the Italian Olympic Association (CONI). It was the beginning of a journey that will in time end at the heart of the negligence and corruption that has poisoned Italian and international sport.

Spinosa’s investigation concerned doping in sport, the trafficking and administration of drugs dangerous to health. Sports doctor Michele Ferrari and pharmacist Massimo Guandalini are accused of having been involved in a criminal conspiracy and Spinosa has recommended that they be sent to trial.

While on one of his afternoon runs last week, Francesco Conconi would have thought about his former colleague Michele Ferrari. Ten years ago Conconi was a world leader in sports science, Ferrari was his protege. Now Ferrari faces criminal charges, and a separate investigation into Conconi will be concluded by June.

The investigations are two of seven doping-related probes taking place in Italy. Each seeks to discover the extent of the problem in Italian sport but the implications go beyond this country’s boundaries. Athletes from different walks of international sport will track the inquiries because many of them are listed in the files of Conconi, Ferrari and other doctors under official scrutiny.

World-class footballers such as Didier Deschamps, Zinedine Zidane and Alessandro Del Piero will be interested to know the outcome of Raffaele Guarianello’s probe in Turin, because part of his brief is to examine Juventus FC and the possibility that doping existed at the club. Last year’s Tour de France winner Lance Armstrong will have seen that his most able teammate, Kevin Livingston, was listed by the Bologna prosecutor as one of the athletes who dealt with Michele Ferrari.

It will become clear that doping in sport depends upon the incompetence and, in many cases, the complicity of sport’s doctors, officials and organisations. Prosecutor Pierguido Soprani’s investigation into Conconi will show that while the professor and his doctors were blood-doping from the university in Ferrara, they were being funded by CONI and by the International Olympic Committee. Many of those currently being investigated would, not so long ago, have been regarded as pillars of Italian sport.

For much of the time that Conconi blood-doped athletes, the practice did not break sport’s rules. But the manipulation of an athlete’s blood to articificially create greater oxygen-carrying capacity has always been considered unethical, unsafe and unfair.

Over the 18 years of blood-doping, the cheating involved athletes from many Olympic sports. Officials knew it was happening and in some cases encouraged athletes to become part of it. This was East Germany revisited except that in the way of capitalism, the government was not involved and the rewards were greater. The ghost of systematic doping had returned to haunt sport.

When that van pulled up outside the offices of the Italian Olympic Association in Rome, the prosecutor was offering CONI the opportunity to launch its own inquiry. Few inside would have relished the prospect.

♦

In May, 1996, Italian police became aware of a pharmacy in Tuscany selling large quantities of the blood-boosting drug erythropoietin (EPO) to professional cyclists. Later that month the Tour of Italy began in Greece and spent three days there before crossing the Adriatic and restarting from the Italian port of Brindisi. Secretly, the Carabinieri planned to be in Brindisi and expected their swoop to turn up large quantities of banned drugs. They telephoned CONI, checked the arrival time of the ferry into Brindisi and then began the long trek south. Two investigators travelled in one car; the driver and a colleague who read La Gazzetta dello Sport in the passenger’s seat.

“Here we were,” recalled the second investigator last week, “going to the south to make a raid on the Giro d’Italia. I am reading La Gazzetta and I come across a tiny story. It says ‘the police are planning a surprise visit to the race in Brindisi where they will check the team cars for drugs’. I struck the dashboard with my fist. I was angry, angry, angry. How did they know? Why was it printed in the newspaper? It made us more determined. We swore that from then on we would never let go. We would be like a dog that has its enemy by the ankle.”

Informed that the Carabinieri would be in Brindisi, cycling teams took evasive action. Some team officials opted to return to Italy by road, driving from Greece, through Albania, Montenegro and Croatia, before returning to the race via northern Italy.

Others dumped their stock of drugs during the ferry crossing to Brindisi. Vanquished, the Carabinieri returned to their bases and over the following weeks colleagues ribbed them about reports of enormously big fish, with limitless stamina, swimming the Adriatic sea.

The trawl for the big fish of the doping world had only just begun. After the Brindisi humiliation, the Carabinieri decided all professional cycling teams were suspect. They looked closely at the teams and the riders and discovered many used doctors who had been trained and had their base at the University of Ferrara, run by the most famous sports doctor of all, Conconi. In a short time they had enough information to investigate the professor. Other probes would follow.

Professor Conconi first revealed his interest in blood-doping in 1981, although he preferred to call it ‘blood transfusion’. Conconi had seen the blood-doped Lasse Viren win the 5,000m and 10,000m gold medals at the Munich Olympics in 1972 and again at Montreal in 1976. He believed he could improve upon the methods of Finnish doctors. Even though it was widely known Viren had cheated, the IOC did not ban blood-doping until 1986.

Its refusal to act was an invitation to Conconi. He met with officials of CONI and convinced them blood-doping would be good for the country’s athletes. CONI agreed not only to go with the blood-doping programme but to fund it. CONI also used its influence with the various sports federations to encourage co-operation with Conconi.

The proposal was presented in the guise of science: each athlete would undertake the so-called ‘Conconi test’ to determine his or her potential and would then take part in a programme of blood transfusions. Conconi talked confidently of the benefits of his methods; a 10,000m runner, he claimed, would improve by 30-40 seconds, a 5,000m runner by 15-20 seconds, a 1500m runner by three to five seconds. Many Italian and international athletes worked with Conconi: cyclists and runners, skiers and canoeists, basketball players and biathletes.

Not all surrendered to the promise of improved performance. Stefano Mao, the outstanding long-distance runner of the late Eighties, consistently refused to work with Conconi. So, too, did the miler Claudio Patrignani, who visited the professor in early 1984. “He invited me to the University of Ferrara and when we met he proposed blood transfusion. I said no, I was the son of very simple people, my father was a refuse collector. I wanted to be able to look at myself in the mirror.”

From 1981-86, Conconi blood-doped with the co-operation of CONI and the tacit approval of the IOC, who did not ban the unethical and dangerous practice. Conconi was, in fact, very much part of the sporting establishment, a member of the medical committee of CONI and also on a medical research committee of the IOC.

In 1986 the Italian government made it unlawful to blood-dope and soon afterwards the IOC added the practice to its list of banned products. Three years later EPO made its way onto sport’s illicit drug market and was quickly banned. The game, as we had known it, would never be the same. EPO achieved the same results as the old-fashioned blood-doping but was easier, quicker and more powerful.

Conconi and his team of doctors at the University of Ferrara remained in the front line of elite sport. As well as Conconi himself, Michele Ferrari, Ilario Casoni, Luigi Cecchini and Giovanni Grazzi were lauded for their abilities as sports trainers. They were key players, the men who got their athletes going faster and then kept them going. All five doctors are now official suspects in the Ferrara investigation.

Remarkably, Conconi stayed above suspicion for almost 15 years. But then he was wonderfully connected. On his training rides, he was accompanied by the current president of the European Commission, Romano Prodi. Asked what he spent his time doing at the University of Ferrara, Conconi said he was in the process of finding a test that would rid sport of the EPO scourge. In 1994 he applied to CONI for funding to continue his search for an EPO test and, when turned down, he sought and received financial backing from the IOC. Dr Patrick Schamasch, the head of the IOC’s medical commission, has said Conconi was given $60,000 in 1996 and the same amount last year.

That search for a test to detect EPO is an important element in the case against Conconi. At the 1993 Winter Olympics in Lillehammer, he gave a talk to the IOC which detailed his attempts to find ways of identifying EPO use. In the same year Conconi and his team at Ferrara had a paper on the same subject published in the International Journal of Sports Medicine.

Both the talk and paper were based on an experiment that, according to Conconi, was carried out on 23 amateur athletes who, with their written consent, had been treated with EPO. Conconi’s conclusion was that although he was making progress, he had not come up with a definitive test for EPO. Four years later Bologna police raided the University of Ferrara and, as part of their investigation, seized Conconi files.

By matching the results quoted in Conconi’s 1993 study with results found in the files taken from his computer, the authorities discovered the 23 amateurs did not exist. They were in fact 23 professional athletes who were competing at the highest level of their sport while their blood tests were used in Conconi’s experiment. Conconi’s 23 included six cyclists from the Carrera team, one of whom was the former world champion and Tour de France winner Stephen Roche. The Irishman stressed he worked with his team doctor, Grazzi, and only once met Conconi. Roche also insists he was not aware of being involved in any experiment and says he merely did blood tests which Grazzi passed onto the University of Ferrara for analysis.

On one page of the Conconi file the 23 are listed, with the Carrera riders each being given a number of fictitious names. A source close to the investigation claims that the false names were probably created to disguise the frequency with which the Carrera riders were being blood-tested. This source also claimed he had seen haematocrit readings (percentage of red cells to volume of blood) of 49.6 and 50.2 for Roche in the Conconi files. Readings of 50 or greater are deemed to indicate but not prove EPO use. Roche claims his haematocrit never exceeded 46-47%.

Documents in the possession of The Sunday Times show that in Conconi’s files there are a number of listings for Roche in a column indicating he was being treated with EPO.

Conconi’s test sought to highlight the rate of erythropoiesis, which is stimulated by EPO, in the blood. The results are indicated by what he describes as a transferrin receptor concentration. According to the Conconi study, an untreated athlete (one without EPO) could not have a concentration higher than 3.1. The report concludes that ‘the increased concentration of transferrin receptor could be employed as an indirect indicator of EPO misuse in Sports’.

The results he and his doctors keyed into their secret files after analysis of blood tests on Roche and other athletes are damning. They show Roche with the fifth highest concentration of the 23 who were tested. Tests carried out on June 3 and June 14 of 1993 (and revealed in the files under the bogus names of ‘Rocchi’ and ‘Roncati’ respectively) both show readings of 5.5. The highest level is the 6.5 recorded under the name of a cyclists called ‘Chiari’ and ‘Chierici’, in reality Claudio Chiappucci and Mario Chiesa. Both are former teammates of Roche in the Carrera squad and have denied involvement in the Conconi experiment.

Roche also continues to deny any involvement in doping. He said yesterday that he had not known about the assumed names until recently, and he had telephoned his former team doctor, Giovanni Grazzi, for an explanation.

“Grazzi has told me it wasn’t that unusual for cod-names to be used for high profile athletes. I am learning about this situation from journalists. I don’t where it is all going but I wonder if I should be talking to my solictors and trying to find out exactly what is happening. I can’t understand why this is in the files. I would love to be able to get Conconi to stand up and say that I took EPO because I know I didn’t. I was never part of any study, I gave no consent for anything like that.”

Roche says he underestimated the amount of doping that was in the sport. “I look back on it now and I think I must have a great rider, to have beaten so many guys who were using stuff. Maybe if I had taken the stuff, I would have won five Tours de France.”

The IOC, meanwhile, is still expecting Conconi to report to them on his progress next month. “We have heard nothing for five months, which is normal,” said Schamasch. “We will pay him on receipt of the report.”

♦

As the investigators burrow deep into the sub-culture of doping, Professor Sandro Donati is satisfied that at last sport’s sickness is being seriously treated in his country. He works for the Italian Olympic Association and for much of the last 18 years his has been a lone voice of opposition against blood-doping. At the time Conconi first proposed his blood transfusions, Donati was coach to Italy’s 800m and 1500m runners. He advised his athletes to stay away from the University of Ferrara and most of them did. “There are not bad athletes and good athletes,” he says, “there are doctors and officials and coaches who influence athletes to go one way or another.”

Donati reminded his athletes about Kaarlo Maaninka, the Finnish distance runner who won the bronze in the 5000m at the Moscow Olympics. After returning home Maaninka admitted he had blood-doped and felt shame about the medal he had won. He offered to return his medal but as there was no IOC law forbidding blood-doping, the offer was not taken up.

Because of his opposition to his country’s systematic blood-doping, Donati was marginalised within his own organisation. Although he had proven himself as both a good and an ethical coach at the highest levels, he was moved to children’s coaching in the late 1980s and from there onto the underfunded scientific research department of CONI . But Donati refused to give up. In 1994 he moved quietly through the world of professional cycling. He interviewed doctors, riders and team managers and by guaranteeing them anonymity, persuaded them to speak honestly about doping within their sport. Donati’s report was a shocking account of the extent of doping in cycling.

“What should I do with this?” asked the then president of CONI, Mario Pescante, when Donati presented him with his report. “Bring it to the magistrate,” replied Donati. Pescante now says he read the report but thought it too general and put it on a shelf. The report that later would become known as the ‘Donati dossier’ lay on CONI shelves for over two years. In the list of 13 suspects into the Conconi investigation, Mario Pescante’s name appears first.

Donati hopes the investigators and the magistrates will do a good job for Italian sport but insists the problems of his country are the problems of international sport. “Ultimately,” he says, “things cannot change just because of police investigations in Italy. They will only change because sports people want them to change.”
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Puzzling silence of an inspirational fighter

[By David Walsh, June 11, 2000]


The exploration of his fear, his defiance and his occasional despair is an absorbing journey.



Occasionally you come across something that gets your attention and locks it in a vice-grip. Lance Armstrong’s recently published book, It’s Not About The Bike – My Journey Back to Life, does it. It is an extraordinary story of a cancer survivor and, as the title suggests, it hasn’t that much to do with Armstrong’s prowess as a cyclist. The final third of the book deals with the Texan’s win in last year’s Tour de France but the climax of the story came long before that.

The life and times of Lance Armstrong are the stuff of heroism. Linda Mooneyham was 17 when she gave birth to Lance, but soon split from her husband. Linda and Lance grew up in a Dallas suburb, as much soul-mates as mother and son. Linda was a worker and a fighter, qualities she passed on to her son.

Life was hard at first but wherever she worked, Linda got on. Lance was a tough kid, a natural athlete with tremendous endurance. By the time he was 15, he was looking to make money in triathlons and within a year, he was doing that. As soon as he realised he could make it as a professional, cycling became his sport. Wherever Lance went, he travelled with his eyes wide open.

He rode the Tour de France in 1993 and fulfilled an ambition when winning one leg of the three-week race. His victory on the 114-mile leg to Verdun was staggeringly assertive and, at 21, he became the youngest ever winner of a Tour stage. As well as raw strength and endurance, Armstrong was plucky. He didn’t wait for his chance to come on the sharp hill before the descent to Verdun that day, he created it.

The kid genuinely had something. Later that year he won the world championships at Oslo, going again where no 21-year-old had gone before. The extraordinary promise of that first year was not fully realised over the following three seasons. Armstrong rode well in the one-day classics and established himself as one of the best in that metier but he did not win as often, nor as big, as was expected.

In September 1996, Armstrong discovered he had cancer. Testicular cancer, lung cancer, lesions on his brain that required surgery and doctors who lied that he had more than a 50/50 chance of surviving. Armstrong’s reaction to the diagnosis, his decisions on the treatment that best suited him and his fight against the illness are magnificently told.

He tells of the conversation which followed the news that he would need brain surgery: “I was tired, and in a state of disbelief. It made me blunt. ‘You’ll have to convince me you know what you’re doing’, I said to Scott Shapiro, the surgeon.

“‘Look, I’ve done a large number of these’, Shapiro said. ‘I’ve never had anyone die, and I’ve never made anyone worse’.

“‘Yeah, but why should you be the person who operates on my head?’”

“‘Because as good as you are at cycling, I’m a lot better at brain surgery’.”

The clarity of the insight enriches the book. Informed of his illness, Armstrong buys all the cancer books, reads them and begins to fully understand the mental and physical condition that he is going through. The exploration of his fear, his defiance and his occasional despair is an absorbing journey.

Always, there is the feeling of Armstrong’s senses being sharpened by the fear of death. Worried he wouldn’t survive himself, Armstrong’s concern for other cancer sufferers grew and would lead to him setting up the Lance Armstrong Foundation which in a short time has achieved much in the fight against cancer. Armstrong’s successful fight against his illness is inspirational. The cancer community has a brave and extremely tenacious advocate.

There is, however, one bit I don’t get. Where was the intelligent and the sympathetic Armstrong during last year’s Tour de France? Armstrong’s victory in the race came 12 months after the Tour was exposed as a drug-riddled circus. The dullest rider in the race knew there would be lots of suspicion and endless questioning. As race leader for most of the Tour, many of the questions were directed at Armstrong. Most of his answers would have made the dullest guy look clever.

He resented the questions and offered thoughtless and overly defensive answers to honest questions. Many of his answers made you wonder what he stood for. Armstrong talked ludicrously of cycling’s problems being in the past and was brutally dismissive of fellow rider Christophe Bassons’ opinion that doping remained a problem. Bassons may have been slightly naive in the way he expressed his views but in a sport poisoned by doping, two things were clear: he was clean and he was utterly opposed to doping. The Armstrong of It’s Not About The Bike would not have ridiculed Bassons.

But he seemed a different man during that Tour. At one press conference, Armstrong said he believed his most dangerous rival in the race, Alex Zulle, was clean. Almost a year before, Zulle had admitted using EPO. So then, a journalist asked Armstrong, did he not think Zulle should speak out against doping and was he not perfectly positioned to do so? Armstrong sidestepped by saying he hadn’t spoken to Zulle and, ultimately, it was up to the Swiss rider. Damn it, Lance, why couldn’t Zulle say: “I took it last year, I was wrong and I am riding better without it this year?”

Alas, the yellow-jerseyed Lance was not the stricken and admirable cancer patient.
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Pharmacy on wheels becomes a sick joke

[By David Walsh, August 13, 2000]


Is it not astonishing that around 50% of the Tour’s peloton should need prescription drugs to compete?



About this time last year, readers of The Sunday Times wrote passionately about our coverage of Lance Armstrong’s sensational win in the Tour de France. As the one who had reported on the Tour, the letters were addressed to me. There were 45 letters. One was complimentary.

When Armstrong came down the Champs Élysées in 1999, I did not feel moved to applaud. That offended people. We had witnessed the fastest Tour in history and it had come 12 months after French police and Customs had shown the pervasive nature of doping in professional cycling. How could we believe that drugs were gone when everybody was riding faster?

Jean Marie Leblanc, the Tour organiser, had billed the 1999 race as the Tour of Renewal, but as the peloton whizzed from town to town in record time, he said it would be better to call the race the Tour of Transition. It wasn’t just the record speed: it was clear the peloton raced at two speeds – the teams who had genuinely reformed could not keep up with those who hadn’t.

It was obvious, too, that the mentality of the peloton hadn’t changed. Christophe Bassons, an admirable young French rider, spoke honestly about the doping problem and enraged his fellow professionals. He found a horse’s head in his bed and soon left the race. You could not watch all of this and pretend that the Tour had returned to health. Mine was, of course, a minority view.

I have kept the letters. They are my guardian angel, forever protecting me from arrogance. Every so often I flick through them and feel again the surge of humility. The favourite is one from Keith Miller. It was an eloquent testimony to his faith.


“I believe his [Armstrong’s] victory was amazing, a triumph in sport and life.

“I believe he sets a good example for all of us.

“I believe in sport, in life, and in humanity.”



But it was Keith’s closing thought that remains most vivid:


“Sometimes we refuse to believe for whatever reason.

“Sometimes people get a cancer of the spirit.

“And maybe that says a lot about them.”



I went back to France this year wondering whether anything had changed. Fundamentally, it hadn’t. The riders gave the old equivocal and evasive answers when asked about doping; Jean Marie Leblanc tailored his replies to reassure sponsors; and when asked what the average haematocrit for the riders was, the Union Cycliste International (UCI) medical inspector, Martin Bruin, smiled and said: “I can’t tell you that.”

For the general reader, the average haematocrit is 43 to 45%; it should be lower for endurance athletes. High haematocrit levels indicate EPO use and cycling’s authorities use a 50% cut-off point. Exceed that and you are out of the race. This gives riders a significant margin to play with. Because they now do blood tests, the UCI know from their haematocrit readings whether cyclists are using EPO. If they told us the average haematocrit for the peloton, we too would know.

Tired of the endless pursuit, most of the decent journalists on the Tour have stopped asking questions. And as the coast was clear, the UCI came sailing in to announce proudly that all 96 drug tests on this year’s Tour were negative. The Tour of Renewal had become the Tour of Authenticity. On Tuesday last, the Council for the Prevention of Doping in France (CPLD) offered a different take on the same tests.

The council is funded by the French government and is independent of all sports organisations. It sent the same 96 urine samples to the national laboratory at Chatenay-Malabray and found 45% of the samples contained ‘doping products’. Twenty-eight were positive for corticosteroids (also called corticoids), 10 were positive for the asthma drugs salbutamol and terbutaline and a further five were positive for both.

Within the sport, few were surprised. The UCI and the Tour organisation said the presence of banned substances did not necessarily mean doping. It turns out that all but two of the riders involved in the positive cases had medical certificates allowing them to use corticoids and⁄or asthma drugs. It is worth being precise about the figures: 43 positives from 96 samples provided by 71 riders. Lance Armstrong, as Tour leader, would have been tested 12 or 13 times and the American has said he does not have a medical certificate allowing him to use any drug.

So what we’re left with is 43 positives from something like 83 or 84 samples, but in the vast majority of cases the riders have medical certs. L’Equipe called it ‘Doping On Prescription’. France Soir called it ‘The Tour of the Hypochondriac’.

And is it not astonishing that around 50% of the Tour’s peloton should need prescription drugs to compete?

The conclusion doesn’t change. Doping is destroying cycling and many other sports. It is pervasive and it is sanctioned by sports bodies and event organisers. Last week, the CPLD in France showed us what can be achieved when there is a will.

Is there anybody else out there who gives a damn? Who cares that today’s champions are hypochondriacs and that tomorrow’s will come directly from the laboratories, injected with alien but powerful genes?
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When the lying had to stop

[By David Walsh, October 29, 2000]


We may not be convinced that Armstrong dopes, but as the champion professional cyclist, we cannot be sure that he doesn’t.



On Friday, Antoine Vayer arrived at his home in northwest France. It had been a long day at the cycling doping trial in Lille and a tough drive home, but he felt not a hint of weariness. The day, in fact the whole week in court, had rejuvenated him. He now knew that the battle against doping wasn’t as hopeless as everyone had presumed. “This trial,” he said, “has been the best thing to have happened to cycling.”

When Friday’s court session ended, Vayer stood not far from Richard Virenque. Once a sporting icon in France, Virenque is now a disgraced drug cheat. For so long they had been on opposite sides of sport’s battle line: Vayer, a coach and trainer, fought for clean sport; Virenque, a talented rider, felt compelled to cheat. They were once part of the same Festina team, but not on speaking terms.

That’s what happens in the world of doping – those who cheat distrust those who don’t. Virenque and most of his teammates ridiculed Vayer and his scientific training methods. A good doctor, they knew, would beat a nutty professor any day. Within the powerful Festina team Virenque was the star. Vayer was a nuisance.

But then Virenque, Festina and professional cycling got caught. Four hundred phials of drugs were found in a team car bound for the Tour de France. More than two years have passed since French Customs made the discovery, and in that time a number of Festina riders served short suspensions before quickly returning to competition. The Tour de France organisers spoke earnestly of the need for renewal, but, fundamentally, nothing changed.

Virenque swore that he had not knowingly used drugs, and for two years he lied shamelessly. At the 1999 Tour de France he was acclaimed wherever the race went; it was as though the purge of the previous year had been futile. Virenque, his fellow riders, the sport’s governing bodies and its public would not address the truth. Vayer was considered a marginal figure, obsessed with doping.

Virenque turned up at the trial last week determined to stick to his story. On Monday he testified under oath that he had never knowingly used banned substances. Some time between Monday afternoon and Tuesday morning Judge Daniel Delegove convinced him the lying could not go on. And on Tuesday morning Virenque agreed. As soon as he did, a dam broke and the truth poured through.

His friend Pascal Herve also admitted being part of Festina’s systematic doping programme and said he would have admitted it earlier if it had not been for the fact that ‘just us nine idiots were caught’. Other testimonies were similarly revealing. Laurent Brochard told how he had become cycling world champion in 1997 but had subsequently tested positive. According to Brochard, an official with the sport’s world governing body, the Union Cycliste Internationale, told his team manager that a forged medical certificate would get him off.

Frenchman Thomas Davy, who rode in the same team as five-time Tour de France winner Miguel Indurain in the mid-Nineties, testified about his experiences in the sport.

“At Banesto there was systematic doping, under medical supervision,” he said. “Did everyone in the team use drugs?” asked the judge, curious about Indurain’s stance. “I don’t know. I didn’t go round all the rooms, but I think so,” said Davy.

On Tuesday, Vayer testified for the first time. He made sure the trial would not pass without a consideration of the Tour’s latest champion, American Lance Armstrong. “Armstrong rides at 54kph (30mph),” Vayer said. “I find it scandalous. It’s nonsense. Indirectly it proves he is doping.”

This was the key statement. Vayer had considered it carefully beforehand. His training is in physiology and he claims that scientific tests can accurately establish the capacity of the human body; that is, the capacity of a clean athlete. “What is being achieved in professional cycling these days is a joke. It is way beyond man’s natural capacity,” he added.

Paul Kimmage, who rode in the peloton from 1986-89 and wrote a definitive book on doping in professional cycling, shares Vayer’s view: “The cycling that I watch now in the Tour de France bears no relation to the sport I competed in. The speed at which they now race up mountains makes a joke of the sport.”

On Friday, Vayer returned to the witness stand and to the same theme. He spoke of a rider tackling the steep 13km climb to the Pyrenean ski station at Hautacam in this year’s Tour: “He’s goes quick at the beginning, then faster, and faster again all the way to the top. It is just not possible to do it like that.” It was Armstrong who dominated the Hautacam ascent this year, and his power amazed seasoned Tour observers.

Judge Delegove asked a medical expert if Vayer’s analysis made sense. The doctor said it made complete sense. Then Vayer detailed the health risks involved in the abuse of banned substances, making the point that many of today’s riders would suffer in the future. And so when Vayer left the court on Friday evening he felt that finally he was getting his message through. Before setting out for home he asked if he could be excused from attending this week’s continuation of the trial, as he had no wish to hear cycling officials defend what he sees as indefensible. The judge agreed.

Outside the courtroom, Virenque spoke to reporters, and Vayer slowed down to hear what he was saying. “I am a bit afraid,” the rider said, referring to the testimony of Vayer and the doctor on the likelihood of health problems for those who took drugs. “I don’t want to think about the bike now, I just want to go home and see my family. Most of all I want to see them grow up.”

Richard Virenque, the incomparable mountain climber and untouchable drug cheat, was no more. Torn from his pedestal, he was more to be pitied than laughed at. This was Virenque diminished…and yet somehow redeemed. Vayer felt that at last they were almost on the same side.

♦

With so much evidence of doping in professional cycling, it is natural to wonder why the latest revelations are important. But it does matter that the last of the Festina cheats admitted their wrongdoing publicly and are disgraced in the eyes of those who love sport.

The significance of what happened in Lille, however, goes beyond the shaming of Virenque and his friends. By their testimonies, Virenque, Herve, Brochard, Davy and Erwin Mentheor implicated most riders in the peloton, especially those who compete at the highest level.

“Even though I doped, I did not have an advantage over my rivals,” said Virenque in a deliberate reference to the ways of the peloton.

Just as important was the courage shown by Vayer. Many coaches and trainers look at achievements in their sport and privately say that they could not be achieved without doping.

There is much whispering about the staggering number of exceptional men’s marathon times over the past two years, but nobody publicly questions them. Vayer has now drawn a line and insisted that as a sports scientist he doesn’t accept that a clean cyclist can do 54kph in a Tour de France time trial, as the dual Olympian Armstrong did.

The 29-year-old American refuses to respond to the accusation, but he cannot miss its implications. We may not be convinced that he dopes, but as the champion professional cyclist, we cannot be sure that he doesn’t.

♦

While Delegove was extracting the truth from cyclists in France, the wheels of justice were turning against dopers in Italy. After an investigation that has lasted more than two years, prosecutor Pierguido Soprani delivered his report on systematic, state-funded doping. His report, which runs to more than 20,000 pages, recommends that Professor Francesco Conconi and seven others be sent for trial.

Conconi, a former member of the International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) medical commission, is accused of criminal association, sporting fraud, administration of medicines in a dangerous way and professional malpractice. This case will be bigger than the Lille trial, and will implicate the Italian Olympic Committee (CONI) and the IOC in blood doping.

In his report to the Italian chief magistrate, Soprani has written about two past presidents of CONI, Franco Carraro and Arigo Gattai. “There is evidence,” he wrote, “of a special contract between Professor Conconi and CONI.” The prosecutor alleges that the agreement was to provide blood doping for Italian athletes.

Soprani also accuses Carraro and Gattai of indifference to the health of athletes during their terms of office with CONI: “Under Italian law I cannot ask for Carraro and Gattai to be prosecuted, but it is clear they did some bad things.” The two officials escape prosecution because they had to be charged within five years of committing the alleged offences.

Carraro is now president of the Italian Football Association and is on the IOC executive committee.

Soprani’s case will deal in detail with Conconi’s work at the University of Ferrara and the blood-doping programme that he ran. Its significance lies in the fact that while doping athletes, Conconi was funded by CONI and the IOC.

He and Belgium’s Prince Alexandre de Merode, chairman of the IOC medical commission, have long been friends, and despite the two-year-long investigation into Conconi, the IOC refuses to denounce him.

The case against Conconi will also embarrass some of Europe’s top sportsmen and women of the Nineties. Many of the great cyclists worked with Conconi or his team of doctors, and one particular file will allegedly involve riders such as Gianni Bugno, Claudio Chiappucci, Stephen Roche and many others.

Canoeist Beniamino Bonomi, who won an Olympic gold medal in Sydney, is another name believed to be on the Conconi files, and Soprani’s case will seek to prove that many others availed themselves of the professor’s expertise.

If there is a bottom line from the judicial investigations in France and Italy, it is that sport’s governing bodies have been guilty of the great doping conspiracy. In some cases they have funded the cheating and abetted the cheater. But it is not just the athletes, organisers and administrators; journalists too have turned a blind eye, or even worse, to a problem they know about.

Yesterday’s Corriere della Sera newspaper in Italy carried a story which claimed that Soprani knew who tipped off the cycling fraternity about a policeraid on the Giro d’Italia in 1996. According to the prosecutor, it was the Italian sports newspaper Gazzetta della Sport.
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Saddled with suspicion

[By David Walsh, July 8, 2001]


I have come to discuss one subject: doping.



He earns $8m a year. Endorsements run to another $5m. He once held a press conference in New York and the billionaire Donald Trump turned up to hear him speak. Nowadays, he charges twice as much as former president Bill Clinton for speaking engagements and when not recounting history, he is creating it. Lance Armstrong is his name. He is the world’s best cyclist.

Yesterday, he launched his bike from a ramp in Dunkirk and set out on the Tour de France. He is favourite to win for the third consecutive time and become only the fifth cyclist to do so. It is not solely success that draws us to Armstrong but also what his achievements symbolise. Less than five years ago he was stricken with testicular cancer that spread to his lungs and brain.

Surgeons suggested he might not live but they didn’t know their patient. Armstrong has been to hell and back. First to good health, then to the famed yellow jersey. His spirit and good drugs enabled him to make the first part of the journey. But for two years there has been endless speculation about Armstrong, his remarkable recovery and his relationship with drugs, not just those taken to kill the cancer but also those taken by cyclists to help them compete.

Doping is a way of life in professional cycling. It is as old as the sport itself. Police raids on the 1998 Tour de France and on this year’s Tour of Italy exposed the enormity of the deception that is widespread. In this game, Mr Clean competes against the majority and against the odds. Can a clean rider beat those on drugs?

The search for an answer began in Indianapolis six months ago. It is a Sunday afternoon and the Starbucks café is almost empty. Greg Strock, five months before graduating from medical school, tells of his short career as an elite cyclist. He was 17-going-on-18; the coaching staff at USA Cycling told him that not since the great Greg LeMond had anybody performed better in physiological tests. But it ended before it began. Strock claims he was told injections were necessary. Within a year, he became ill and though he would return to competition, he never regained his former strength.

Ten years have passed. The memory angers him. It takes time, he says, to appreciate fully what has happened. Strock is suing USA Cycling and his former coach, Rene Wenzel. Erich Kaiter, his teammate on the US junior team in 1990, corroborates Strock’s story of systematic doping. He, too, is suing USA Cycling. In the national programme, Strock and Kaiter were one year behind Armstrong.

From a coffee shop in Indianapolis to a San Francisco restaurant where Dr Prentice Steffen tells his story. He had been team doctor with the US Postal team in 1996; the year before Armstrong joined. Towards the end of that season, US Postal informed Steffen they would no longer need him. Steffen believes it was because he refused to help with any kind of drugs.

From a doctor in San Francisco to a former professional on another continent. This is a man who rode with Armstrong for four years at Motorola. The team, Armstrong believes, was ‘white as snow’. That is not what his one-time teammate says. This rider tells of a decision by certain members of the Motorola squad to use the blood-boosting drug erythropoietin (EPO) during the 1995 season: “The contract with our main sponsor was up for renewal and we needed results. It was as simple as that.”

Nothing is so simple for the carabinieri of the Florence-based NAS team who enforce Italy’s food and drug laws. Here in the basement of their old police quarters in the city, the cardboard boxes are stacked 10-feet high, each packed with files seized from doctors alleged to have been doping their athlete-patients. The files seized from Michele Ferrari, one of the doctors being investigated, show that Kevin Livingston was one of those treated by Ferrari. During the Tour de France of 1999 and 2000, Livingston was Armstrong’s most able equipier, a man he described as his closest friend. Ferrari also kept an Armstrong file, one that indicated a role in the rider’s training. Asked whether he had ever visited Ferrari, Armstrong replied: “Perhaps.”

From one doping investigation in Italy to another in Paris where Hugues Huet, a journalist with the state-run television organisation France 3, tells of how, during last year’s Tour de France, he tailed an unmarked US Postal car and eventually filmed the driver and his companion disposing of five plastic bags in a bin many miles from their team hotel. The rubbish contained 160 syringe wrappers, bloodied compresses and discarded packaging that indicated use of the blood-boosting product, Actovegin. That led to a nine-month French investigation into the US Postal team, which will conclude later this month. So many questions.

Then, out of the blue the phone rang. It was Armstrong. He had heard things, he wanted to talk. Any time, any place. The interview was arranged for two days later at Hotel La Fauvelaie, near the village of St Sylvain d’Anjou in eastern France.

♦

Eight years have passed since our last meeting. Back then, Armstrong was an ambitious 21-year-old setting out on his first Tour de France. The years have changed him. His body is harder now, the eyes more wary. There is a sense that come-what-may, he will overcome. He stretches out his hand, matter-of-factly. He is aware of your suspicions; he wants to restate his case.

“Do you mind,” he says, “if Bill sits in?” (Bill is Bill Stapleton, his agent and lawyer.)

“I would prefer it to be one-to-one, but your choice.”

“Yeah, I’d like Bill present.”

“I have come to discuss one subject: doping.”

“Okay,” he says.

The first part of the interview is a gentle journey through his career. In late 1992, he joined Motorola and the professional peloton.

You must have been aware by then that doping was part of the culture?

“I don’t know the answer to that because Motorola was white as snow and I was there all the way through to 1996.”

What of the Fleche Wallonne classic in 1994 when three members of the same Italian team Gewiss-Ballon broke away and finished first, second and third? He had been strong that day but couldn’t live with the Italians. It was unusual for three riders from the same team to break clear in a classic and suspicions were aroused when, a few days later, the Gewiss team doctor, one Michele Ferrari, claimed EPO ‘was no more harmful than five litres of orange juice’. Was Armstrong surprised by Ferrari’s approval of EPO? He says he doesn’t remember his reaction. Surely he wondered what EPO was? “EPO wasn’t an issue for us. Jim Ochowitz (Motorola team manager) ran a clean programme.”

Armstrong’s recovery from cancer came at a time when the sickness in his sport was, at last, properly diagnosed. On his way to the 1998 Tour de France, Willy Voet, a soigneur with the Festina team, was stopped by French customs officials. His car contained 234 doses of EPO and a cargo of other banned substances. Armstrong says he was astonished: “It was unbelievable, the contents of the car.”

When he returned to competition in 1998, it was with US Postal. Armstrong says Postal’s programme was clean. He insists he won the Tour de France in 1999 and 2000 without doping. Others may have doped; he can’t speak for them. Other teams may have used drugs; the authorities must police them. Armstrong speaks for himself. He has won without drugs. He is, and always has been, clean.

♦

We now move on to discuss specific incidents in more detail. Armstrong rode for the US amateur cycling team in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Chris Carmichael was then a US coach and he soon became Armstrong’s coach. Twelve years later, Carmichael remains the rider’s coach. “He is my main advisor, I talk to him all the time.” Carmichael has been implicated in the case taken by Strock against USA Cycling. In his formal submission, Strock describes being taken by his coach, Rene Wenzel, to see another US coach during a race at Spokane in Washington in 1990. Strock tells how this second coach gave him an injection, but does not name him. In a formal answer to the Strock suit, Wenzel recalls the same Spokane encounter and says the other coach was Carmichael.

Asked why he did not name the coach at Spokane, Strock says he is not in a position to answer that question, and not in a position to say why he can’t. It is believed Carmichael has agreed an out-of-court settlement with Strock’s attorney. Carmichael says he cannot recollect the incident in Spokane and declined to comment when asked if he had settled out of court.

Armstrong knows of the case and understands the implications. Has your coach Chris Carmichael made any settlement with Greg Strock?

“Ask Greg or Chris,” says Armstrong.

Didn’t Chris explain whether he did or didn’t?

“No.”

Didn’t you ask him?

“As far as I am concerned, it was a case between Greg and his coach, Rene Wenzel.”

What if Carmichael had made a settlement, would that not be a shock?

“Would I be shocked? I haven’t even thought about it.”

It wouldn’t look good, would it?

“Does it look good that Greg Strock just takes the money? Let’s flip it around. Is this about money or is this about principle?” We talk about the professional teams for whom Armstrong has ridden, Motorola and US Postal. He insists neither doped: “There are programmes in this sport and there are athletes that are clean.”

A former professional rider who was a contemporary of Armstrong’s at Motorola from 1992 to 1996 tells a different story. Now retired from the sport, this former professional agreed to speak on the basis that his name would not be used. Should it become necessary, though, he will come forward and stand up for his account of the Motorola years.

“The team results in 1994 were not impressive and ‘95 started off the same. We had access to the same training as other teams, the same equipment; we ate the same food, slept the same number of hours but, in races, we were not as competitive. The picture was becoming clear for the upcoming Tour de France: we were going to have to give in and join the EPO race.

“Lance was a key spokesperson when EPO was the topic. From the riders’ point of view, we felt the mounting pressure not only from within the team but also from what was being said and written about us as a team. No one starts out wanting to dope but you become a victim of the sport.” As well as believing Motorola was clean, Armstrong says he has proof that US Postal runs a clean programme. He points to the team’s three weeks of drug-free urine at last year’s Tour de France. To the suggestion that the Tour’s tests find only detectable drugs, he replies that there will always be ‘cynics and sceptics and zealots’.

We talk about Prentice Steffen, team doctor for US Postal in 1996, the year before Armstrong joined the team. Steffen had been with the team since 1993, when it was Subaru-Montgomery, and continued as team doctor in the first year of US Postal’s involvement. With Postal’s backing came the ambition to compete against Europe’s best. In 1996 they entered the Tour of Switzerland.

“We were wiped out,” said Steffen. “Two of my riders approached me saying they wanted to ‘talk about the medical programme’. It was said that as a team, we weren’t able to get to where we wanted to go with what I was doing for them. I said, ‘Well, right now I am doing everything I can.’ They might have come back with ‘more could be done’ and I said, ‘Yeah, I understand, but I am not going to be involved in that’.”

Steffen is sure he was being asked to help two riders to dope. After that informal discussion, relations cooled between the doctor and his riders. Four months later, a message was left on Steffen’s voicemail saying the team no longer needed him.

In November 1996, Steffen received a letter from firm Keesal, Young and Logan, attorneys for the US Postal team. The letter said his suspicions about his departure were incorrect but he would be held responsible for his comments if he made them public. Until now, Steffen has not spoken out in public. Armstrong says he is surprised by the doctor’s story. But is it not a serious accusation against the team? “If it’s so serious and so sincere, I would think I would have heard that [before now].”

♦

Our conversation turns to Kevin Livingston, Armstrong’s first lieutenant and close friend on the US Postal team during the Tour de France victories. Livingston has been listed as one of 60 riders treated by Ferrari, the Italian doctor awaiting trial on doping charges.

Ferrari is accused of treating riders with EPO, the drug that increases the blood’s oxygen-carrying red cells and enhances the rider’s endurance. For most humans, red cells account for 43% or 44% of the total blood volume, a measure known as the haematocrit level. To counter the abuse of EPO, the authorities now ban riders whose haematocrit exceeds 50%. The Sunday Times has seen pages from Livingston’s file at Ferrari’s office. The readings for his blood parameters are unusual. In December 1997 Livingston’s haematocrit is recorded at 41.2%. Seven months later, a few days before the start of the 1998 Tour de France, Livingston’s haematocrit is 49.9%. Such a variation in a seven-month period is uncommon.

Did you know Kevin was linked with the doping investigation?

“Yes.”

Did you talk with him about it?

“No.”

Never?

“No. You keep coming up with all these side stories. I can only comment on Lance Armstrong. I don’t speak for others.”

This was your best friend?

“But I don’t meddle in their business.”

So we speak of Lance Armstrong and Michele Ferrari. Did you ever visit Dr Ferrari?

“I did know Michele Ferrari.”

How did you get to know him?

“When you go to races, you see people. I know every team’s doctor. It’s a small community.”

Did you ever visit Ferrari?

“Have I been tested by him, gone there and consulted on certain things? Perhaps.”

Sources close to the investigation of Ferrari are more precise about Armstrong’s relationship with the doctor. They tell of a series of visits by the rider to Ferrari’s practice at Ferrara in northern Italy: two days in March 1999, three days in May 2000, two days in August 2000, one day in September 2000 and three days in late April/early May of this year. While he was in Ferrara, Armstrong stayed at the five-star Hotel Duchessa Isabella and at the four-star Hotel Annunziata.

Is Ferrari a good trainer?

“Regardless of what goes on,” he replies, “these guys that are under a lot of pressure, guys like Conconi, Cecchini, Ferrari; these Italian guys, they are fantastic minds, great trainers. They know about physiology.”

Francesco Conconi and Ferrari have been investigated on doping charges and the prosecuting judges have recommended that both be sent for trial. The case against Luigi Cecchini was dropped.

♦

We speak about the French investigation into the US Postal team. On last year’s Tour de France two staff members of the US Postal team were followed by journalists from the TV station, France 3. They were seen to carry rubbish bags from the team hotel and put them in an unmarked car. The journalists followed.

The chase lasted for five days. Thirty miles from Morzine, the US Postal employees dumped the bags in a bin by the side of the road. Tipped off about the discovery of the blood-boosting drug Actovegin in the medical waste, French police opened an investigation.

Seven months later, the inquiry has not been completed. Armstrong says that analyses of blood and urine samples provided by the team to the investigation are clean. The judge leading the inquiry, Sophie-Helene Château, says such a conclusion is premature.

Who were the team members who dumped that rubbish?

“One was a team doctor, the other was our chiropractor.”

Names?

“That’s not important.”

US Postal said it carried Actovegin to treat riders’ abrasions and to treat a staff member who suffers from diabetes. Who was the staff member?

“That is medical privacy,” says Armstrong.

For more than an hour and a half, we traded punches. At times he was generous and charming; at others confrontational. Wearied by my scepticism, he reached for the put-down: “There will always be sceptics, cynics and zealots.” But he knows it is not that simple. He knows, too, that for the next three weeks on the Tour de France, the questions will follow him.

Not having the answers won’t bother him. What matters is that his urine and his blood are clear.

Those who expect him to falter, either on the murderous road to Alpe d’Huez or under the weight of public scepticism, may be in for a long, long wait.
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Paradise lost on Tour

[By David Walsh, July 29, 2001]


If Lance is clean, it is the greatest comeback in the history of sport. If he isn’t, it would be the greatest fraud.



It is midday on Wednesday in a cyber bar not far from the Place Royale in the centre of the Pyrenean city of Pau. Nicolas Fouillout washes and cleans glasses and waits for his young clientele to come to have a beer, surf the internet and play computer games.

Two hours earlier, the Tour de France had left town. Down the Boulevard des Pyrenees, the departing ribbon of noise and colour had passed. A man in a white chef’s jacket raced from a restaurant and made music with a saucepan and wooden spoon. Riders saluted his enthusiasm; a young woman held her baby and then waved the infant’s left hand. Au revoir.

Towards the back of the peloton, Lance Armstrong chatted with the German rider Jens Voigt. The mountain passes have been crossed, the challengers seen off, and from here to Paris it would be a cruise to Armstrong’s third consecutive Tour de France. For a man who knows what it is like to wake up after brain surgery to remove cancerous lesions, this should have been a different kind of paradise. But for the past three weeks, and for many years before, the Tour has been Paradise Lost. What we see today is a stranger to the race of our youth. They ride the mountains as they once rode the flat; the speed and the stamina are a vision of the future we dare not imagine. The epic has become the enigma.

Armstrong’s difficult moments have been explaining his six-year working relationship with Michele Ferrari, a doctor who has long been suspected of doping. On Monday last week Armstrong defended his right to work with Ferrari, said he found him ‘an honest man’, ‘a clean man’, and insisted he had ‘never seen anything that would lead me to think otherwise’. Two days later, Filippo Simeoni’s story was published by the Italian edition of GQ magazine.

Simeoni, a middle-of-the-road Italian rider, worked with Ferrari from October 1996 to July 1997 and kept diaries that were seized by the carabinieri investigating Ferrari. Unable to refute the evidence of his diaries, Simeoni collaborated with the police. He claimed that Ferrari encouraged him to use the powerful blood-boosting drug erythropoietin (EPO) and testosterone and helped him to get around drug controls by advising him on masking drugs. According to Simeoni, Ferrari never spoke about the potential side-effects of performance-enhancing drugs.

Asked about Simeoni’s testimony, Armstrong said it was an old story. The statement to the police had been made two years before, but until GQ’s story few except the rider himself and the carabinieri knew it existed. The fact that it was evidence against Ferrari changed nothing for Armstrong: he would not be reconsidering his relationship with the doctor.

So while he dominates in the mountains and destroys his rivals, Armstrong cannot obliterate the doubts. Even within the race, where solidarity is normally sacred, there have been murmurings. Rudy Pevenage, team director of the rival Telekom squad, says: “I am somewhat surprised by Armstrong. When others gasp for air with open mouths, he rides with a closed mouth, as if there is nothing to it.”

Pevenage’s star rider, Jan Ullrich, will finish second to Armstrong when the Tour ends this afternoon. The German has been gracious in defeat and generous to his conqueror. But then neither he nor his teammates can dare to accuse any rival. During last month’s police raid on the Giro d’Italia, many products were found in the rooms of the Telekom riders. Various drugs, medical equipment and syringes full of a white substance were taken for analysis.

Seven Telekom riders, including Ullrich, were placed under investigation. Among the products seized from Ullrich’s room were theophylline, otobacid, sultanol, ephynal and bonalin. He insisted on his innocence. The substances were, he said, approved asthma treatments.

♦

The use of therapeutic corticoids, performance-enhancing but permitted in the treatment of certain conditions, has reached epidemic proportions. After one Pyrenean stage last weekend, seven of the eight obligatory urine tests sent to the French anti-doping laboratory contained banned products. Not one could be declared positive because in each case the rider had permission to use the drug.

Michel Boyon, president of France’s anti-doping council (CPLD), believes there is widespread abuse. “I am worried by it,” he says. “We have a high percentage of riders using corticoids. Salbutamol and the anti-asthmatic substances are the most common. At the CPLD, we believe that in 95% of the cases where corticoids are permitted, there is an alternative treatment.”

Since the scandal of Willy Voet’s arrest, the expulsion of the Festina team and the sustained scandal of the 1998 Tour, some things have changed. The sport is now more scrutinised, riders are tested more regularly, but it would be wrong to believe that the culture of doping has disappeared.

In their raid on the Tour of Italy, the carabinieri seized a wide range of doping products. Large quantities of insulin were discovered, many riders had testosterone patches and many teams still carried mobile laboratories that could be used to ensure riders do not fail the obligatory drug tests.

In the cyber bar, still Nicolas Fouillout waits. We talk about the Tour. A few people from the social services office across the road come to watch the race in his bar, but it has never interested him. He has heard of Lance Armstrong? “He’s the guy that was very sick, cancer,” he says. “Yeah, I like him. Maybe some racers still dope, I don’t care about that. He’s a tough guy.”

The Hotel Roncevaux is on Rue Louis Barthou, and in the early afternoon, checking to see whether television coverage of the day’s stage has begun, you hit upon a re-run of the 1989 stage to Alpe d’Huez. There is no suspense because this is a story well remembered, but still you sit there, unable to move.

The Dutch rider Theunisse has broken away. Behind him the Colombian Rondon and the Spaniard Delgado chase furiously, in their slipstreams the yellow jersey of Greg LeMond and his principal rival, Laurent Fignon. They race with their mouths open, sucking whatever oxygen there is on the upper slopes of the Alpe.

About three miles from the top, Fignon attacks. LeMond tries but cannot follow. Soon Delgado counter-attacks and the exhausted LeMond is left behind. It isn’t the ebb and flow of the chase that keeps you sitting on a hotel bed 12 years on, but the inhumanity of the suffering. Delgado’s head bobs wearily, Fignon’s shoulders lurch from right to left, LeMond’s legs can barely turn the pedals.

It would be wrong to portray the Tours of yesterday as paragons of fair play. Theunisse, who won that stage to Alpe d’Huez, would test positive for testosterone on three separate occasions. A year before, Delgado had used the masking drug probenicid in the Tour de France. Still, the 1989 climb of Alpe d’Huez appeared different from Armstrong’s tour de force on the same mountain in this year’s race.

Even 12 years ago, the race seemed more human, more engaging. Antoine Vayer, once an ethical but unappreciated trainer with the disgraced Festina team, believes the great change came with the introduction of EPO in the early 1990s.

“I did lots of testing with the Festina riders,” he says. “Before EPO, we used to say a VO2 max (the measure of an athlete’s ability to process oxygen) of 85 was damn good, but all that changed. When I tested the riders in December 1997, the average VO2 max might have been 72 or 73. But when I tested them later, at a time when riders were using EPO, the guys who were doping recorded a VO2 max that was 25-30% greater. That’s totally unnatural. Christophe Moreau, who won the prologue to this year’s race, had a VO2 max of 70, and three months later it was more than 92. Crazy.

“It was scary, too. As you turn up the power, the VO2 test gets harder and the production of lactate should act as a brake. It should have made them slow down. But with EPO, this didn’t happen; they felt no pain in their legs and the lactate acted as a fuel that made them go faster. I looked at what they were doing and thought, ‘We’re not dealing with human beings any more’.”

The tests designed to catch those who cheat have never been good enough. Voet’s admission that he helped more than 500 riders to dope but did not have one positive test tells all that we need to know about the efficacy of the controls. And those who believe cycling is lifting itself out of the hell of blood-boosting drugs will find it hard to reconcile that belief with the fact that this year’s Tour will be the third-fastest in history. The four fastest have been won by Armstrong (1999), Pantani (1998), Armstrong (2001) and Armstrong (2000).

The irony for the racers is that the ever-rising speeds do not excite the fans. Rather, they distance them. In the French newspaper Liberation on Thursday, the philosopher and cycling fan Robert Redeker wrote of the gulf that now exists between the race and the racers: “The athletic type represented by Lance Armstrong, unlike Fausto Coppi or Jean Robic, is coming closer to Lara Croft, the virtually fabricated cyber heroine. Cycling is becoming a video game, the one-time ‘prisoners of the road’ have become virtual human beings, an expression that could be applied to Indurain, Virenque, Ullrich and Armstrong. Gino Bartali, Robic, Coppi, Louis Bobet have been substituted by Robocop on wheels, someone with whom no fan can relate or identify.”

LeMond, the three-time winner of the Tour, now watches from afar and admits to not knowing how to react: “When Lance won the prologue to the 1999 Tour, I was close to tears. He had come back from cancer, in the middle of my career I had to come back from being accidentally shot (while on a hunting trip in 1987) – it felt like we had a lot in common.

“But when I heard he was working with Michele Ferrari, I was devastated. One American journalist wrote that the only reason you visit Ferrari is to tell him to get the hell out of your sport. I agree with that. In the light of Lance’s relationship with Ferrari, I just don’t want to comment on this year’s Tour.

“In a general sense, if Lance is clean, it is the greatest comeback in the history of sport. If he isn’t, it would be the greatest fraud.”

In the performance-enhancing game there is no shortage of fraud. Last Tuesday morning Torben Rask Laursen and Ole Steen left the Tour for a day and travelled an hour south to the Spanish city of Girona. Rask Laursen is a journalist with Ekstra Bladet in Denmark, Steen a photographer. They randomly selected four pharmacies and asked if they could buy four prescription drugs, all performance-enhancing and including EPO. In each they were told it would be possible. At the fourth, in the western suburb of Sangregori, they purchased six ampoules of 0.5 millilitres of Eprex, a brand of EPO, for 60 euros. They were not asked for a prescription and were not quizzed on why they wanted to buy them.

Serge Lansaman is the night manager at the Hotel Roncevaux. It has been a long night, but he has slept a little and as a three-times-a-week swimmer, the long hours don’t hurt him. He was 18 when LeMond won his first Tour, beating Bernard Hinault, and he thought it was the best performance he had ever seen.

Lansaman watches the Tour now, but doesn’t believe what he is seeing. “The improvement over the past 10 years has been too much,” he says. “Doping is a big problem, as it is in my sport, swimming. It is not normal to go as fast as they now go. I still watch, but it’s not the same. Armstrong is a champion because of how he recovered from cancer, but LeMond is my favourite cyclist.”

I ask Lansaman how best to describe him. “Typical French guy,” he says.
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Stopwatch brings uncertain time for Tour

[By David Walsh, August 5, 2001]


Fifteen years ago, Greg LeMond and Bernard Hinault memorably climbed Alpe d’Huez side-by-side, well clear of their rivals. They climbed Alpe d’Huez 10 minutes slower than Armstrong.



The Tour de France has been and gone, leaving us with a better understanding of where it has come from, but with no sense of where it is going. According to the organiser, Jean Marie Leblanc, the signs are good. “This year the Tour rediscovered its smile,” he said. The organiser was encouraged, too, about the race’s battle with doping: “Things are getting better.”

Hardly had Lance Armstrong crossed the line on the Champs Élysées than he was off on the celebrity circuit. He bantered with David Letterman, met mayor Rudolph Guiliani at US Postal’s offices in New York and called round to see President Bush at the White House. The parade will be this week.

So all’s well then? Let me tell you about a fine piece of journalism in Paris Match. The author was Antoine Vayer, a sports scientist and former trainer with the discredited Festina cycling team. Vayer has long been an opponent of performance-enhancing drugs and when most of the riders and management at Festina were involved in a systematic doping programme, he worked only with those who refused to dope.

Fundamental to Vayer’s argument in Paris Match was that the introduction of the blood-boosting hormone erythropoietin (EPO) in the early 1990s changed the nature of performance and competition in professional cycling. There had always been doping in cycling, but no drug had as much impact as EPO. Scientific research and anecdotal evidence suggests it improves performance by up to 20%.

In explaining the increased speed in the Tour over the past decade, Vayer pointed to two factors: the shortening of the route and doping products. Thirteen of the 15 fastest Tours have been achieved in the past 14 years. Over the past three years, it has been harder for the riders to use EPO. Blood controls aimed at curbing the abuse of the hormone were introduced and there is now a urine test that detects EPO taken within three days of the test.

But is the race cleaner?

The Tour organisers insist it is. Before this year’s race, they suggested it would be a slower Tour and that the fatigue of the riders would be obvious in the third week. It didn’t happen. Armstrong won the race riding at an average speed of more than 40kph, the second fastest in history. More startling was the speed with which he and the other leading riders crossed the mountain passes.

Armstrong raced up Alpe d’Huez in 38min 1sec. Only Marco Pantani ever rode the Alpe faster and on the day of the Italian’s spectacular performance in 1998, the route was not nearly so tough. Since his performance in 1998, Pantani has been convicted of sporting fraud (doping) by an Italian court and given a three-month suspended jail sentence.

Fifteen years ago, Greg LeMond and Bernard Hinault memorably climbed Alpe d’Huez side-by-side, well clear of their rivals. Between them, LeMond and Hinault won eight Tours. They climbed Alpe d’Huez 10 minutes slower than Armstrong.

Most riders are diminished by comparison with Armstrong. His 2001 ride was 4min 15sec faster than Laurent Fignon in 1989, 1min 45sec faster than Miguel Indurain in 1991. There are other comparisons: on last year’s Tour, Armstrong climbed Courcevel 4min 20sec faster than Richard Virenque when he won the stage in 1997. At that time, Virenque was part of Festina’s doping programme.

Equally interesting is the improvement in time-trial performances. In the 1998 Giro d’Italia, Alex Zulle rode the fastest ever time trial when achieving an average speed of 53.771kph. Zulle was then co-leader of Festina and a willing participant in the team’s doping programme. On last year’s Tour de France, on a course slightly more difficult than Zulle’s, Armstrong went even faster, recording an average speed of 53.986kph. In explaining how he is able to beat the times of talented and doped rivals, much is made of his natural talent. During his first four Tours, he was a moderate performer against the clock and there was little indication he would compete in the future.

Much, too, is made of improvements in the design and make of the bike. Vayer claims this is a myth. Because they allowed a more aerodynamic position on the bike, triathlon handlebars made a significant difference, but in 1998 they were banned. Since their disappearance, time-trials have got faster.

Neither is there much to be gained from reducing the weight of the bike. A bike weighing one kilo less gains 21 metres during an hour-long ride at 50kph. At the same speed for the same duration, a rider can gain 864 metres through one ampoule of still-undetectable growth hormone.

It wasn’t just Armstrong who produced the extraordinary on this year’s Tour. Roberto Laiseka from Spain won the stage to Luz Ardiden and made a murderously steep climb in record time, his 37min 20sec beating Luc Leblanc’s 37min 40sec. Leblanc set his mark in 1994, the early years of the EPO era and he, too, was part of the Festina programme.

The questions posed by the figures are straightforward: could clean riders, as Armstrong claims, produce performances superior to the best of the EPO generation? Or has the blood-boosting game moved on to a higher level? You can interpret the times quoted by Vayer any way you chose. But if you’re interested in truth, what you cannot do is ignore them.
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Chorus of boos sounds like lost innocence

[By David Walsh, July 28, 2002]


How the champion of this generation conducts himself on the doping question is a matter of enormous significance. Armstrong has been a disappointing ambassador.



At the world athletics championships in Edmonton last year, Russian athlete Olga Yegorova ran a magnificent race to beat the Olympic champion, Gabriele Szabo, in the 5,000m final. It was the peak of Yegorova’s career, but as she took control of the race rounding the final bend, there was the faint sound of booing from the packed arena.

Into the straight, Yegorova accelerated impressively. But the booing got louder. By the time she reached the finish line, she was fully aware of her unpopularity with the Canadian crowd.

Yegorova was booed because the fans believed she had doped. After a positive drug test for EPO at a meeting in Paris shortly before the world championships, Yegorova was cleared because the French authorities had not complied with the testing procedures of the IAAF, athletics’ world governing body.

Paula Radcliffe made known her opposition to Yegorova’s presence at the world championships, and given Radcliffe’s integrity, the public was always going to listen. It was nevertheless the championship’s saddest moment, because Yegorova’s win meant nothing. What is victory without glory, what is a gold medal without value?

A week ago, another champion on his way to victory was booed. Because Lance Armstrong was climbing the lunar-like landscape of Mont Ventoux and finding a passage through a crowd estimated at 300,000, not many knew of the extent of the derision. It was Armstrong who explained afterwards what he had heard.

“If I got a dollar for every time someone shouted dope, I would be a rich man. The trouble is, if 10 people cheer and one boos, it is the boo that you hear.”

Armstrong was shaken by the reaction of those who booed. He reckoned many of them were drunk and most had no class. But he was stunned and hurt. This was not some zealot in the press room; these were ordinary people unsure of what they were watching, and damning in their judgment.

It was easy to see why Armstrong felt it unfair. He has never failed a drug test. And it seemed absurd that Richard Virenque, on his way to winning that race to the summit of the Ventoux last week, should have been cheered all the way.

In his book Breaking The Chain, Virenque’s former soigneur, Willi Voet, detailed the extent of Virenque’s doping. Even then, the rider lied for two years when it was known he had been part of Festina’s doping programme. Last week he was heralded on the Ventoux, Armstrong hassled.

Part of the explanation is that Virenque is French, and in the battle between partisanship and morality, the silver medal will invariably be claimed by morality. But there is more to it than that.

Some believe Armstrong represents a brighter and cleaner future; others are not so sure and fear nothing has changed. How the champion of this generation conducts himself on the doping question is a matter of enormous significance. Armstrong has been a disappointing ambassador. His decision to continue to work with Michele Ferrari while the doctor was being investigated, arrested, charged and now tried on charges that he doped cyclists is incomprehensible.

“The only reason you visit Michele Ferrari,” said one US sportswriter, “should be to tell him to get the hell out of your sport.”

I would have been slow to boo Armstrong on the Ventoux and Yegorova at Edmonton. Whatever the reservations about their conduct, whatever the suspicions about how they prepare, they were not found guilty by their sports’ authorities, and should be entitled to the same treatment as other athletes. The booing could be justifiably directed at those who govern sport.

At those, for example, who run professional baseball and ice hockey in the US but refuse to carry out drug-testing. We should be equally scathing of those who run the women’s tennis tour and say they haven’t enough money to conduct unannounced random testing. And Jennifer Capriati says she doesn’t see why she should open her door to a drug-tester. Yet when she plays, people cheer.

Armstrong and Yegorova can see themselves as victims and decide that when the rabble are roused, fairness is not always part of the response. It was the rabble that clamoured for Pilate to free Barabbas and not Jesus.

Armstrong said the episode would not bother him for long: “When I am on a beach with my family in three or four years, this will not exist.”

Yet, that too was a bleak conclusion. The memory of a Tour-winning ride on Mont Ventoux should be savoured, not banished, and it should enrich easy days on the beach. When they jeered Armstrong last week, they cruelly took from him something that should have been precious.

But it is sport itself that has destroyed the innocence of the fans. Too many champions have turned out to be phoney, too many winners have cheated. Nobody is now sure of what they are seeing. All that the fans have been left with is the right to their own emotional reaction to what is happening before them. The administrators, the sponsors, the media and the athletes can take from the fans everything but that.

As hard as it was for them to bear, it was that emotional reaction that Yegorova and Armstrong heard.
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Beautiful and the damned

[By David Walsh, June 29, 2003]


The old drugs helped a rider to maximise his own potential. The new drugs transformed the rider.



In the final paragraph of his fine book on the 1978 race, Robin Magowan wrote:


“The Tour de France may not be to all tastes. Some may well prefer their heroics more intimate; with Calypso in the cave, or the witch Circe, than before the walls of Troy. But in a world where faces are no longer launching their thousand ships and knights aren’t charging across cloths of gold, one can be grateful to our press overlords for having provided us with a bona fide 20th-century epic.”



Magowan’s book was written to commemorate a race that was then celebrating its 75th anniversary. He offered us a picture of the Tour as we wish to see it; noble, heroic and epic: an event that transcends the ordinary and shows the human spirit in its boundless potential. Countless times over the last 25 years, the Tour has seemed the greatest race.

It was a Saturday afternoon in July 1992. The race to Sestriere was over four Alpine passes and was fought under a scorching sun. Soon after the start, a number of riders accelerated away from the pack. Claudio Chiappucci was the strongest of the breakaways and his boyish enthusiasm galvanised those around him. That was until they hit the mountains.

Then, on the steeply rising roads, Chiappucci’s infernal pace hurt his comrades and, fearful they would slow him down, he burnt them off. It enlivened the normally quiet hours before lunch but with another 150km kilometres to race before the finish, Chiappucci could have simply ridden his bike over the edge of a cliff and got it over quickly. His was evidently a suicide mission.

Halfway through the stage, the Banesto teammates of race leader Miguel Indurain coalesced near the head of the peloton and organised themselves into a posse. They took turns at the front while Indurain sheltered behind, saving his energy for when it was needed. Each Banesto rider gave what he had until, lemming-like, each one dropped away.

By the time the last one surrendered, Indurain had been towed to within striking distance of the lone leader. On the final slopes of the climb to Sestriere, the big Spaniard could have called out and commended his rival on his courage.

Indurain didn’t need to speak, Chiappucci could feel his wretched presence and the overwhelming sense of futility. Six and a half hours only for it to end like this.

Then the most extraordinary thing happened. On that final climb, the tifosi screamed and chanted. “Chiappa! Chiappa!” and “Forza! Forza!” Chiappucci had always played to the gallery and for one last time he would do so again. His spirit soared, he found energy where there was none and he accelerated. He felt no pain, only the thrill of glory. Cooked, Indurain watched him go.

As the gap widened, there was a burst of sustained applause from the 500 or so journalists who had followed Chiappucci’s every pedal-turn on the big screen in the salle de presse. At the end there were tears in the eyes of wrinkled men who thought they would never again cry at a sporting event. At that moment you were part of a bona fide epic.

It is why the game is worth the candle. When the first of the 198 competitors in this year’s race shoots down the starting ramp close to the Eiffel Tower on Saturday, it will be an important event in the year’s sporting calendar. The Tour is 100 years old and this year’s race is as much a celebration of history as a battle between today’s best.

Lost sometimes in the natural preoccupation with the race’s brutality is the intelligence that informs the strategies of those than can win. For this is at once bloody combat and chess on wheels.

When Pedro Delgado broke away from Stephen Roche on the climb to La Plagne in 1987, the key question in Roche’s mind was when to react. Go immediately and risk losing everything, or wait until the last moment and fly on the rush of adrenalin? Roche did not move until a little after the last moment. There was just 4km to go when he countered. So near to the finish, he rode furiously until the line then dropped into unconsciousness. Oxygen and the scent of a famous victory revived him.

Jacques Goddet, the head of the Tour, wrote of Roche’s exploit in L’Equipe: “It was the day when he showed he had the heart and character of a true champion: one who succeeds in going beyond himself and so reaches the zenith of sporting performance.”

The Tour has always demanded as much from a man’s mind as his spirit. In 1986, what made the race riveting was the callous way Bernard Hinault played with Greg LeMond’s mind. They were teammates, and Hinault had promised he would support the American, but as soon as the race began, the Frenchman’s competitive streak annihilated whatever loyalty he felt towards LeMond.

It was then that the story-line twisted and turned in unimaginable directions.

Hinault dominated the race through the first 10 days, and after the first mountainous stage, he led by four and a half minutes. The race was over because Hinault knew how to defend an advantage and would be protected by his natural caution. But the very next day, the Breton attacked recklessly and before the final climb to Superbagneres in the Pyrenees, his lead was almost nine minutes.

He realised there was nothing left; nothing except the helplessness of exhaustion.

And how he paid for the madness. LeMond and others passed him on the climb to the finish and he lost almost his entire lead. On the next mountain stage LeMond overtook his teammate and that should have been it: one champion had gone, another had taken his place. Instead, the race then took on a different character.

Though his legs were weary, Hinault’s spirit was indestructible. He talked of fighting on, of testing his teammate’s mettle in the final time trial and, by pressing him all the way to Paris, he would make sure LeMond was a worthy successor.

As a justification for betrayal, it was formidable, and Hinault became more popular in defeat than he had ever been in victory.

Unnerved by his rival’s trickery, LeMond crashed in the time trial and just about made it to Paris. He was the first English speaker to win the Tour: for him it had been an unnerving, almost harrowing, experience. For us, it had been heroic.

Beaten by his own crazed ambition, the old champion still left an indelible mark on his final Tour. He retired soon afterwards. Second place was bearable, once.

And so this epic old race gripped us. Founded by Henri Desgrange in 1903 and interrupted only by two world wars, the vision for the race was crystallised in the founder’s book La Tete et Les Jambes (The Head and The Legs).

You couldn’t win the race, nor could you make it to Paris simply by brute strength alone. An old Belgian cycling journalist, Harry Van den Bremt, once told a story from the Tour of 1973 or ‘74.

They were on the Col du Tourmalet and Van den Bremt was driving Het Nieuwsblad’s car, weaving his way past the stragglers towards the back of the peloton. Halfway up the climb, he was informed over the race radio that a rider had caught the aerial at the rear of the car and was being towed. Looking back, Van den Bremt saw that it was his compatriot, Eric Leman, who was one of the best one-day riders of his generation.

Van den Bremt accelerated to shake Leman off but still the rider clung on. The race referee screamed his disapproval at Van den Bremt over the race radio, and the journalist shouted at the rider to stop, but for five or six kilometres Leman held on. Then he had to let go. Van den Bremt waited by the finish, determined to let the rider have the sharp edge of his tongue.

“He arrived in the boot of the autobus, you know we call it ‘the bus’, the bunch of guys who are always behind,” explained Van den Bremt. “I said, ‘Look, you mustn’t ever do that again’. He showed me his hand from the aerial. There was a deep wound across the palm, just like you had cut it with a knife. I saw that and I could not say anything more.”

You may say Leman was cheating but it was understandable, almost admirable.

Unlike all that we have learnt over the past five years.

There were signposts along the way but no one fully knew what lay at the heart of the Tour de France until customs officials stopped Willy Voet’s car near the Franco-Belgian border in early July 1998. Along with the courage and the endurance, there were the drugs that lessened the pain and helped you recover.

What happened in the Nineties was that the drugs improved and became too damned good.

“The difference,” said Voet, who had helped riders to dope for more than 25 years, “was that the old drugs helped a rider to maximise his own potential. The new drugs transformed the rider.”

The era of blood-boosting drugs had arrived and all sport, not just cycling, suffers like it never has in the past.

The key to cycling’s difficulty is the uncertainty about what we see and who we can trust. Riders have died in unexplained circumstances and there is a belief that many of the dopers will experience serious health problems in middle age. How heroic were the old exploits?

Chiappucci has not enjoyed good health since his retirement. Roche turned up in Professor Francesco Conconi’s EPO file and Hinault admitted three years ago that he didn’t find anything wrong with a rider correcting ‘a hormonal imbalance’ caused by his exertions in a race as gruelling as the Tour. LeMond, a three time winner of the Tour, has become disillusioned with continental professional cycling.

Into this changed world came a new champion, Lance Armstrong. Here was a man who recovered from life-threatening cancer to win the world’s toughest race. Not once but four consecutive times and now, on the Tour’s 100th anniversary, Armstrong is expected to win for the fifth time and so join the race’s most illustrious champions; Jacques Anquetil, Eddy Merckx, Bernard Hinault and Miguel Indurain.

What better for the race than the American’s restorative powers?

Except that the new champion has not convinced everyone that he represents a complete departure from the old world.

He continues to work with Dr Michele Ferrari, an Italian sports doctor who is currently defending himself against police charges that he has doped cyclists. As Armstrong comfortably saw off his rivals in last year’s Tour, he was subjected to numerous taunts of ‘dope, dope’ from fans on the mountainsides.

There is a greater awareness now than ever before of the damage caused by doping.

How determined the authorities are to rid cycling of its cheating culture remains to be proven. What is certain is that the battle is far from won.

It is a fight that must be won. In all its imperfections, the Tour remains one of the world’s greatest races. It may now be the only sporting epic in the 21st century. Those who claim it is not possible without doping utter one of the great lies.

Of course it is possible and, indeed, it would be a more human and more engaging race if it was slower and the survivors got to the end on their own steam.

Many riders have done it without drugs and some continue to do so. There is a young French climber, David Moncoutie, in whom it is easy to believe. He finished an outstanding 13th in last year’s race and it will be informative to see if he can do better this time.

Whatever else, there has to be a future for talented and idealistic sportsmen and for a race that can inspire them.
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LA confidential

[By Alan English, June 6, 2004]


Armstrong is no ordinary cyclist, but there are those who fear that a man who has won five Tours de France in a row must have succumbed to the pressure of taking drugs, in particular EPO.



Last Wednesday the Dutch newspaper De Telegraaf repeated comments made by the five-time Tour de France champion Lance Armstrong about David Walsh, chief sports writer of The Sunday Times.

“Walsh is the worst journalist I know,” Armstrong said. “There are journalists who are willing to lie, to threaten people and to steal in order to catch me out. All this for a sensational story. Ethics, standards, values, accuracy – these are of no interest to people like Walsh.”

Two days later, a letter from Armstrong’s London solicitors was couriered to The Sunday Times. The language, although more polite, was no less robust than that used by the firm’s American client. Its message was unmistakable: Armstrong has never taken performance-enhancing drugs and the slightest suggestion that he has would trigger a declaration of legal warfare by Armstrong and his US Postal Service team.

The article in De Telegraaf appeared because, as the newspaper put it, ‘Armstrong is in front of the firing squad again’. L.A. Confidential – The Secrets Of Lance Armstrong, a book written by Walsh and the French journalist Pierre Ballester, is soon to be published. Ballester is a cycling specialist who has written extensively about drugs in the sport.

Its contents have been a closely guarded secret, and tight security surrounded the printing of the book at a location known only to the publisher and its lawyers.

What is certain, however, is that it raises serious new questions about drug-taking in professional cycling and investigates the possibility that Armstrong might have taken performance-enhancing substances in order to compete in a sport riven with drugs, of which the most prominent has been the blood-boosting product erythropoietin (EPO).

♦

EPO emerged in the early 1990s, a drug that alters the composition of the blood by boosting the production of oxygen-rich red blood cells in the body and greatly enhances the athletic performance of those who take it.

For much of the 1990s, cyclists could take EPO safe in the knowledge that it was undetectable. A blood test for the drug was only introduced in 2001. Even today it remains difficult to detect, as EPO is a natural body substance. Also, the test detects only recent use of EPO, so the risk involved in taking it in the lead-up to a race is greatly reduced, if not eliminated. For a clean cyclist to beat a rider taking EPO is extremely difficult. The book will quote experts who believe that in a race as gruelling as the Tour de France, to do so is probably impossible.

While the full extent of the information in the book will not be disclosed until its publication, it is understood that Stephen Swart, a teammate of Armstrong’s at the Motorola team in 1994 and 1995, admits to taking EPO. Swart, a New Zealander who retired from professional cycling nine years ago, says his decision to dope was due to the pressure on the team to deliver results. He says: “Motorola was throwing all this money at the team and we had to come up trumps.”

Armstrong is no ordinary cyclist, but there are those who fear that a man who has won five Tours de France in a row must have succumbed to the pressure of taking drugs, in particular EPO. Swart’s views on how pervasive EPO was in cycling during his time at Motorola will lead to fresh questions about Armstrong’s relationship with Michele Ferrari, an Italian cycling doctor with a controversial reputation.

In July 2001 The Sunday Times revealed that Armstrong was seeing Ferrari, who is currently on trial in Italy for sporting fraud and doping offences. Ferrari denies all charges, none of which relate to Armstrong. In 1994 Ferrari said that, if used properly, EPO was no more dangerous than orange juice. Armstrong has strenuously denied that there was anything wrong in his relationship with Ferrari, claiming he consulted him only on training methods and that with Ferrari’s help he planned an attack on the world hour record.

It is understood that the book could also force Armstrong to answer questions about a rumoured admission to doctors treating him for testicular cancer in October 1996 that he had used performance-enhancing drugs.

It also investigates the circumstances surrounding a positive drugs test returned by Armstrong during the 1999 Tour de France, the only time he has ever failed a dope test.

Traces of the corticosteroid triamcinolone, a banned substance, were found in his urine on the second day of the Tour at Challans. Armstrong was cleared of doping when his explanation that he had taken a corticoidal cream because he was saddle sore was accepted by cycling’s governing body, the UCI. This was despite the fact that Armstrong had not declared the cream on the doping form at Challans.

The new questions facing professional cycling do not stop there. A former soigneur has extraodinary stories to tell about the disposal of empty syringes and a furtive trip to Spain to collect a bottle of pills.

Armstrong’s legal advisers have not been alone in their determination to keep the questions at bay. When the UCI belatedly announced that Armstrong had used a corticoidal cream to treat a skin allergy, it also issued a statement that warned journalists about jumping to conclusions in doping cases: “We should like to ask all press representatives to be aware of the complexity of issues and the related aspects of the rules and the law before producing their publications. This will allow considerations of a rather superficial, not to say unfounded nature to be avoided.”

The story of the positive test had been broken by Le Monde. A few days later Armstrong rounded on the French newspaper, calling it ‘the gutter press’. When a Le Monde journalist asked about the positive test at a press conference, the cyclist replied: “Mr Le Monde, are you calling me a liar or a doper?” The fact that the journalist had simply asked a legitimate question was lost on his colleagues. In a room full of reporters, nobody dared ask Armstrong a follow-up question. Such is the way of the overwhelming majority of those who cover the sport for the world’s media: awkward questions are best left unasked. The reasoning goes that they will soon go away and everybody can get back to talking and writing about cycling again.

Walsh has reported on 18 Tours de France. In his work for The Sunday Times, he has consistently been one of the few exceptions to the sport’s rule of silence. For this reason he has earned Armstrong’s anger. For some time the cyclist has claimed that Walsh is pursuing a vendetta against him, and the publication of L.A. Confidential is likely to lead to further recriminations and a fresh assault on the credibility of a reporter who, three months ago, was voted sports writer of the year in Britain for the third time.

Twenty days from now, the 2004 Tour de France will begin in Liege, Belgium. Armstrong will be given the N°1 dossard, traditionally awarded to the previous year’s champion. It is the number he has worn in the past four Tours. This year he will attempt his sixth consecutive victory in the race, a feat that has never before been achieved. Jacques Anquetil, Eddy Merckx, Bernard Hinault and Miguel Indurain all won five. Armstrong is expected to go one further.

What made Lance Armstrong a sporting icon, a man who is an inspiration to cancer sufferers and survivors? He earns about $16m a year, mostly from a string of endorsements with bluechip companies such as Nike, Coca-Cola and Subaru. If there are questions about the legitimacy of the success that has brought him these rewards, it is only right that they are posed and answered. That said, Armstrong has been tested many times throughout his career, and apart from the incident in 1999, has never failed a test.

Lord Justice Brooke recently expressed the view that the media are the general public’s eyes and ears. “In a free society,” he said, “fearless reporting has often exposed information which it has been in the public interest to expose.” But with lawyers charging up to £400 an hour, newspapers can sometimes be deterred from pursuing responsible investigative journalism, held to ransom by those with the means to do so. The cost of defending a high-profile libel action can easily run to seven figures.

Allegations of a vendetta are unfair. For eight years Walsh has written passionately in this newspaper about the cancer of drugs in sport, not just in cycling. His motivation for doing so was summed up in a piece he wrote for The Sunday Times four years ago: “Doping is destroying cycling and many other sports. It is pervasive and it is sanctioned by sports bodies and event organisers. Is there anybody out there who gives a damn? Who cares that today’s champions are hypochondriacs and that tomorrow’s will come directly from the laboratories, injected with alien but powerful genes?” Nor is sporting fraud the only serious issue at stake. In cycling, there has been a string of unexplained recent deaths. The health risks involved in using EPO are considerable. Too much of the substance can increase haematocrit to the point where the blood is turned to sludge. Such thickened blood can be responsible for the heart working excessively hard, which can cause heart failure.

Earlier this year, two cyclists died of heart attacks within 48 hours of each other, first the 21-year-old Belgian Johan Sermon, then the celebrated Italian champion Marco Pantani, who was 34. They were the seventh and eighth cyclists to die from cardiac arrests in just over a year, young men in the prime of their lives.

Responding to Walsh’s 2001 story about Armstrong’s link to Ferrari, the American Greg LeMond, a three-time Tour de France champion, offered an opinion about the Texan’s remarkable triumphant return to the saddle after his recovery from cancer. “If it is true,” said LeMond, “it is the greatest comeback in the history of sport; if it is not, it is the greatest fraud.”

The new book will reveal that shortly after expressing his doubts, on August 1, 2001, LeMond received a call on his mobile phone from Armstrong. It came as he was climbing into his wife Kathy’s Audi station wagon and, realising who was calling, LeMond mouthed, “It’s Lance” to his wife.

LeMond declined to be interviewed for the book, as he has agreed with Trek, a major sponsor of Armstrong’s US Postal Service team and the distributor of LeMond Bikes, not to speak publicly about his fellow American. But Kathy LeMond is not bound by this agreement, and it is understood that she told Walsh: “While the call was going on, I took notes of everything that was said by Greg and then recapped with Greg the comments by Lance immediately after the conversation was over. Some of his words I could hear because he was so loud while talking to Greg. Afterwards I pieced together the principal elements of what was said between them.”

The conversation is recounted in the book, as follows:

Lance Armstrong:

“Greg, this is Lance.”

Greg LeMond:

“Hi, Lance, what are you doing?”

Lance Armstrong:

“I’m in New York.”

Greg LeMond:

“Ah, okay.”

Lance Armstrong:

“Greg, I thought we were friends.”

Greg LeMond:

“I thought we were friends.”

Lance Armstrong:

“Why did you say what you said?”

Greg LeMond:

“About Ferrari? I have a problem with Ferrari. I’m disappointed you are seeing someone like Ferrari. I have a personal issue with Ferrari and doctors like him. I feel my career was cut short, I watched a teammate die, I saw the devastation of innocent riders losing their careers. I don’t like what has become of our sport.”

The conversation then becomes extremely heated, with questions raised about EPO, who was taking it, and why.

Interviewed by Walsh in April 2001, Armstrong was asked if he had been aware of EPO during his time at the Motorola team.

“How conscious were you guys at Motorola that EPO had become a factor in cycle racing?” he was asked.

“We didn’t think about it,” Armstrong replied. “It wasn’t an issue for us. It wasn’t an option.”

In De Telegraaf last week the US Postal Service director sportif, Johan Bruyneel, said: “For years we have been accused from all corners and time and time again it is based on nothing. This seems to be part of it.”

Walsh sent Armstrong and Bruyneel a list of questions related to the allegations made in L.A. Confidential. They declined to answer them.
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The battle and the war

[By David Walsh, July 4, 2004]


Where once the keepsake might have been a peaked hat or a water bottle, the cyclist now keeps his old syringe.



Walking through Place Saint Lambert in Liege on Friday evening, an old picture returned. On a Sunday morning in April 20 years before, the best cyclists of that era had gathered in this same square for the start of the Liege-Bastogne-Liege classic. They were all there that morning, the biggest names, weaving a passage into the courtyard of the Palais de Justice before setting off on their race through the Ardennes.

The scene has remained vivid because of a photograph taken by Nutan, a remarkable man who could capture everything in one still frame. This was a picture taken of Eric Vanderaerden as he inched his bike through a forest of fans. The shot was taken from behind and showed the back of the rider in his black, yellow and red jersey of Belgian champion.

But it wasn’t to Vanderaerden that the eye was drawn. Alongside him was a man in his early 30s with a child in his arms. Unknown to the cyclist, the man stretched the infant’s right arm until the little fingers touched the hero’s back. More than anything we could write or tell, that photograph reflected the European passion for cycling, and Belgians were as avid as any in their allegiance.

Twenty years on and we are back in this same square; the announcer calls the names and the Tour de France teams arrive in formation. Clapping, cheering; the excitement of the big event. Has it changed in two decades? For there is the same desire to acclaim today’s giants of the road and the same fervour for the big occasion. But much has changed.

At 4.01 Belgian time yesterday afternoon, the Swiss rider Pierre Bourquenoud descended from a ramp on Avenue Rogier and began the second century of the Tour’s existence. After Bourgenoud, 186 more riders followed. The total should have been 189, but the Cofidis rider Matthew White broke a collarbone on the eve of the race, and a pre-race blood test meant the exclusion of the Basque rider Gorka Gonzalez. Red cells help you to race; too many red cells and you are not allowed to race. Another non-starter was the British cyclist David Millar, excluded from the Tour because he is currently under police investigation relating to doping within the Cofidis team. While his fellow professionals were gathering in Liege, Millar was in Paris speaking with Richard Pallain, the judge in the Cofidis case.

During his interview with Pallain, Millar admitted he had used the banned performance-enhancing drug EPO in 2001 and 2003. EPO artificially generates the production of red cells. Millar also stated that two used syringes found at his apartment 12 days ago were nothing other than ‘souvenirs’. Where once the keepsake might have been a peaked hat or a water bottle, the cyclist now keeps his old syringe.

“Grandad, what souvenirs do you have from your time as a professional cyclist?”

“Here, son, look at these.”

Millar would probably have won yesterday’s 6.1km prologue had he been in Liege, but would it have been a victory worthy of applause?

Do not judge him too severely, because that is cycling’s way of dealing with the issue. Another bad apple, get him out of the box. Nothing could be more hypocritical. The sport reacted in the same way earlier this year when the Spanish rider Jesus Manzano detailed the doping in the Kelme team. Manzano was ostracised and dismissed as a sore loser. As was the French rider Philippe Gaumont, whose testimony drove the inquiry into the Cofidis team.

Millar claimed in his interview with Pallain that Euskaltel’s team doctor, Jesus Losa, was the person who ‘treated’ him with EPO. Losa was not in Liege yesterday and his team could not explain why. Nothing tells the story of professional cycling better than this little detail. Euskaltel are one of the sport’s best teams; two of its riders, Iban Mayo (sixth) and Haimar Zubeldia (fifth) finished in the Tour’s top 10 a year ago. Mayo is expected to be closer this year.

But how should one now react to his performances? What do he and his teammates think of Dr Losa? Do they too work with him? What ‘treatments’ do they receive? This is the core of cycling’s problem: the doping web weaves from one team to another, entangling far more than those who get caught. The much-maligned soigneurs, with their old-fashioned ways, warned that the arrival of team doctors would not cure the plague of doping. They were not wrong.

For those prepared to open their eyes, there is no difficulty recognising the reality. “Parts of professional cycling,” said Dave Brailsford, acting chief executive of British Cycling, “can be a dangerous environment.”

Brailsford also made the point that Millar had never tested positive in his career. Proof, if it was needed, that drug tests do not work. Brailsford believes Millar’s admission is just the tip of something much bigger, and claims the sport has ‘a cultural problem’.

That is a view shared by Dick Pound, the head of the World Anti-Doping Agency, who has said cycling is ‘in chronic denial’ about its doping problem. Given the evidence of widespread doping that emerged in 1998 and the subsequent admission of a pervasive doping culture during the Festina trial in Lille two years later, it is depressing that so little has changed within the sport.

Jean-François Lamour, the French sports minister, refused an invitation to travel in the car of race director Jean Marie Leblanc during this month’s race. The minister considers the sport is not doing enough to combat its doping problem. He and many others believe the sport’s greatest problem is that so many of today’s team managers and race organisers were yesterday’s dopers.

Six years on from the scandal of 1998 it is sobering to be back at the same point, knowing that it is unsafe to believe in what you are seeing and lamenting cycling’s lack of will. “Nothing has changed,” says the former professional rider Stephen Swart, “except that the culture of doping has just become more sophisticated.”

What a pity so much suspicion still exists. For this year’s Tour should have been one of the sporting events of the year. Lance Armstrong’s quest to win a sixth consecutive Tour should be an extraordinary adventure, not only because it has never been achieved but also because the new heir to a sixth title is a man who rode the race four times before discovering he had the potential to be a contender.

The significance of the sixth is emblazoned across the consciousness of every cycling fan. We have seen them try and fail: Jacques Anquetil, Eddy Merckx, Bernard Hinault and Miguel Indurain. Anquetil’s quest for six ended on the road from Chamonix to St Etienne in the final week of the 1966 Tour. He rode that year to help his teammate Lucian Aimar win and to ensure his great rival Raymond Poulidor didn’t win. On both counts, he succeeded and maybe it is true that in winning his fifth Tour, in 1964, he survived an unrelenting battle with Poulidor that cost him his chance of a sixth.

People saw that failure coming, someone sensing in 1966 that Anquetil no longer had the thirst for attrition. Nine years later Merckx appeared certain to win his sixth but then he suddenly grew old on the climb to Pra Loup.

The younger Bernard Thevenet caught and passed him and an era changed. Eleven years later, in 1986, Hinault had built a lead of almost nine minutes approaching the climb to Superbagneres in the Pyrenees. The race was his, all he had to do was keep pedalling.

Hinault’s hopes died on that murderous ascent, when he was blinded by reckless ambition to his own humanity. Greg LeMond and others overtook Hinault and a new era began. Le Blaireau (The Badger), as Hinault was called, was left with just five.

Exactly 10 years later, Miguel Indurain went for his sixth and was confidently expected to win. But on the climb to Les Arcs in the Alps, he slowed three kilometres from the summit and he was never the same again. He said it was dehydration; we discovered it was the end.

We look at Armstrong now and despite his slightly subdued performance in last month’s Criterium du Dauphine Libere there is nothing to suggest he cannot dominate his rivals as he has for the past five years.

Nothing except the weight of history.

Armstrong himself fully understands the magnitude of what he is trying to achieve and spoke with care and humility about the challenge he faces. He doesn’t want to consider the possibility of winning a sixth until he experiences the certainty of victory. There are a small number of riders who can beat him, but they are formidable. Jan Ullrich, his biggest rival, is in better physical condition than for some time and he should ride another strong race, but the German has never been able to beat Armstrong in the Tour.

The second American challenger, Tyler Hamilton, rode with a minor fracture of the collarbone before finishing fourth last year and he will be stronger this year. If Armstrong is beatable, Hamilton is the rider most likely to succeed him as Tour champion.

It will be interesting, too, to see the strong Spanish climbers, Iban Mayo and Roberta Heras. Both are talented riders and have the wherewithal to go for the yellow jersey. Whether they have the temperament to sustain that challenge all the way to Paris three weeks from now is another matter.

But watching the riders descend the ramp one-by-one on the Avenue Rogier yesterday afternoon, one wondered how much it mattered:

Armstrong or Ullrich or Hamilton? Shouldn’t our hopes be for the sport itself and the race for credibility? You think again of that Sunday morning in April, 1984.

So many people crammed into that courtyard and that outstretched arm of the child.

Was it better then? Were we better off not knowing professional cycling’s secrets, when we followed the race like Alice in Wonderland? The point about the grim discoveries of the past six years and the shame that has come with them is that it is better than the shameless silence of the past. We now know that the leaders may not be the most talented riders in the peloton and that somewhere back in the pack, there are clean riders disadvantaged by the cynicism of their sport.

For years after the French rider Charly Mottet retired, it was said he would have achieved more had he been prepared to dope. Mottet never won the Tour because, in the last week, he invariably wilted. He never complained about the sport and that, in its way, was part of the problem and part of the sadness. Mottet rode in the 1980s and early 1990s and who knows how many Charly Mottets there are today?

In Place Saint Lambert on Friday night, someone asked who I thought would win. The truth was that I don’t care. Far more important is the hope that the race can one day regain its credibility. Imagine going to the Tour de France certain in the knowledge that every rider started on the same line, that drugs were the preserve of the sick and that morality and ethics mattered as much to the contestants as the rewards of victory.

Too much to hope for? Maybe. But that should not deter those with the power to effect change.
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Armstrong the iron ruler

[By David Walsh, July 25, 2004]


The route has been shortened, the road surface smoothened, and, happily, the challenge can no longer be described as inhuman. Sadly, the inhumanity is now expressed a different way.



From the moment he descended a ramp in Liege 22 days ago, you could tell Lance Armstrong was close to his best form. Three weeks of racing have proved that; his superiority in this Tour has been extraordinary. The sixth consecutive victory has come with an efficiency that has been flamboyant at times, brutal at other times.

The achievement is remarkable; the story behind it is even more so.

Armstrong is mulling over whether to come back and try to win the race for a seventh time or whether to pursue a different schedule next year. Behind the American’s reticence is his concern for the four past champions who had to settle for a mere five Tour victories. To win seven or eight times would be to belittle the feats of those who have gone before.

The lack of enthusiasm for a return to next year’s race may also be connected to the mixed reaction Armstrong and his US Postal team have received over the past three weeks. For all those who come to cheer the champion, there are plenty who express their reservations. That was apparent on Wednesday’s spectacular stage to Alpe d’Huez when a seam of hostility ran right through the afternoon. It was directed primarily at Armstrong and his team.

There are many reasons the French have never warmed to his character. With his Texas hardness, Armstrong doesn’t possess the subtler qualities the French expect in a great champion. Neither does he have the joie de vivre they loved in Greg LeMond. But the ambivalent response tells as much about the fans’ attitude to the Tour as about its most decorated champion.

Three years ago this change in mood was detected by the French philosopher and writer Robert Redeker. At the end of the 2001 Tour, he wrote of a growing lack of empathy between the fans and those they come to support: “A huge gulf now exists between the race and the racers, who have become virtual figures, transformed into PlayStation characters while the public, the ones at the folding tables and the tents, drinking pastis and fresh rose du pays, are still real. The type of man once promoted by the race, the people’s man, born of hard toil, hardened to suffering and adept at surpassing himself, has been substituted by Robocop on wheels.”

What do we see on the murderous Alpine slopes? The finest athletes of the early 21st century or scientifically created wonders? Robocops on wheels? The difficulty lies in not knowing. A strange editorial appeared in L’Equipe last Wednesday. Although the newspaper is owned by the same company that owns the Tour de France, and generally promotes the race, it argued that today’s riders could not expect us to believe they were clean.

What to make of Friday’s contretemps between Armstrong and Filippo Simeoni? Simeoni is a lowly ranked rider, and when he surged in pursuit of six breakaways soon after the start at Annemasse, his little act of daring should have passed unnoticed. The Italian was no threat.

But Armstrong took it upon himself to chase Simeoni. This was unusual because the wearer of the maillot jaune does not leave the shelter of the peloton to follow a modest equipier. It would be akin to Roger Federer doubling up as a ball-boy at Wimbledon or Tiger Woods carrying his own clubs. Armstrong’s motivation was personal: he and Simeoni are enemies, and the American was not prepared to allow his enemy the chance to win a Tour stage.

You might imagine this as a little squabble accorded undue prominence on a quiet day. It is far more than that, because it goes to the core of what professional cycling has become. Before explaining what Simeoni had done to earn the champion’s displeasure, let us recall an Italian policeman. His name was Fulvio Gori. He worked for NAS, the country’s health police, and in early 1996 he and his colleagues received information that pharmacies in Tuscany were selling extraordinary amounts of the blood-boosting drug EPO.

It didn’t take a lot of investigating to discover the increased demand for EPO came from the sports community, especially professional cycling. NAS got on the case, but found it a difficult one to crack. It planned a raid on the 1996 Giro d’Italia, but that was thwarted when the newspaper that promotes the race, La Gazzetta Dello Sport, published a short story warning the riders of the raid.

That made Gori and his mates even more determined, and eventually they would expose the full extent of doping in Italian cycling. In 1999, Gori agreed to an interview about his work. He was a big, affable man who loved sport and hated the culture in which sportsmen felt they had to use drugs. He hated the law of silence that existed in the peloton and which meant almost everybody was afraid to speak honestly.

He took us into a room and showed us masses of files. “Not as much there as you would think,” he said. “I interviewed more than 30 cyclists. I spent a lot of time trying to get answers because we knew they were involved in doping. They were guaranteed immunity from prosecution and reassured our only interest was in prosecuting those who supplied doping products. Not one of them co-operated, not one bit of help from any of them.”

Two years later, back in Bologna, there was a great sadness in hearing that Gori had died of cancer. He was in his early 40s. Thankfully, the investigation to which he had given so much time and energy continued. Doping charges were brought against Dr Michele Ferrari from the nearby town of Ferrara, and Massimo Guandalini, the Bologna pharmacist who supplied many of Ferrari’s riders. Guandalini pleaded guilty. He was sentenced to two years in prison and forbidden from working in the pharmaceutical business for five years.

The case against Ferrari opened on September 20, 2001. He was charged with prescribing doping products. Although many riders had worked with Ferrari, only two were willing to testify against him. Simeoni was one of the two. On February 12, 2002, he gave his evidence to the Bologna court.

“From November 1996 to November 1997 I was treated by Ferrari,” he said. “Even before that, I had taken doping products. Ferrari gave me a work schedule of increasing toughness. EPO was spoken of from the first moment. That year, effectively, I was taking EPO on his instructions. Later, in March and April, Andriol was spoken of. I needed to take it after intense training sessions.

“Ferrari also told me to be careful about not taking testosterone too close to competitions, due to the risk of being tested positive. I have never been tested positive. To avoid anti-doping problems, Ferrari told me to use Emagel on the mornings of tests and to use another product the night before to lower my haematocrit level.”

Two riders, Claudio Chiappucci and Gianluca Bortolami, incriminated Ferrari in interviews with the police but told different stories under oath. One other rider, Fabrizio Convalle, testified that Ferrari had helped him to dope, but the most damning evidence had come from Simeoni. The Ferrari trial is expected to end this autumn. Ferrari has always strenuously denied the charges.

Soon after his appearance in court, Simeoni was called ‘a liar’ by Armstrong, who has worked with Ferrari since the end of 1995. Armstrong pointed to inconsistencies in the stories the rider had first given to the police and later to the judge. Simeoni countered by saying there was a logical reason for the differences. “When I was first interviewed by the police, I wanted to help them, but I didn’t tell them the whole truth,” he said. “Going to the courtroom, I knew there was no point in holding anything back, and decided I would tell everything when speaking under oath. That’s the reason for the difference.”

Simeoni was enraged by Armstrong’s calling him a liar, an accusation that appeared in a number of newspapers. He confirmed during this year’s Tour that he intends to sue the American for defamation. Personal squabbles such as this often disappear over time, but by bringing it into the Tour de France, Armstrong magnified it and invited us again to consider its significance.

According to those involved, when Simeoni and Armstrong joined the six riders at the front, the race leader made it clear that the peloton would not allow the breakaway to go on if it contained Simeoni. Two of the six suggested to Simeoni that it would be better if he dropped back. Not wanting to destroy the chances of the six, the Italian agreed.

Armstrong claims that when he and Simeoni returned to the pack, other riders patted him on the back and congratulated him on a job well done. Simeoni admits he got a hard time from a few riders. He also says Armstrong revealed his true self in the way he chased him down. Standing on the side of the road or sitting before our television sets, the salient point for us was that the peloton was supportive of Armstrong’s action.

Armstrong was unrepentant, claiming that Simeoni was trying to destroy cycling.

“Simeoni is not a rider that the peloton wants to see in the front group,” he said. “All he wants to do is to destroy cycling, to destroy the sport that pays him.”

How has he tried to destroy the sport? By coming forward and admitting that while he worked with Ferrari, he doped, and, according to his sworn testimony, did so under the guidance of the doctor? The police and the prosecutor in the Ferrari trial, Giovanni Spinosa, believe Simeoni has told the truth.

Simeoni suffers now as Christophe Bassons did in 1999. The courageous young Frenchman dared to offer the opinion that after the Festina scandal in 1998, cycling had still not addressed its doping problem. He also said he didn’t think a clean rider could finish in the top 10 of that year’s Tour. For such honesty, he too was not wanted ‘in the front group’ and was driven from the race, eventually from the sport. Bassons now teaches sport to children in Bordeaux, earning far less than he did as a cyclist but enjoying what he regards as a much richer life.

The evolution of the Tour de France is mirrored in other professional sports: performers in a glass bubble, content in a jurisdiction that exists above and beyond ordinary society and its laws. Within this world, the dominant feeling is entitlement. On the roadside, we watch the stars pass by and know not how to feel.

We grew to love the Tour de France because in the inhumanity of the challenge, man’s humanity vividly expressed itself. The vacant expressions, the haggard appearances and the undying determination spoke of nobility. The irony in the turnaround of the past decade has been unmistakable. The route has been shortened, the road surface smoothened, and, happily, the challenge can no longer be described as inhuman. Sadly, the inhumanity is now expressed a different way.

Three years ago Redeker posed the question: “What is the direction of the hurricane that is carrying cycling towards such an improbable future?” The answer is that only God knows.
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Champ or cheat?

[By David Walsh, August 28, 2005]


Armstrong’s reply was short and to the point. “Extraordinary allegations,” he said, “demand extraordinary proof.”



If it was the boldness of the headline – ‘The Armstrong Lie’ – that made the immediate impact, it was the paragraph inset on the front page alongside a photograph of the American that summarised one of the most sensational stories that L’Equipe, the French sports daily, would ever tell.

It read: “L’Equipe has received the results of scientific analyses that took place at the national anti-doping laboratory at Chatenay-Malabry, backed up by official documentation. Our investigation shows Lance Armstrong used EPO (the blood-boosting drug) in winning his first Tour de France in 1999, contrary to everything he has said.”

A year before, at a Tour de France press conference in Liege, Belgium, Armstrong was asked about accusations made against him in the book L.A. Confidentiel – les secrets de Lance Armstrong, which I co-wrote with Pierre Ballester. His reply was short and to the point. “Extraordinary allegations,” he said, “demand extraordinary proof.”

The unqualified accusation of doping by L’Equipe went further than anything printed or broadcast about Armstrong previously. In that sense, it was extraordinary. The newspaper tried to contact Armstrong on the evening before running its story and learnt from his lawyer, Donald Manasse, that he did not want to comment. “For us, these are allegations,” said Manasse. “As we have not examined what is going to be in your newspaper, it is not possible to comment. We will see tomorrow if a response is necessary.”

A response was necessary. It first appeared on Armstrong’s website. “I will simply restate what I have said many times: I have never taken performance-enhancing drugs. Unfortunately the witch hunt continues and the article is nothing short of tabloid journalism. The paper even admits in its own article that the science in question here is faulty and that I have no way to defend myself.”

The L’Equipe piece did not say the science was faulty but pointed out that because the tests were carried out on B samples of urine originally taken six years before, another test to confirm the veracity of the B sample results would not be possible. When the A sample was originally examined in 1999, there was no test for EPO.

One scientific option is open to Armstrong. In at least two of his six samples that contained synthetic EPO, there is enough urine left over (20ml) for him to have it DNA-tested to confirm that it is in fact his. So far there has been no indication that he will have this done.

Armstrong has been busy defending himself in America. On Wednesday he spoke to journalists on a video link-up from Washington. On Thursday he appeared on CNN’s Larry King Live. King immediately confronted him with a quote from Jean-Marie Leblanc, the race director of the Tour de France.

“For the first time,” Leblanc had said, “these are no longer rumours or insinuations, these are proven scientific facts…He owes explanations to us, to everyone who followed the Tour. L’Equipe have shown that I was fooled, we were all fooled.”

Armstrong said he was shocked by Leblanc’s comments and told how the two men had spoken over the telephone. According to Armstrong, Leblanc just hemmed and hawed, and said he was surprised but didn’t spell out his disappointment.

Asked why he should be the target of continual doping allegations, Armstrong looked beyond cycling. “If we consider the landscape between Americans and the French right now, obviously relations are strained. But this has been going on for seven years.”

He also offered the view that the French were sore losers. “Couple that (US-French relations) with the fact that French cycling is in one of its biggest lulls it has ever been. I don’t know, I think it’s been 20 or 25 years since they won the Tour de France.”

In every interview he has done since the story broke on Tuesday, Armstrong was asked if he would sue L’Equipe: “It’s a possibility…You know, lawsuits are two things: they’re very costly and they’re very time-consuming.”

After the publication of L.A. Confidentiel, Armstrong sued The Sunday Times for an article relating to the book, he sued the French publishers, La Martiniere, the authors and L’Express magazine for publishing extracts.

The apparent finding of EPO in six of Armstrong’s samples from the 1999 Tour de France occurred quite by chance. It was December last year and Professor Jacques de Ceaurriz, head of the French national laboratory, and his colleague Dr Françoise Lasne had been working to improve the EPO test developed at Chatenay- Malabry in the late 1990s and approved for use at the Sydney Olympics in 2000.

Their aim last December was to find synthetic EPO in urine by three distinct methods. They used the 1999 Tour de France samples, which had been kept frozen at the laboratory, for a simple reason: they knew that many cyclists used EPO freely through the 1990s as there was no means of detecting it. From the samples, they found 12 that contained EPO.

For the scientists, the discovery of EPO was not important. Their objective was solely to measure the veracity of their refined test. They did not plan to make public the results and even if anybody at the laboratory had wanted to name the riders with EPO in their urine, they could not have done so. The laboratory worked only with anonymous numbers.

Somewhere during this process, L’Equipe journalist Damien Ressiot learnt these tests had been carried out and that there were 12 positives. Through sources at the laboratory, he received the documentation for each positive test with the number relating to each rider who had provided the sample.

Ressiot’s task was at once straightforward and formidable. He had to find the documentation that showed both the name of the rider and his number for each sample. Three agencies – the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI), the French Cycling Federation and the French sports ministry – had all received copies of that documentation.

From documents reproduced in L’Equipe, it is clear that Ressiot obtained the UCI’s copies of these documents. This is ironic because of the speculation in the US about a French conspiracy to bring down the American champion. The UCI is based in Lausanne, Switzerland.

Once Ressiot received these documents, he cross-checked them against the laboratory documentation. He then knew he had a sensational story on his hands.

The investigation, lasting four months, had reached an end and resulted in L’Equipe devoting four pages to the story on Tuesday and 3 pages to its follow-up on Wednesday.

But questions remain. L’Equipe has not convincingly explained why it took so long to get the story into print: the tests were done in December, the story appeared eight months later. Had the story been published two months earlier, shortly before the start of the Tour de France, it would have greatly damaged the race. L’Equipe and the Tour are both part of the Amaury group of companies.

Neither has the newspaper explained why the riders who produced the other six positives found at Chatenay-Malabry from the 1999 samples have not been named.

Sources say the paper does not have those names. This raises the possibility that the leaked documents from the UCI were specifically designed to bring down Armstrong.

Previous allegations against Armstrong mostly involved testimony of former employees, teammates and others involved in the sport of cycling. Although they cannot be easily dismissed, they lacked the documented evidence in L’Equipe’s story. “I’ve dealt with it for seven years,” Armstrong told Larry King. “This is perhaps the worst of it.”

Because of his inspirational comeback from cancer and his athletic prowess, he remains an iconic figure to many Americans. His is a story that millions of them want to believe. Many still do, but not all. Following L’Equipe’s story, many American commentators have openly expressed doubt.

In the San Francisco Chronicle on Wednesday, Gwen Knapp compared Armstrong to baseball’s Barry Bonds, the record-setting hitter who has been linked to the Bay Area Laboratory Co-operative (BALCO), the California steroid factory. She wrote that Bond’s disgraced trainer, Greg Anderson, who has pleaded guilty to two federal charges in the BALCO case, is not much different from Armstrong’s former trainer Dr Michele Ferrari, who has been convicted on doping charges in an Italian court.

“Both athletes can say they have never tested positive,” wrote Knapp, “although Bonds can say it more convincingly. Traces of a banned corticosteroid turned up in Armstrong’s 1999 tests. He then produced a medical certificate, saying that he was allowed to use the substance to treat saddle sores…

“The thing that definitely separates Armstrong and Bonds has nothing to do with science or law. It’s a popularity contest and Armstrong can’t lose. As the cancer survivor who launched 50m yellow bracelets, he has an aura that transcends sports. Bonds, cranky and condescending, may be the most disliked of athletes. As a cyclist, Armstrong never threatened any records held dear by Americans.”

Armstrong himself is aware of the damage caused by L’Equipe’s story and how it will affect how he is perceived. “It’s always going to be a case of did he or didn’t he?” he said.

“But it has always been a case of did he or didn’t he? I mean, this is not the first time somebody’s come along and said, ‘Ah, he’s doped. Ah, he rode too fast. Ah, his story’s too miraculous – no way, he’s doped’. This has been going on for seven years. And I suspect it will continue.”

What they said…

In Europe


“For the first time these are no longer rumours or insinuations, these are proven scientific facts. L’Equipe have shown that I was fooled, we were all fooled.” – Jean-Marie Leblanc, director of the Tour de France, inset.




“Lance Armstrong has fallen. He is not the person he pretended to be…The American can no longer be considered as a sporting legend.” – Le Monde




“Armstrong has betrayed us…today the king is naked a the American should be stripped of his titles, at least the victory in the 1999 Tour” – Le Figaro



In America


“They [the French] don’t mind us when we’re buying their wine or storming German pillboxes, but they have never been able to accept their jewel being dominated by an American” – Mike Lopresti, USA Today




“France cannot accept that Armstrong has dominated their national sporting event for the past seven years. It’s tempting to wonder why, since the French are rather experienced at accepting defeat. It must have something to do with Armstrong being an American – and a Texan” – editorial in the Austin American-Statesman, Armstrong’s home-town newspaper.




A firm denial has lost its credibility when every culprit claims innocence, when the sprinter Kelli White denies and then confesses, when Rafael Palmeiro [the Baltimore Orioles baseball star] shakes a finger at Congress to underscore his goody-goody stance on a steroid-free body, but his positive test is revealed a few months later. – Selena Roberts, The New York Times




“It’s too bad that athletes are now considered by the public to be guilty until proven innocent. But their forebears have lied so often in the same situations that they can’t be trusted solely on their word any more. That’s the unfortunate world Armstrong now lives in” – David Steele, Chicago Tribune.
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The clean machine

[By Paul Kimmage, June 29, 2008]


Here I am, on this team that is really trying to stick by the books and this guy is making fun of us for playing by the rules.



Jonathan Vaughters is telling me a story about the pivotal moment of his life as a professional cyclist. It happened on a sunny Tuesday morning in the city of Pau, as he prepared for the start of the 14th stage of the 2001 Tour de France. Spirits were high in the peloton that morning; the last of the high mountain peaks had been crossed two days before and there were just six stages to race before the chequered flag in Paris.

Vaughters had never made it to Paris. In 1999, his Tour debut, he had been brought down in a spectacular pile-up on the second stage. A year later, he crashed out again, overshooting a corner at speed on a descent in the Pyrenees. His third appearance in the race had been the best to date. He had experienced the thrill of winning (his team, Credit Agricole, had the team time trial), survived the Alps and Pyrenees, and was nailed-on to make his first Tour finish.

And then, incredibly, the curse had struck again.

The previous afternoon, while out on a leisurely ride with his teammates during the rest day in Pau, a wasp had become entrapped in his sunglasses and stung him in the eye. Vaughters was allergic to wasp stings and by the time he had returned to the team hotel, his eye was the size of a golf ball. The pain was only beginning.

“The only thing that’s going to reduce that swelling is a cortisone injection which, as you know, is proscribed,” the team doctor announced. “Take it and you’ll test positive.”

Vaughters was distraught. “But that’s ridiculous…I can’t see! I can’t ride my bike! How will I finish the race?”

“I’m sorry Jonathan,” the doctor replied. “I can give you the injection but you will have to abandon the race. There are no exemptions for allergies. We have to do this by the book.”

“I understand,” Vaughters conceded, “but I’m not going to abandon. We’ll see how it is in the morning.”

Sleep did not come easily that night to the 29-year-old American. Here he was, trying to compete clean against rocket machines, juiced on (undetectable) EPO, growth hormone and testosterone and he was the guy at risk of being exposed as a cheat! The irony was sickening.

The morning brought no respite. He ate breakfast with his teammates, changed into his racing kit and stepped off the team coach in Pau looking like the Elephant Man. His Tour was effectively over but as a gesture to highlight the absurdity of the doping laws he had decided to sign-on as normal, line-up for the start, and climb off his bike as soon as the flag dropped.

As he made his way to the start line, aching with disappointment, he crossed the path of a chap he describes as ‘a famous rider’. Most of the other racers had greeted him with sympathy that morning but this particular rider didn’t do sympathy. No, his speciality was contempt.

“Poor Jonathan and his stupid little team,” he spat. “What the fuck are you like? If you were on my team this would have been taken care of, but now you are not going to finish the Tour de France because of a wasp sting.”

Vaughters was gutted.

“I thought, ‘Fuck! Here I am, on this team that is really trying to stick by the books and this guy is making fun of us for playing by the rules’,” he says. “My heart just left me after that. It just made me sad, just irrevocably sad. I raced (the following year) in 2002 but that was the moment that effectively ended my career. Phew! (sighs) I was done. I didn’t want to race any more. It just didn’t seem to matter to me after that.”

He returned to his native Colorado with his wife, Alisa, and son Charlie and applied his considerable intellect to the business of selling real estate. He wrote wine columns and antique furniture reviews for specialist magazines and dabbled in stocks and shares. The transition to normal life was seamless. Almost everything he touched turned to gold. And then he did something that completely defied logic. He began floating the notion of an anti-doping cycling team that would compete in the Tour de France.

The cynics went to town on him: “What was Jonathan on?” But he wouldn’t be denied and next Saturday, when the Tour begins in Brest, ‘Team Clean’ (aka Team Garmin-Chipotle) will join the circus on the grid. Why has he returned? What does he hope to achieve? This is the story of the revenge of Jonathan Vaughters.

It is often said that before you judge a man, you should walk a mile in his shoes. I have walked that mile with Jonathan Vaughters; I have spent four days in his shoes but don’t ask me to judge him. And I definitely can’t explain him. We have returned to the pivotal moment of his career – the exchange with the famous rider in 2001 – and I’ve been wrestling with the word he used to describe how he felt.

“You used the word ‘sad’,” I observe.

“Yeah,” he replies.

“Not anger?”

“No.”

“There was no element of anger at all?”

“I’m not saying there was no element of anger but it was definitely more sad…yeah, I will stick to that.”

“No resentment?” I press.

He sighs.

“…At the injustice of it all?”

“There was some, of course,” he replies, dispassionately. “The wasp sting really brought to a head a lot of the conflict I had going on inside of me. It really brought home the fact that, ‘Okay, maybe there just isn’t justice’.”

He crosses his legs and awaits the next question. The chime of a carriage clock fills the void. His calm is unnerving. What does it take, I wonder, to get Jonathan Vaughters mad?

I’m trying my best. The interview has entered its fifth hour and the discussion has turned to his experiences of doping.

“Did you have any first-hand experience of doping in the States?” I ask.

“No, not in the US,” he replies.

“Not at all?”

“No, racing in the States is much less…I mean half the guys you are racing against have full-time jobs. You know? It is much, much less demanding.”

“What about when you joined the US Postal Service team in 1998?”

“In ‘98? Why do you need to know that?” he laughs.

“I need to know when you witnessed it first-hand,” I explain. “I’m asking whether it was in ‘98 that you witnessed it first-hand.”

“I know,” he laughs. “And I am asking you: Why do you need to know that?”

“I would have thought it was a logical extension of what we have been talking about.”

“Well, no,” he disagrees. “Essentially, you are leading me down a path where I end up having to answer questions that I can’t back out of.”

“I’m not leading you down any path,” I counter. “I’m trying to explain how you founded Team Clean. I am asking you about your experiences of doping in cycling.”

“No, that’s totally understandable,” he concedes.

“I’m not asking you anything I didn’t ask Greg LeMond.”

“No, of course, and I wouldn’t expect that. I guess I would just say that my time at US Postal Service was…I kind of almost have to leave that as a ‘No comment’. And you can take that however you would like.”

“Okay, fine. You are painting me a picture and I’m reading between the lines.”

“And you’re welcome to read between the lines,” he says. “I’m completely okay with that.”

“My perception is that you doped.”

“You’re an intelligent person,” he smiles. “So your perception is…(laughs)”

“I want a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’.”

“I know you want a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’.”

“I want to know: Did you dope? I want to know: Why did you dope? And I want to know how you felt about doping?”

“And what I will tell you is that people are free to make the judgments they want out of my cycling career,” he insists.

“Jonathan, I don’t understand what your problem is here,” I reply, exasperated. “It’s a valid question. I’m not going to walk away from it.”

“I’m not asking you to walk away from it,” he says. “I can see that you are trying to establish a background and that’s fine but what I’m saying is that I’m just not going to talk about it and that’s it. You can take that however you want.”

I take it badly. He doesn’t flinch. Later that evening, I’m venting my frustrations to his wife, Alisa, at dinner when she suddenly makes sense of him. “The thing you have to remember about Jonathan,” she smiles, “is that he’s the son of an attorney.”

An only son, Jonathan Vaughters was born and raised in Denver, Colorado.

His father, Jim, was the attorney. His mother, Donna, was a speech pathology professor. A small, wiry, boy, it wasn’t a conventional childhood. His bedtime stories were Thomas Jefferson quotes from the American Bill of Rights and his most vivid childhood memories were of watching his father in court.

“The one time my dad would be passionate was in front of a jury,” he says. “Sometimes we wouldn’t have a babysitter and he would take me with him and I’d sit there, listening as he set out his case in a very nonchalant way: ‘Well, if you could explain that to me please because I don’t understand’. It was never confrontational, but you could see him leading the witness down this path where they had no other option but to answer truthfully.

“Every fourth of July, he would sit me down and force me into reading the constitution of the United States and the Bill of Rights. That quote from Thomas Jefferson – “It’s better to have five guilty men go free than one innocent man in jail” – was ground into me. He believed, although imperfect, that the legal system of the United States was one of the milestones of mankind.”

The thing that really set Jim Vaughters apart was his clients.

“He never wanted to work for a big law firm,” Jonathan says. “His clients were working-class folk who got themselves in financial trouble or were going through a divorce and we would sometimes get paid in hamburgers or firewood. That was often a source of tension with my parents but dad never backed down. He only ever took cases he believed in.”

Vaughters never envisaged a career in sport. He was hopelessly uncoordinated with any shape of ball but developed a talent for wheels in his teens – go karts first, and then bicycles. The strategy of racing fascinated him.

He had been blessed with great lungs and a mountain climber’s frame and was soon making a name for himself.

In 1993, he finished second in the Tour of Venezuela with the US amateur team and was offered a professional contract with Santa Clara, a small Spanish team run by Jose-Louis Nunes, a devout Roman Catholic and member of Opus Dei. His parents were horrified. “What about your education?” they asked. But Jonathan was sold. “I thought, ‘Sure, it’s a pretty big risk but I’m not going to get to see the world any other way.’” He was 20 years old.

In the spring of 1994, he caught a flight to Valencia and began his apprenticeship as a professional cyclist. One of the earliest team talks was a sermon on the evil of doping – a message delivered regularly by Nunes over the next three years. “The team was essentially funded by Opus Dei. We had a director who had taken a vow of celibacy and went to church three times a day. ‘We’re going to change cycling’, he said. ‘Doping is immoral and unethical’. He was out to conquer doping…Well, I don’t think ‘96 was a really great time to do that.

“My teammates thought it was absolutely ludicrous that we didn’t dope on this team. We would go to races and all eight of us would be out the back. We got made fun of, quite frankly, by some of the other riders. Mentally, the saving grace for me was that I still had nothing better to do with my life. I was the infinite optimist. ‘I’m going to improve. Things will get better. They will soon develop a test for EPO’. But boy did we suck.”

By 1997, even Nunes had lost faith; Santa Clara went to the wall; Vaughters secured a contract with a small team in the US and rediscovered the joy of winning. “The racing domestically was just a thousand times easier. I won everything that year…the national time trial championship…the national racing calendar points series…I was the star rider of the domestic racing scene.”

A year later, he spent the first of two seasons with the US Postal team. He raced solidly in the first season and brilliantly in the second, delivering a stand-out performance to win the Mont Ventoux of the Dauphine race, a month before the Tour de France.

“That was a massive performance,” I suggest.

“Yes,” he replies.

“Did it feel massive? Did you feel happy?”

“I felt okay. I wasn’t ecstatic.”

“That doesn’t make sense?”

“Well, for sure, it was the best form of my life as a bike rider, but I wasn’t…I was just sort of…I will leave it at this; I wasn’t overly pleased with that victory. It was interesting to me. It answered a lot of questions. But it wasn’t the most ecstatic moment of my life by any means.”

In 2000, he left the US Postal service team for the French team, Credit Agricole. For the first time in six years, Vaughters had found his natural home. He liked the manager, Roger Legeay, and his way of doing business. The 18 months that followed were the happiest of his career…until the sting in the tale at Pau.

He returned home to Denver and was out walking with Charlie in the park one afternoon when he happened upon a small junior race near Denver Zoo. “I remember standing there, watching these kids have fun racing their bikes and I don’t know, it just reminded me of why I loved the sport.”

He decided to race for one last season with a small domestic team that included Danny Paté, the former under-23 world time trial champion. One night, they shared a room together and got chatting about the season Paté had spent in Italy and why he was never going back. “It was the usual stuff,” Vaughters says. “He didn’t feel comfortable…the team weren’t helpful…but the biggest thing he said was, ‘It just became apparent to me that a lot of guys were doping’.

“I tried to argue it with him a bit. ‘You know, Danny, I think you could still ride really well over there’.

But he totally disagreed with everything I said. ‘No’, he said, ‘it’s the same thing as cutting the course [taking a shortcut] or stealing from a supermarket, so what’s the point? I don’t want to be racing with a bunch of guys like that’.

“This was a world champion, the hottest property of that generation; they had waved all kinds of money in his face but he had stuck by his ideals. He didn’t flinch. He wasn’t cutting the course. It wasn’t even a torturous decision! How could I argue with that?”

Vaughters didn’t…but it did set him thinking. In Paté he had seen the reflection of his father; a defender of morals and values; a man you could not compromise.

But what had been the kid’s reward? His career was going nowhere. His ambition had been shelved. What was the sport doing to its talent? What could Vaughters do to change it? He would invest some of his savings in a small development team.

“It was just a hobby at first,” he says. “Our big international trip that year (2004) was to Quebec and we did some races in the US.”

The second season was more ambitious. In March 2005, Vaughters travelled to the Tour of Normandy with Doug Ellis, a cycling-mad philanthropist from New York who had expressed an interest in the team. Ellis was smitten. “What do we need to make this bigger?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Vaughters replied. “What did you have in mind?”

“I want an American team, with American riders, developed from a very young age and moulded into professionals. An American Pro-Tour team.”

“I’d prefer to stick with the kids,” Vaughters said.

“Why?” Ellis asked. “What’s your hesitation?”

Vaughters explained the culture of doping in the sport and the methods that he would employ to change it. They would subject their riders to the most stringent testing regime the sport had ever seen. “Doug, at the end of the day it may not work,” Vaughters insisted. “And I don’t want to blast through 15 or 20 million dollars, so I’m warning you, right now.”

Ellis decided to press ahead. “This may not be a terribly fun journey but it is going to be a challenge,” he smiled.

The challenge has been easier than they imagined. And a lot more fun as well. On Saturday, Danny Paté, a clean professional cyclist racing for the cleanest professional team in cycling, will start his first Tour de France.

Take a bow, Jonathan Vaughters, your revenge is complete.
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Blood, sweat and fears

[By David Walsh, May 23, 2010]


The question is which version is to be believed? Is a man more credible when his story is told for profit or, in this case, for no material gain.



Lying in a tent at Gorak Shep, 5,170m above sea level in the heart of Nepal, you don’t expect Lance Armstrong to disturb the Himalayan peace. But a text message from a friend had done just that: “Landis, sensational confession, dynamite, implicated Armstrong and others.”

On the six-hour trek down through Lobuche and Dughla to a cyber shack at Pheriche, one question recurred: why had Landis done it? Winner of the 2006 Tour de France, then disqualified after a positive drug test; he had spent two years and $2m in an unsuccessful attempt to clear his name. He returned to the sport after a two-year ban still preaching his innocence.

What now made him tell what he had for so long denied? D’Angelo Barksdale, a character in David Simon’s iconic TV series The Wire, came to mind. “The past is always with us,” D’Angelo told his fellow prison inmates. “Where we came from, what we go through, how we go through it, all this shit matters…What came first is who we really are and what happened before is what really happened.”

There are two Floyd Landises. There is the kid who wanted to escape the strict Mennonite shackles of his rural Pennsylvania background, who defied his parents by sneaking out in darkness to train on the quiet roads around Farmersville. That boy would become a professional, earn a lot of money, take a lot of drugs, tell a lot of lies and live in California.

California wasn’t where Landis came from. He was Floyd, son of Paul and Arlene, devout members of the Mennonite community.

They were people who believed in modesty, honesty and the love of God, who didn’t confuse their needs with their wants. For all that he would become, Floyd loved his parents, respected their way of life.

“What came first is who we really are,” said D’Angelo and over the past few weeks Landis hesitantly returned to where he came from. In his only interview since the story broke, he told Bonnie Ford of ESPN that he didn’t want to go on ‘being part of the problem any more. I want to clear my conscience’.

The emails sent by Landis to cycling and anti-doping officials in Europe and the US were not an attack on his former teammate Lance Armstrong but an account of Landis’ own doping. It is not uncommon for cyclists to admit their doping but generally they try to disconnect their actions from those around them, protecting teammates and team facilitators out of a sense of misguided loyalty.

Landis has given us the context in which he doped. He tells of the support and the expertise he claims he received from those around him. He offers us plenty of names. For three years, 2002-04, he rode for US Postal, the team owned by Tailwind Sports, which was then 50% owned by Armstrong.

According to Landis, joining US Postal was the catalyst for a serious commitment to doping. He implicates Armstrong, team manager Johan Bruyneel and various former teammates. The allegations have been denied. “It’s just our word against theirs, and we like our word. We like where we stand,” said Armstrong.

Not for the first time, Armstrong turned his gun on the accuser. “I remind everyone that this is a man who wrote a book for profit and now has a completely different version.”

The question is which version is to be believed? Is a man more credible when his story is told for profit or, in this case, for no material gain? Those whose careers depend on the credibility of cycling have been quick to denounce Landis. “I feel sorry for the guy because I don’t accept anything he says as true,” said Pat McQuaid, the president of UCI. McQuaid insults our intelligence when he says he doesn’t believe Landis’ admission of doping. Why would any rider say he doped for five years if he didn’t?

It is the detail in the emails that is arresting. Landis recalls being instructed on how to use testosterone patches by Bruyneel during the 2002 Dauphine Libere race in the south of France. After that race Landis says he and Armstrong flew by helicopter from Grenoble to St Moritz, where he was given a box of testosterone patches by Armstrong. This exchange, according to Landis, was witnessed by Armstrong’s former wife, Kristin.

Early in 2003, Landis says he went to join his US Postal teammates for a training camp at Girona in northern Spain. While there, he had four units (two litres) of blood extracted, which would be transfused back into his body later in the season.

The blood, he writes in his email, was taken at Armstrong’s Girona apartment and stored alongside blood extracted from Armstrong and another Postal rider, George Hincapie, in a small refrigerator. Landis says that as Armstrong was going away for three weeks, he asked Landis to take care of the blood and be aware of the danger caused by a power cut. Later that season, according to Landis, he, Armstrong, Hincapie and Jose Luis ‘Chechu’ Rubiera all had their transfusions in the same room and that he witnessed the other three being transfused.

Most sinister of all, Landis recounts a story allegedly told to him by Armstrong about a failed drug test for the blood-booster EPO by Armstrong at the 2002 Tour de Suisse. According to Landis, the failed test was swept under the carpet after a visit by Armstrong and Bruyneel to Hein Verbruggen, UCI president at the time. In fact, Armstrong won the Tour de Suisse in 2001 and did not compete in 2002.

As the rider disqualified after winning the 2006 Tour and one who now admits to years of doping, it is easy to dismiss the Landis emails as the lies of the one who had it all and then lost it. Especially as you suspect that if offered a million dollars to stay quiet, the other Floyd Landis, the one who felt entitled to something better than the Mennonite way of life, would have accepted.

The key to assessing the worth of the Landis accusations is to remember they do not exist in a vacuum. What Landis has put before us is not circumstantial but direct evidence. He says he was there, he witnessed it. He is not the first to offer such evidence.

Lying in that tent at Gorak Shep on Thursday evening, thoughts turned to some of the forerunners.

A July afternoon in 2003 spent at the Liverpool home of the former head soigneur of the US Postal team Emma O’Reilly. She told of her five years with the team, especially the two when only she was allowed to give Armstrong his daily massages.

Once she travelled from France to the team’s headquarters in Spain to pick up what she believed was a doping product that she later handed to Armstrong in the car park of a McDonald’s outside Nice.

She told, too, of the time she disposed of Armstrong’s used syringes, and of the time before the 1999 Tour de France when Armstrong asked her to get some make-up to hide the syringe marks on his arm. And in some detail, she described the evening on that 1999 Tour when Armstrong learnt he had tested positive for a corticoid and how with the help of two team officials, they came up with a plan to backdate a medical exemption for the offending substance. O’Reilly would later repeat all of these accusations under oath. Armstrong dismissed her as a disgruntled former employee.

I thought, too, of an evening in October 2003 spent at the Auckland home of Stephen Swart, who rode with Armstrong for the Motorola team in 1993 and 1994. According to the New Zealander the Motorola team, frustrated by a lack of results, decided to dope to catch up with their superiors.

Armstrong, he said, was the leading pro-doping voice in the team. Swart would later repeat these allegations under oath.

Armstrong said Swart was a bitter former teammate.

Then there was the afternoon in December 2003 at a hotel in Detroit when another former Motorola and US Postal teammate, Frankie Andreu, told of the seven years he had ridden with Armstrong. Once, in the early years, Armstrong had laid out on the bed of a hotel room all the pills he was taking. “Man,” Andreu said to him at the time, “you’re nuts.”

Andreu also told of being in a room at Indiana University Hospital in October 1996 when he heard Armstrong tell doctors he used banned substances prior to being diagnosed with testicular cancer. Andreu’s wife, Betsy, who was also in the room, said she heard the same admission from Armstrong.

Before the Andreus repeated these allegations under oath, Armstrong emailed Frankie and asked him to remember that his [Armstrong’s] success in cycling benefited everybody.

I thought, too, of Mike Anderson, the personal assistant employed by Armstrong for two years, 2003 and 2004. So central was Anderson to the lives of the family that Kristin Armstrong referred to him as H2, husband number two. I met Anderson in Austin, Texas, and he told of the day that changed his view of Armstrong.

It was the spring of 2004, the Armstrongs had separated, Lance had hooked up with the singer Sheryl Crow and was taking her to the Girona apartment for the first time. According to Anderson, who was in Girona ahead of his boss, Armstrong called and asked him to go through the apartment and ‘de-Kik’ it [Armstrong referred to his former wife as Kik]. While doing that task, Anderson claimed he found a small bottle in a medical cabinet that had the label ‘Androstenin’, and after looking up the list of banned products on his laptop, he was sure his boss was doping.

Their relationship was never the same after that.

When Anderson made public his discovery, Armstrong dismissed him as a bitter former employee.

I stayed in touch with O’Reilly, Swart, the Andreus and Anderson long after the interviews ended. And one thing always puzzled me: why would good people make up vicious lies about Armstrong? The difference with the Landis emails is that he presented them as a challenge to cycling and anti-doping authorities: what are you going to do about this? Long ago, cycling’s authorities decided it would not wash in public any linen belonging to Armstrong. The United States Anti-Doping Authority has taken a different line and appointed the federal investigator Jeff Novitzky to the case. Landis and Armstrong’s former wife are understood to be cooperating.

The choice of Novitzky is significant because if his work in the infamous BALCO case proved anything, it was that lying to federal investigators is not a good idea.

If Novitzky concludes that US Postal did run a doping programme, Armstrong and others could face charges. Through Tailwind Sports, the US Postal team was funded by taxpayers’ money. The penalties for misusing such funds are draconian. The Landis emails may have been but the first chapter in a story destined to become far more interesting.
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The loneliness of the long-distance cyclist

[By Paul Kimmage, January 30, 2011]


There was no scenario in my mind where I was ever going to get the chance to race the Tour de France and win clean. It was either cheat or get cheated.



Four years ago, on the morning of Saturday May, 19 2007, Floyd Landis took the stand at a hearing in Malibu, California, raised his right hand and swore by almighty God to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth about his life as a professional racing cyclist.

He lied.

A month later, Landis solicited thousands of dollars from ordinary bike fans to fund his burgeoning legal fees, and published a book, Positively False, which promised to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth about how he had won the 2006 Tour de France.

He lied.

In April last year, Landis sent a series of emails to US cycling officials that purported to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth about the sordid reality of doping in professional cycling. The emails were leaked to The Wall Street Journal, and three months later a federal investigation into doping in the sport was launched.

The investigation is being led by Jeff Novitzky, a federal agent with the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA), whose previous work in this field resulted in the shaming of the baseball star Barry Bonds and the jailing of the Olympic track star Marion Jones. Landis may be called on to testify, but why should anyone believe him now?

Before the lies, there was a story told about the genius of Floyd Landis. It began in the spring of 2002, on a grey morning in the Spanish city of Girona, when he glanced out of the window of an apartment he was sharing with a team-mate, Dave Zabriskie, and suggested it was too wet to train. “Let’s go to the coffee shop,” he said.

They ordered two cappuccinos from a waitress and, after a week of training in the rain, it felt good to be warm. They ordered another round and then another, and by the fourth the waitress was laughing – she had never seen anyone drink four cappuccinos. So they ordered two more.

Zabriskie could feel his eyes starting to pop; after five cups he gave up, but Floyd kept drinking, and two hours later, when he asked for the tab, the legend was born. He was The Man Who Drank 13 Cappuccinos – but the genius was in what happened next: Floyd went back to his apartment, climbed into bed and spent the rest of the afternoon sleeping.

Later that year, after completing his first Tour de France, he fell into bed at midnight and didn’t wake until 4pm the following day, when he got up, ordered some food, returned to bed and slept through till 10 the next morning. Yes, if there was one speed Floyd did better than fast, it was slow.

The day it changed – the day everything changed – started in a king-size bed at a plush hotel in southern Holland. Three days before, he had become the third American in history to win the Tour de France; he had taken a call from President Bush, celebrated with family and friends in Paris, and travelled north to Stiphout in Holland for an exhibition race, where he had been paraded around with a local beauty queen and had pocketed €60,000.

It was the morning of Wednesday July 26, 2006. After a long and leisurely breakfast with Amber, his wife, he returned to his room, where the famed yellow tunic he would wear again at another race that night was draped across a suitcase. Every time he looked at it he smiled. He had done it; he had won the Tour. And with victory came the spoils: a $3m contract with Phonak, the team he had joined in 2005; $4m in prospective sponsorships and a sense of achievement that felt priceless.

Floyd was 30. For the first time in his life he felt truly content…And then the phone rang. The caller’s voice was crackled and strained, and it took a moment for Floyd to register that it was his manager, John Lelangue, calling from another room. “I need to talk to you. Can I come up?” he asked.

“Sure,” Floyd replied. “What’s up?” But instinctively, he knew.

“I opened the door and his hands were shaking,” Floyd recalls. “He came in and sat down at a table across from me and said, “Floyd, we have a positive [drug test] on the team.” And then I had to sit down. I knew at that moment my life was fucked and would never be the same.”

Floyd Landis was the second of six children born to Paul and Arlene Landis. He was raised in a modest house in Farmersville, Pennsylvania, the heart of Amish country. The Landises were Mennonite, a branch of the Anabaptist Protestant religion related to Amish but not as conservative or inflexible. “I would go to church 400 times a year,” he says, “and when you’re a kid, sitting still for an hour and a half 400 times a year is a trauma in itself…It’s not like these church services were stimulating; it’s just a plain building with wooden benches and you just sit and listen.”

Listening didn’t come easy to a hyperactive boy and he was spanked regularly, but the more he was punished, the more defiant he became. His most aggravating trait was a propensity for asking questions. The questions got more complex as he got older, and by his 12th birthday he began to accept that he was doomed. “We were taught that the Bible says that not only is adultery a sin, but lust is a sin, and when you’re a 12-year-old boy, you’re going to Hell! There was no way around it. I couldn’t will myself to not think about women, and it made me extremely frustrated that this was a sin.”

But nothing stirred his juices like the thrill of riding his mountain bike. “The bike was my escape. The bike was my way to forget about it all, because whenever I wasn’t on my bike, riding as hard as I could, I was sitting around contemplating life and trying not to feel guilty.”

In 1993, aged 17, he won the US junior mountain bike championships and was selected for the world championships in Métabief, France. He had never been on an aeroplane, eaten pasta, or witnessed anyone drinking alcohol before, and from the moment he arrived, he wanted to go home. “It was like I had landed on Mars. There were so many things that were different, so many things I couldn’t adjust to and I just…withdrew. I tried to stay focused on the race, but the more I looked around, the more I had to stop and think about the philosophical issues in my head. I thought, ‘Look at how these people behave! How do they justify this?’” In 1994 he secured his first sponsorship deal, with GT Bicycles, and then, before a race in West Virginia, he had his first taste of caffeine.

“You want an espresso?” a team-mate, Will Geoghegan, asked.

“What’s an espresso?” he replied. Geoghegan laughed and shook his head: “Man, you’re like some unfrozen caveman.”

The following summer, they were relaxing in an apartment before a race in Spokane when Geoghegan found a TV channel showing the Tour de France. Floyd had heard of the race but never seen it. “This thing is absolutely brutal,” Geoghegan explained. “It covers more than 2,000 miles over three weeks and goes over some of the steepest roads in the Alps and Pyrenees.”

A lone rider in a blue jersey had broken clear of the pack and was entering the finishing stretch. “That guy’s crushing everyone,” Floyd observed. He was looking at Lance Armstrong.

That October, on the morning of his 20th birthday, Floyd told his parents he was leaving to spend the winter with a small team in California. His mother started crying; his father urged him to remember who he was; they knew deep down he would never be back. “Don’t worry,” he assured them. “I’ll make you proud.”

He settled in San Diego and spent the next three years scratching a living as a mountain bike racer. In 1998 he met David Witt, a 48-year old restaurateur who loved riding his bike.

Floyd was penniless and without a team, but Witt encouraged him to keep trying. “He said, “Look, you can’t quit yet, you’ve got to give it one more year – try racing on the road. Don’t worry about rent, I’ll pay for everything, just go train and see if you can find a road deal.” And I rode more than I ever did in my entire life that winter.”

He started well the following season and secured a small ($6,000) contract with Mercury, a new US road team with ambitions for Europe. In September, two months after Armstrong had won his first Tour de France, Landis finished third in the Tour de l’Avenir – a traditional testing ground for aspiring Tour champions – and Mercury upped his contract to $30,000.

He started dating Amber Basile, a flight attendant and the daughter of David’s girlfriend, Rose. “Before leaving home I had gone on some dates with a girl my parents didn’t approve of, but you don’t really date in the Mennonite religion – you just choose a girl who appeals to you and get married. Being married is about having kids and teaching them how to get to Heaven.” That Amber already had a kid – a beautiful three-year-old daughter called Ryan – was sure to cause ructions back in Farmersville, so Floyd said nothing until after they were married in February 2001. “I was still racing for Mercury and wasn’t making much money, and it wasn’t as if Amber’s mom could pay for a wedding, so we just got married at the courthouse in San Diego.”

David lent him the money for a down payment on a house an hour north of San Diego and helped Amber move in while Floyd left for Europe with Mercury. In May 2001, the team ran out of money and stopped paying his wages. When a team registers with the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI), cycling’s world governing body, it must set up a bank guarantee to ensure employees get paid if the team has problems. When a team defaults, a creditor can apply to the UCI for the guarantee to be called up, and if within 30 days the team has not raised any ‘reasonably justifiable objection’ to payment of the money, ‘the national federation shall pay the sum at issue’.

Floyd waited 30 days and sent a letter to the UCI, then acceded to their request to allow Mercury more time (once the UCI draws on the guarantee, the team is suspended). But three months later nothing had changed. With debts piling up, he was getting desperate and hired a lawyer to press the UCI to enforce its own rule.

Hein Verbruggen, the UCI president, was not impressed. In a fax dated August 10, he rejected any suggestion the governing body had acted negligently. Then he added: “Such an aggressive approach might perhaps work in the USA, but it does not in Europe and most definitely not with me…I have given order to our legal department to take the tone of your approach into account when it comes to following up on your request.”

Floyd was furious. He was also broke. Landis thought about quitting and finding a proper job, but managed to secure a berth with Armstrong and his all-conquering US Postal team.

There are two versions about what he discovered there during the three seasons that he would spend with Postal. Lance Armstrong has always insisted that he never used performance-enhancing drugs or witnessed them being used on the team. “Floyd lost a his credibility a long time ago,” he told reporters at the Tour of California last May. “This is a man who has been under oath several times with a completely different version, written a book with a completely different version, someone that took, some would say, close to $1m from innocent people for his defence under a different premise. Now, when it’s all run out, the story changes.”

Floyd’s first assignment with the team was at a training camp in Austin, Texas, in December 2001. He had raced with Lance Armstrong twice but had never met him and wasn’t sure what to expect: the inspirational champion he had read about and admired in Armstrong’s acclaimed memoir, It’s Not About the Bike, or the rather less flattering portrait depicted by some of his former team-mates.

Pre-season training camps are more about planning than training. Landis recounts a story about how, one night, in an effort to bond with his troops, Armstrong took the wheel of a black Chevrolet SUV and drove a group of them into town. The first surprise was Armstrong’s rather casual regard for speed limits and signals. “Are there no cops in this town?” someone joked.

The second surprise was the venue, a strip club, where they ordered drinks and mingled with the dancers before moving to an office downtown, where four strippers arrived with two bouncers and performed a private show. They finished late. “The way he was behaving could in no way be reconciled with what I had read in the book,” Landis says. “This guy was going around acting like an asshole. It didn’t add up.”

Armstrong’s lawyer has denied that his client has had any contact with strippers.

But the thing that really fascinated Floyd was Armstrong’s aura of sporting invincibility. “I mean, I’m a guy that he has never really met, he hasn’t given me any sort of period to prove that I’m trustworthy, he just threw me into the car and went to the strip club. How was he able to maintain that? What if the press had followed us?” More troubling to him was the shadow of doping at Postal: at least seven former US Postal riders have tested positive or admitted to doping while on the team. During his first Tour de France win in 1999, Armstrong had tested positive for a corticosteroid, and apparently transgressed the rules, but was not sanctioned by the UCI. The UCI said that Armstrong had used an ointment containing a corticosteroid to treat saddle sores. According to the UCI, this was prescribed and therefore acceptable. Armstrong has not failed a drugs test since.

Landis had spoken about doping with some old pros at Mercury. “At this point I was still completely against it. I didn’t like the idea [of it]. It didn’t represent what I felt cycling was to me.”

During that first camp in Austin, he arranged a meeting with Johan Bruyneel, the Postal team director, and informed him of his ambition to race in the Tour with Armstrong and that he would do whatever he needed to do to be at his best. He says the subtext – that he was willing to dope – was clear to the team director. Landis says: “I figured the only way he’d be open with me was if I were happy to do anything.” Bruyneel denies this conversation ever took place.

In the spring of 2002, Floyd moved to Girona, where Armstrong and a number of the Postal team were based. His apartment was small and cramped but was brightened by the wit of his zany team-mate Zabriskie. On the morning after their cappuccino binge, he got a call from Lance.

“Tomorrow, you’re going to do five hours with me and we’re going to have a little talk.”

The lecture, on the perils of caffeine, began as they rode into the hills. “He takes me on a ride and starts instructing me on how to behave and how to train, and I wasn’t going to argue,” Landis says. “I mean, here’s Lance Armstrong telling me how to train…I’m not going to say, ‘I already train hard. I’ve worked hard to get here.’ I wasn’t going to debate it. But all I really got out of the conversation was, ‘I’ve just got to fit in here. I’d better not be seen as the crazy guy.’” Armstrong advised him to move his family from California. He found a plain two-bedroom on the edge of town, rented a car and drove to Ikea in Barcelona to buy furniture. “We don’t have the money for this,” Amber said. “What are we going to do, sit on the floor?”

“Don’t worry, babe. It’s going to work out.”

Those first six months were a struggle. He was 26 years old, earning $5,000 a month and owed $60,000 on his credit cards. The money he insisted he was owed from his Mercury contract still hadn’t been paid and the injustice burned like a festering sore. He bombarded the UCI with emails and seized every opportunity to berate them in the press. But this, as Verbruggen had warned, was not how the game was played.

In late May, a few weeks before the Tour, he joined Armstrong for a high-altitude boot camp in St Moritz. According to Landis, Armstrong counselled a change of strategy. “He said, ‘Look, Floyd, I’m sure you’re telling the truth, but it doesn’t matter. You have to apologise. I’ll call Jim Ochowicz [the president of USA Cycling] and he’ll arrange a phone call with Verbruggen. You don’t want to make these guys mad.’” A few days later, Floyd says, he doped for the first time, applying a testosterone patch to his stomach to shorten his recovery time. Two days later, he did it again. A week later, he says, a half-litre of blood was extracted from his arm. On July 6, 2002, he started his first Tour de France and had the extracted blood transfused during a rest stage. Three weeks later, Lance Armstrong won the Tour de France – his fourth win – and Floyd was rewarded with $50,000 as his share of the prize and a $40,000 bonus.

The use of corticosteroids, testosterone patches and blood transfusions is banned by the UCI, and cheats are punished with a two-year suspension. But if Landis got his clearance times and paperwork right, he could have laughed all the way to the bank. He was still waiting for his money from Mercury – finally paid in 2004 – but had returned to Amber in Girona with $90,000 in his pocket. So why did he do it? “I’ve tried to explain this a hundred times,” he says, “but it always comes out sounding like I am either blaming someone or trying to justify what I did. I don’t point fingers. Nobody forced me to do what I did. If I had any reason to believe that the people running the sport really wanted to fix it, I may have said, “If I wait long enough, I’ll have my chance to win without doping.” But there was no scenario in my mind where I was ever going to get the chance to race the Tour de France and win clean. There was no good scenario. It was either cheat or get cheated. And I’d rather not be the guy getting cheated.”

Once he had made the decision, there was no turning back, and during the four seasons that followed, Floyd Landis became a fully paid-up member of the Brotherhood of the Needle.

To reach Floyd Landis today, you drive two hours west from Los Angeles to a small, sparsely furnished cabin near Idyllwild in the San Jacinto mountains. A bike stands just inside the doorway; some training vests hang from a clotheshorse in the kitchen/living room; the cupboards are bare; the carpet is worn. It’s been a while since the president called.

Five hours have passed since he began telling his story, and we’ve reached the plush hotel in Holland, three days after his winning ride in the 2006 Tour de France, and his manager has just delivered the bad news. “I didn’t want to tell Amber, but by the look on my face she knew something was wrong. I sat beside her and told her I’d tested positive, and she started crying. I tried to be reassuring and did my best to promise her that we’d both be okay, but she could see in my face that we would not be okay.”

They checked out and drove to Paris for a meeting with Andy Rihs, the team owner, and his lawyers. Floyd was shaken and conflicted. He had tested positive for testosterone, a drug he had used before every Tour he had raced since 2002, but never during the Tour. He had been mindful of the clearance times. How had it shown up in a sample after stage 17 but not in the samples taken before? It didn’t make sense.

Rihs’ lawyers didn’t want to know. This was his problem, not theirs; Floyd was on his own. The following evening, during a telephone conference with US reporters, he was asked: “Have you ever used performance-enhancing drugs before?” It hit like a kick in the crotch.

“I hadn’t, in my own mind, committed to lying at that point,” he explains, “but I wasn’t strong enough to say yes. I was too exhausted to even consider it, and I knew, if I did, that there would be a million other questions. But I couldn’t bring myself to say no either, so I just said the first thing that came into my head.”

“I’ll say no,” he replied.

Five minutes after the press conference, he says, he received a call from Armstrong, who allegedly advised: “Just say ‘no’ and stop talking, or ‘absolutely not’.” Armstrong insists he did not say this to Landis.

Once Landis started denying, it became harder to turn back. He returned to California, hired a hugely expensive legal team and announced his intention to fight the charge.

Three weeks after they had embraced on the Champs Élysées, David Witt, his best friend and father-in-law, who had always suffered from depression, committed suicide. A year later, in deep financial trouble and with his marriage crumbling, he received a call from his lawyer announcing they had lost the case. He put down the phone, walked upstairs and ripped the Tour de France trophy from a cabinet.

“I had walked by that thing a hundred times, and every single time I wanted to smash it…and so I just grabbed it. I felt better for about five minutes and didn’t ever regret it…It represented a turning point in my life where I had to lie, and I didn’t want to lie, not like that. That wasn’t me.”

He did not close his eyes that night, but as his life continued to unravel, the problem was not his sleep but his dreams. He dreamt about his epic performance on the 17th stage of the Tour, to Morzine; the crowds cheering him on, the legend Eddy Merckx shaking his hand; commentators singing his praise – “Is this the greatest ride ever in the history of the Tour de France?” He dreamt about David, the best friend he had ever had, sitting alone in his car with a pistol to his head. His excitement two weeks earlier on the Champs Élysées: “You always said you’d do it, Floyd.” Winning the Tour had been David’s dream too. What did it matter? He dreamt about Amber pleading with him – “No, Floyd!” – and trying to cool his rage as he raced towards the trophy cabinet. How good it had felt to smash it; how bad it had felt listening to her tears as she gathered the fragments in a box. She was right; it was all they had left.

He dreamt about his mother and her panic on the phone when her house came under siege after the bomb dropped. “Floyd, you’re my son,” she said, “and I love you no matter what, so it doesn’t make any difference to me. Just tell me. If you did something, why don’t you just confess it and get it out of the way. Great, great men have made mistakes, so if you did it, just say you’re sorry and go on with your life.”

He hadn’t listened. He dreamt about the doping arbitration hearing, and that first morning in court when he was called to take the stand. His father watching from the gallery as he raised his right hand: “I swear by almighty God to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”

He lied.

After separating from Amber, he moved to their cabin in the mountains and started riding and competing again when his suspension expired in February 2009. “I had this idea that I would feel better once I started to race again, but I didn’t. Some days I was okay and I would race okay, and other days I just didn’t like who I was. I felt like I was completely disconnected from the world, like I was looking at things from the outside, just watching them happen. I couldn’t think forward, that was too much, or think backward, but I knew that nothing that happened in front of me could hurt me.”

He started to self-medicate with alcohol.

“I had a few drinks every day for quite some time, and it got to the point where I realised I had to stop. I went to some therapy and realised I was just trying to avoid thinking again, except that this time I was using alcohol rather than riding my bike. The process of talking to somebody helped. I realised, ‘I am not going to be all right if I’ve got to keep living like this. I’m not going to be all right if I just keep avoiding it. I can’t go back and make it different. I can’t change the facts.’”

Darkness is falling on the mountain. The only winner in the history of the Tour de France to be disqualified for doping rises from his chair and flicks on a lamp. For nine months, since his emails were leaked to the press, he has lived and moved like a fugitive. He still races his bike but the fire merely flickers now. People are generally kind but he feels awkward in their gaze.

The walls are bereft of portraits or mementos of his glories. He is 35 years old, broke, unemployed and owes $80,000 to lawyers. Newspapers refer to him as ‘the proven liar and drugs cheat’, and there is a chance he may be jailed for perjury. He feels guilty about that and the pain he has inflicted on family and friends.

“You know,” he says, “my parents were right about a lot of things. At some level, whatever life you live, you have to accept things before you can be happy – whether that’s having very little, like they prefer, or having everything. Until you are content with what you’ve got, you are always chasing something, or running from something, neither of which is good.”

Where are you?

“I’m stuck in the middle between chasing something and running for something and at the same time trying to be content.”

What about the outcome of the federal investigation? What’s a happy ending?

He laughs. “Well, one thing about life is that there is no happy ending, the ending is never good. But in terms of the investigation and other people getting hurt, that’s not going to make me feel better. There needs to be something better for the next guy that comes along, so he doesn’t have to face the decisions I had to face. But in terms of me being okay with me? That’s up to me, that’s not up to someone else.”
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A cycle of deceit

[By David Walsh, May 22, 2011]


Betsy Andreu called her husband and said she didn’t believe he was clean any more. He was too wasted to argue.



It now seems so far from the days of summer; those dog-day afternoons of the mid-90s in Como when three young Americans, Lance Armstrong, Frankie Andreu and George Hincapie, could leave their apartment and make the short journey to the Café Hardy on Via Masai. A quick double espresso before training made you ride faster but, alas, caffeine wouldn’t be enough. Not by some way.

They were in their twenties then, eager to make something of their cycling careers but determined to enjoy the ride. George made them smile. Every time they went to eat, he would ask for the pizza margherita, reducing Italian cuisine to one dish. They called George Margherita in deference to his dietary taste and though amused by his predictability, they warmed to the lack of pretension.

But boys of summer grow older. Frankie married Betsy, Lance got cancer and George went on ordering pizza margherita.

When Lance recovered, everyone was older, life was tougher and professional cycling had gone through the trauma of the Festina scandal and that 1998 Tour de France when French customs and police exposed the sport’s drug-riddled underbelly.

Wherever the authorities looked, they found dope and teams with systematic doping programmes. The tribunal of inquiry lasted two years, it should have been a catharsis but it changed nothing and the team for which Lance, Frankie and George now rode, US Postal Service, fully understood that. Without EPO, many thought there was no point in turning up. US Postal turned up at the 1999 Tour expecting to win.

It was Armstrong’s first victory and the upbeat story the sport craved. Not just a guy winning a three-week bike race but a triumph for the human spirit.

Throughout that Tour, a young French rider, Christophe Bassons, spoke bravely about his belief that nothing in cycling had changed, that there was still as much doping in the 1999 race as in the previous year.

“We are racing at an average speed of more than 50km per hour, as if the roads of France are nothing more than one gigantic descent,” Bassons said. He also claimed there was no way that a clean rider could hope to finish in the top six of that Tour de France.

Armstrong despised Bassons and on the road, they argued. “You know, what you’re saying to journalists, it’s not good for cycling,” Armstrong said.

“I am simply saying what I think. I have said there is still doping,” Bassons replied.

“If that’s what you’re here for, it would be better if you returned home and found some other kind of work.”

“I have things to say and I will say them.”

“Ah, fuck you.”

Betsy Andreu watched the first two weeks of that Tour from her home in Dearborn, Michigan. Even at that remove, she had doubts about what she was watching.

“It was the first mountain stage, the one to Sestriere, and as they began the climb Frankie was at the front of a line of Postal riders. Frankie is about as much a climber as the Pope is an atheist. “What the hell is this about,” I said.” She called her husband and said she didn’t believe he was clean any more. He was too wasted to argue.

Armstrong would win, nearly all the journalists were swooned by a feelgood story and after the travails of the year before, cycling’s authorities embraced the new champion like a long lost son. Anybody who dared to ask a serious question was shouted down and with hundreds of sycophantic journalists in his entourage, Armstrong needed no PR staff.

When journalists at The Sunday Times asked serious questions, Armstrong engaged lawyers to sue us. In France, judges gave him short shrift. He never dared to sue in his own country.

As the Tour victories rolled on, one after another, a strange thing happened: the boys of summer found the sport wasn’t as much fun. Lance kept winning but the questions became more persistent and more difficult to silence. George tried to keep rolling along, Sancho Panza to Lance’s Don Quixote. As for Frankie, life definitely got tougher.

Betsy despised the dishonesty that underpinned the success. Frankie could choose EPO or her but he couldn’t have both. And it bothered her that Armstrong was fêted as a hero when she had a different view. She couldn’t forget that when she and Frankie visited the cancer-stricken Lance at Indiana University Hospital in October 1996, they insist, they both heard him tell doctors about the performance-enhancing drugs he had used in his team.

Stephen Swart, a retired bike racer from New Zealand, broke his silence on the doping question in an interview with this newspaper and spoke of the two years he had ridden with Armstrong on the Motorola team of the mid-90s. They were a good team who couldn’t get good results and felt they had to consider doping. Armstrong, claimed Swart, was the most persuasive voice in favour.

Emma O’Reilly spent two years as Armstrong’s masseuse on the Postal team and claims she saw enough to convince her that he doped. Moved by the drug-related death of Italian cyclist Marco Pantani in February 2004, O’Reilly felt compelled to go public with her concerns about Armstrong’s success. For telling her story, she was vilified by Armstrong. As was Swart, the Andreus, and anyone else who dared to question him.

But ultimately, the façade of friendship among the cyclists was too great to maintain. Frank Andreu publicly admitted doping to help Armstrong win the 1999 Tour and a year ago Floyd Landis told the sordid details of the doping culture that existed during the years he was Armstrong’s strongest teammate. Landis claimed that both he and Armstrong doped.

And, then, in the past two days, the dam has appeared to break. Tyler Hamilton ended 10 years of lying about his doping and in an interview with CBS, he confessed to having doped throughout his career. For the 1999 and 2000 Tour de France, he rode with Armstrong in the US Postal team and used EPO to perform better.

Hamilton was asked if his team leader had used EPO. “I saw him inject it more than one time,” he said.

But still Armstrong denies all the allegations against him and has criticised his detractors.

“Tyler Hamilton,” it said on a new Armstrong website, “is a confessed liar in search of a book deal.” That might have deflected attention away from the accusation, back onto the accuser, but a day later, George Hincapie came to the table.

George, reliable, so regular, and guaranteed to have Lance’s back covered. Good old Margherita.

Except that on this occasion George didn’t order the usual. He claimed that he and Lance used to supply each other with EPO. And George Hincapie can’t be shouted down like all the others.
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It’s not about the bike, it’s about the drugs

[By David Walsh, May 22, 2011]


Lance has ripped apart, attacked and shredded anybody that’s said anything against him. I don’t know that that would work against George Hincapie.



If there was one thing Lance Armstrong had, greater even than his gift for winning the Tour de France, it was a talent for discrediting those who said he cheated with performance-enhancing drugs.

He described them as losers jealous of his success, low-lifes trying to sell books, former team-mates with axes to grind. None was credible.

On Friday, George Hincapie, whom Armstrong described last year as ‘like a brother to me’, came out of the woodwork and the champion’s reputation splintered.

Hincapie, a 37-year-old professional cyclist who is expected to start his 16th Tour de France this summer, is the former team-mate by whom Armstrong could not afford to be accused. Through Armstrong’s seven consecutive Tour victories, Hincapie was at his side, his most trusted lieutenant; the guy that always covered his back.

The US television network CBS reported that in sworn evidence given in a federal investigation into Armstrong, Hincapie had testified that he and Armstrong supplied each other with EPO (the banned blood-boosting drug erythropoietin) and discussed using testosterone. Normally sharp in his dismissal of accusers, Armstrong did not immediately respond to the Hincapie revelations.

Since winning his first Tour de France in 1999, Armstrong has become an icon. Three years before that first Tour victory he had been struck with life-threatening testicular cancer but recovered to become his sport’s greatest champion.

Like many successful athletes, Armstrong established a foundation, and his championed the cause of cancer victims. His charity Livestrong became a big presence in the battle against the disease and Armstrong became one of the world’s best-known sportsmen.

He went for bike rides with President George W Bush; the Hollywood actor Robin Williams was a regular training partner; he dated the singer Sheryl Crow; and he described the Irish rock star Bono as ‘a dear friend’. Yet Armstrong couldn’t shake off suspicion.

Ten years ago Greg LeMond, the other American cyclist to have won the Tour de France, encapsulated the dilemma in one short sentence to The Sunday Times: “If the [Armstrong] story is true, it is the greatest comeback in the history of sport. If it is not, it is the greatest fraud.”

Armstrong dismissed LeMond as a jealous has-been.

And when The Sunday Times raised legitimate questions about Armstrong’s record in an article about cycling and doping, Armstrong sued. The paper, unable to persuade sufficient colleagues to talk, reached a settlement in 2006 which will be reviewed by our lawyers once the federal investigation concludes.

But the story did not go away. Armstrong’s former masseuse, Emma O’Reilly, said she had seen enough to convince her he doped; former teammate Stephen Swart said Armstrong was the team’s most persuasive advocate of doping when they were together at Motorola in 1993 and 1994; another former teammate, Frankie Andreu, and his wife Betsy said they both heard Armstrong admit using performance-enhancing drugs to his doctors during his cancer treatment in 1996; and more recently former team-mates Floyd Landis and Tyler Hamilton said they saw Armstrong dope.

Always, Armstrong had a counter: O’Reilly had a grudge, Swart came from an unstable background, Andreu and his wife did not like him, Landis and Hamilton had both lied before. His lawyers threatened newspapers and broadcasters, legal warnings were circulated and in some case writs would follow. And for years it seemed Armstrong would survive.

That was until Hincapie, the man likened to a brother, claimed the two had shared EPO and discussed their use of testosterone.

“You can’t find a nicer guy than George,” said Andreu, “a more trustworthy guy, a more respected person in the cycling world. Lance has ripped apart, attacked and shredded anybody that’s said anything against him. I don’t know that that would work against George.”

The US federal investigation that threatens to destroy Armstrong – led by special agent Jeff Novitzky of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) – began three years ago in Calabasas, a small, affluent town in California, home to Kayle Leogrande, a lowly ranked American pro-rider for Rock Racing.

In late 2008, Leogrande was given a two-year ban by the US Anti-Doping Agency. Soon after he left his rented apartment in Calabasas, his landlord found medical products in the fridge. Having read about Leogrande’s doping ban, the landlord guessed the abandoned products were drugs and called the agency.

The agency, which had no legal means to seize the drugs, invited the FDA to look into the case. It was a momentous decision because it brought Novitzky, who had been conducting investigations into steroid abuse in other professional sports, into the dark world of professional cycling.

Novitzky, a 6ft 7in gritty son of a high-school basketball coach and a man who once cleared 7ft in the high jump, soon realised Leogrande and Rock Racing’s founder, Michael Ball, were small players in a big racket.

And then in May last year Landis, winner of the 2006 Tour de France before being disqualified for a failed drug test, circulated an email detailing his own doping and the epidemic within the sport.

Landis also pointed at Armstrong, with whom he had ridden from 2002 to 2004.

From the outset, Novitzky’s team was warned not to expect co-operation. For decades, professional cyclists practised a code of silence. Their culture of doping had survived countless investigations in Italy, France, Germany, Belgium and other countries. What made the feds think they could do better? Their reply was that they had a truth serum, in the shape of the gun and badge that were visible during interviews and in the constant reminder to witnesses that one lie would land them in prison.

Tyler Hamilton, now a 40-year-old former racer from Massachusetts, was of especial interest. He had ridden with the state-funded US Postal Service team for six years and had been a key member of the Armstrong team that won the 1999, 2000 and 2001 Tours.

Twice Hamilton had tested positive for performance-enhancing drugs. His second eight-year ban ended his career though he had always denied involvement in doping.

Last July, Hamilton was subpoenaed to appear before a grand jury in Los Angeles. Grand jury protocol does not allow witnesses to have a legal representative in the room, nor any another person at their side. Faced by a prosecutor and the threat of jail if he lied, Hamilton admitted he had been a serial doper and claimed he had seen Armstrong inject himself with EPO ‘more than one time’. He said he had also seen stocks of the drug in Armstrong’s fridge.

Hamilton also testified that he believed an Armstrong positive test at the 2001 Tour of Switzerland had been covered up by the authorities, an allegation previously raised by Landis.

Hamilton has explained his changed story in a letter to close friends: “Until…I walked into the courtroom, I hadn’t told a soul. My testimony went on for six hours. For me it was like the Hoover dam breaking. I opened up; I told the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. And I felt a sense of relief I’d never felt before.”

Armstrong responded by saying Hamilton was a proven liar with a book to promote and lacked credibility. A year before he had taken a similar line when Landis claimed to have seen the multiple Tour champion dope. “It’s our word against his,” Armstrong said. “I like our word, I like our credibility.” Though there are solid reasons for believing Landis and Hamilton had lied in the past but were being truthful now, their past lies still worked against them.

But then along came Hincapie, who, like Armstrong, had never been sanctioned for a doping violation, to tell a grand jury that he and his former leader had both doped. And Armstrong was left to decide what to do about the friend he considered a brother, the one without a stain on his credibility.

What is also clear is that fears about professional cyclists refusing to speak about their doping were misplaced. “The problem,” said one source close to the investigation, “was not getting them to talk but to stop them crying so they could continue talking.”

The truth serum appeared to have worked.

It did not take long for investigators fully to understand the scope of their inquiry. They believed they had clear evidence that Armstrong and members of his various teams used doping products, but that was not the only issue. Far more relevant were the offences that may have been committed along the way.

From whom were the drugs purchased? Who was involved in the distribution? Did riders break the law by carrying them over state lines? Most important was the question of fraud. Multi-million dollar sponsorships were won on the strength of results but the millions would not have been forthcoming without guarantees from Armstrong and others that the team had a zero-tolerance policy to doping. Emails between Armstrong and John Hendricks, founder of the Discovery Channel, are believed to exist containing Armstrong’s reassurance to his main sponsor at the time that the team did not, and had not doped.

Questions will have to be answered by Armstrong; Thom Weisel, the original owner of the US Postal team; Bill Stapleton, Armstrong’s lawyer; and Johan Bruyneel, the longtime team manager.

Armstrong has complained the investigation is a waste of taxpayers’ money and even ridiculed Novitzky’s team for the cost of a trip to meet European anti-doping and police authorities.

Using a Twitter alter ego, Juan Pelota, Armstrong posted his derision in schoolroom Spanish: “Hey Jeff, como estan los hotels de quarto estrellas y el classe de business in el aeroplane? Que mas necesitan?” (“Hey Jeff, how are the four-star hotels and the business class flights? Anything more you need?”) In fact, while in France, the investigators had stayed in hotels so cheap one of them slept in his suit to protect himself from the bugs.

Despite the effrontery, Armstrong is under pressure as never before from Novitzky’s investigation. Formal indictments are expected this summer or, at the latest, towards the end of the year.

When Hamilton spoke out for a CBS programme airing tonight in the US, Armstrong’s lawyer posted this response: “Most people…will see this for exactly what it is: more washed-up cyclists talking trash for cash.”

But what about Hincapie, Lance’s faithful domestique, still doggedly competing? Will he be damned so easily? Armstrong tweets furiously but is strangely quiet on his best friend: “20+ year career. 500 drug controls worldwide, in and out of competition. Never a failed test. I rest my case.”

U2 singer Bono, Armstrong’s ‘dear friend’, was moved to post a tweet to his starry pal some time ago: “Sometimes my friend, the lie is ugly but the truth is unbearable.”
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Riding into a storm

[By David Walsh, June 17, 2012]


The anti-doping agency also claims to have blood samples from Armstrong that show he used EPO and blood transfusions during 2009 and 2010.



It is the night of Thursday, July 15, and Christophe Bassons is on the phone to his girlfriend, Pascale. For the previous 12 days he has tried to tell people that for all the talk of a cleaner, less drugged Tour de France, nothing has changed. He is riding and dopers, he knows, still own the Tour.

They laugh at his anti-doping stance. “Monsieur Propre,” they sneer. And when he or any of his Française des Jeux teammates try to break clear they are hunted down. Earlier this evening Bassons’ team have turned on him, ordering him to be quiet. “I can’t take it,” he tells Pascale, and from the sound of air being sucked through his nose, she knows he is crying.

She asks him to call Antoine [Vayer, his trainer] before abandoning. Vayer tells him to get a good night’s sleep and then decide. “A good night’s sleep?” asks Bassons. He doesn’t sleep and quits the next morning. On the road to Saint-Flour the peloton, minus Monsieur Propre, speeds under a banner: ‘For a clean tour, you must have Bassons’. When the lynch mob had surrounded Bassons in the race, its leader wore yellow. After Bassons’ departure, Lance Armstrong said: “If he thinks cycling is like that [dirty], he is better off at home.”

Five nights after Bassons left, Armstrong himself faced a difficult moment. Earlier in the race he had tested positive for the corticosteroid triamcinolone and now Le Monde had been tipped off and the rider had to do something. Emma O’Reilly was Armstrong’s masseuse and worked with him that night. “At one stage two team officials were in the room with Lance,” she recalled. “They were all talking. ‘What are we going to do, what are we going to do? Let’s keep this quiet, let’s stick together. Let’s not panic. Let’s all leave this room with the same story’.”

From this discussion, O’Reilly would later say, came the story that Armstrong had used the product Cemalyt to treat a saddle sore and that it contained triamcinolone. Had he already applied for a therapeutic use exemption to take Cemalyt, Armstrong would have been in the clear.

But Armstrong’s doping control form, signed by him, made no mention of an exemption and so he had a problem. According to O’Reilly it was resolved by retrospectively applying for the exemption and she remembers the scramble to get team doctor Luis del Moral to write the prescription. Cycling’s governing authority, the UCI, accepted the post-test prescription and while Bassons was being forgotten, Armstrong was in yellow and on his way to the Champs Élysées.

That 1999 Tour was where it all started, where it might have ended for Armstrong. Faced with a choice between Armstrong and Bassons, cycling chose the American.

Years would pass, Armstrong would become a serial winner. Though there would be allegations and evidence of doping within the peloton and within his team, he somehow survived. He always insisted he was drug-tested more than any other cyclist and had never tested positive. In the box of rottenness, he maintained he was the one good apple. To preserve this image of Armstrong, officials needed to be complicit, rivals needed to adhere to cycling’s omerta and journalists needed to be idiots.

The more he won, the more bullet-proof he became but the suspicions never went away. Almost every rider who stood with him on the podium admitted doping or was in some way linked to doping. According to the scientists, the banned blood booster erythropoietin (EPO) gave cyclists a 5% performance gain. According to Armstrong, he could ride clean and beat EPO-fuelled rivals.

All changed when US federal agent Jeff Novitzky and a team of officers began investigating Armstrong and other cycling figures in early 2010. With the power to compel witnesses to appear before a Grand Jury and remind them liars would go to jail, Novitzky received a level of co-operation and honesty unprecedented in a doping inquiry into cycling.

Four months ago the federal case into Armstrong was dropped. But in the small print of that escape, Travis Tygart, chief executive of the United States Anti-Doping Agency, said it would now look at the case against Armstrong. The agency knew who the federal authorities had interviewed. It reinterviewed them, knowing witnesses wouldn’t lightly deviate from what they had already said under oath.

The agency has issued a 15-page charge sheet against Armstrong and five former associates. It has accused Armstrong of using banned products, of trafficking banned products, of administering banned products to others and of being part of an organised cover-up of an illegal doping programme.

The agency says it has testimony from 10 riders who witnessed the wrongdoings of the accused. Its letter contains detailed allegations against all six and especially against Armstrong. On page three it deals with the use of EPO. “Multiple riders with first-hand knowledge will testify that between 1998 and 2005 Armstrong personally used EPO and on multiple occasions distributed EPO.” The anti-doping agency also claims to have blood samples from Armstrong that show he used EPO and blood transfusions during 2009 and 2010.

Armstrong has described the case against him as ‘baseless’ and insists he has never failed a drug test. He also criticised the agency’s methods and has insisted the process is another in a long line of attempts to discredit him.

But this time, things may be different. Armstrong, who reinvented himself as an elite triathlete, is now suspended from competing in Ironman triathlons. It is the first time in his career he has been ‘a suspended athlete’. The agency believes the case against him warrants a lifetime ban from competition and it wants his seven Tour victories annulled.

Armstrong has until this Thursday to make a written submission to the agency’s review board, which will then make a recommendation in regard to sanctions against the six accused. Once any sanctions are known, Armstrong and the others can seek a formal hearing with the agency. If this happens, witnesses will have to be present and the case fully thrashed out. Any hearing has to be held before November.

Bassons was asked what he thought of the charges against Armstrong. “It’s a shame,” he said, “that it’s coming 15 years after it all happened. It’s a shame because the evidence was there for years. I don’t need 15 pages of documents to tell me what I already knew.”
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Off yer bike!

[By David Walsh, August 26, 2012]


I figured it was never going to come out. Then it does and I felt no joy because this should have happened a long time ago.



Greg LeMond, the three-time winner of the Tour de France, was at his home in Minneapolis late on Thursday when he heard something on television that turned his head.

Lance Armstrong, one of the most successful – and controversial – cyclists in the history of the sport, had announced that he would not contest doping charges against him and would be stripped of his seven Tour de France victories and receive a lifetime ban.

LeMond’s scepticism about his fellow American dated to 2001 when Armstrong was about to win a third Tour de France, a miraculous achievement given that he had suffered life-threatening cancer five years earlier.

At the time, The Sunday Times ran a story that Armstrong was working with Michele Ferrari, an Italian doctor under investigation for doping. The following week LeMond, who had retired from professional cycling in 1994, gave an interview to this newspaper – because he believed we were the only ones asking the right questions about Armstrong.

On the matter of whether the public could believe in the integrity of his compatriot, LeMond chose his words carefully.

“If this story is true,” he said, “it is the greatest comeback in the history of sport. If it’s not, it is the greatest fraud.”

Last Thursday’s news left LeMond feeling vindicated – but also surprised. “He [Armstrong] has got a very powerful network of people that have done a lot of amazing stuff on his behalf,” he said. “I figured it was never going to come out. Then it does and I felt no joy because this should have happened a long time ago.”

A few hundred miles to the east in Dearborn, Michigan, Betsy Andreu was tipped off about the news earlier that day by a friend closely connected to the investigation. Of all those who believed Armstrong to be a drug cheat, she was one of the most convinced and, without doubt, the most courageous.

Her husband Frankie had ridden for eight years on the US Postal team that Armstrong led and for a long time they were the closest of friends. Everything changed when she and Frankie visited Armstrong at Indiana University hospital in late October 1996 when he was fighting cancer. “We heard Lance tell doctors he had used performance-enhancing drugs before his cancer,” she says.

Three years later Armstrong won his first Tour de France. Watching the television coverage at her Dearborn home, Andreu heard her husband praised for the work he did in setting the tempo in the early part of the climb to the Italian ski resort of Sestriere.

She, however, was convinced that her husband could not have ridden that strongly in the mountains without performance-enhancing drugs – and confronted him when she travelled to France for the final week of the race.

After an initial denial, he admitted he had, indeed, doped to help Armstrong but agreed not to do so again. At the end of the following year, there was no place for Frankie Andreu on the US Postal team.

From conversations with her husband, Andreu knew doping was endemic within the team and for years worked to have the truth exposed, helping any person or agency that wanted to know what was going on.

Thursday’s news did not affect her in the way she imagined.

“I felt strangely anticlimactic,” she said. “I wanted him [Armstrong] to fight the charges before an independent panel. I would have liked the opportunity to prove the truth of what I heard in that hospital room 16 years ago.”

Her 13-year pursuit has taken a toll, with Armstrong and those around him describing her in highly derogatory terms. “What’s the upside been going up against Lance?” she asks rhetorically.

“To be publicly portrayed as an ugly, obese, jealous, obsessed, hateful, crazed bitch.”

The origins of Armstrong’s downfall date to 2001 and Floyd Landis, who that year joined the US Postal team, aged 26. It was a dream move. US Postal were the most successful team in cycling.

What Landis knew about Armstrong was based on watching him win the 1999 Tour de France and reading his bestselling book, It’s Not About the Bike. Landis believed his hero was clean and thought the book inspirational.

In the first stage of his integration into the team, Landis was invited to Armstrong’s home city of Austin, Texas, for a training camp. One evening Armstrong, Landis and other Postal riders packed into a black Chevrolet for a night on the town. Their first call was to a strip club, The Yellow Rose, where they were ushered to a booth and joined by dancers.

If that evening proved to Landis that all was not as it seemed in the world of Armstrong, the realisation that a well-organised system of doping underpinned the success came as less of a surprise. Landis sensed that the top riders and the most successful teams were doping and began to waver from the strict moral code inculcated into him growing up in a Mennonite family in Pennsylvania’s Amish community. He told Johan Bruyneel, director of US Postal, he was ready to do whatever was necessary to be one of the eight riders selected to help Armstrong win the 2002 Tour de France. According to Landis, Bruyneel said when the time came they would figure it out.

In the weeks preceding that summer’s Tour, Landis’s participation in the race was confirmed by Bruyneel, who told him he would be given illegal testosterone patches by Armstrong and would have blood extracted from his body to be re-infused during the race.

Landis says Armstrong gave him the patches and Ferrari extracted his blood at the team leader’s flat in St Moritz. For a time, Landis did not look back. He helped Armstrong win the next three Tours before leaving to become leader of the rival Phonak team.

Armstrong retired after winning his seventh Tour in 2005. Although the suspicion of doping remained, he continued to maintain his innocence and had sued this paper in 2004 over further allegations. The long and costly legal battle ended in an out-of-court settlement – the terms of which are likely to be reviewed in the light of last week’s decision.

Landis won the 2006 Tour de France but tested positive for testosterone and lost his title, his reputation and all his money fighting his case. After a two-year suspension, he tried to return to the sport in 2009 but was not wanted. That was the year that Armstrong, after a three-year absence, made his own much heralded comeback.

Disillusioned and burdened by his failure to tell the truth in the aftermath of his doping violation, Landis went to the United States Anti-Doping Agency.

“I said, ‘Here’s what happened, here’s how we did it. What do you think I should do?”,” he recalled. “They didn’t have the first clue about the magnitude of it and that’s when I was relatively convinced that at least they weren’t on the inside.”

Landis then wrote down the details of US Postal’s doping programme and sent them in long emails to cycling and antidoping bodies. He was contacted by Jeff Novitzky, a federal officer with the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA). They spoke and then, in May 2010, it was reported that the FDA was investigating Armstrong’s team for multiple violations of America’s drug laws. Novitzky’s involvement would prove critical. He and fellow officers had the power to bring witnesses before a grand jury and warn them that if they lied they would be sent to prison, as the sprinter Marion Jones had been.

Asked if they got the riders to tell the truth, one investigator replied: “The problem hasn’t been getting them to talk but stopping them crying so they could continue talking.”

Although much incriminating evidence had been gathered against Armstrong and his team, the FDA case was dropped last February when the eyes of America were fixed on another sport – the Super Bowl. The anti-doping agency said it would carry out its own investigation. After telling the truth in the federal investigation, the former US Postal riders did not dare give a different account to the antidoping agency and it soon had sufficient evidence to charge Armstrong and five former associates with perhaps the most serious doping violations in the history of sport.

In its 15-page letter to the accused, the agency said 10 former teammates had testified to witnessing Armstrong’s doping. He took his claim that the agency should have no jurisdiction over him to a court in Austin. It was dismissed and Armstrong ordered to pay the agency’s costs.

Armstrong then had to choose between having his case considered by an independent panel or accepting the charges against him. On Thursday he accepted the charges. The next day the agency imposed the ban, saying worldwide doping guidelines allowed it to strip him of his Tour de France titles and every every other result he had achieved since 1998.

Explaining his refusal to have his case adjudicated by an independent panel, Armstrong hinted at a sense of resignation. “There comes a point in every man’s life when he has to say, “Enough is enough.” For me, that time is now.”

He has been brought to his knees by his own countrymen: Novitzky and his fellow investigators at the FDA, the antidoping agency’s chief executive, Travis Tygart, and his colleagues at the agency.

In the past, Armstrong would point a finger at European accusers, especially the French, and say they were ‘anti-American’. This time, he could only accuse Tygart of conducting ‘a witch-hunt’.

The extent to which Armstrong was protected by his own sport may emerge as UCI, the world cycling body, has asked to see the detail behind the agency’s decision. It will have this in two weeks and then decide if it wishes to fight Armstrong’s corner at the Court of Arbitration for Sport.

Last night troubles mounted for Armstrong when a spokesman for a Dallas company, SCA Promotions, said it would be pursuing him for at least $11.5m in win bonuses and legal fees it had paid him for his Tour victories.

When I first interviewed Armstrong in 1993, two days into his first Tour de France, he was 21 and spoke about the role his single mother, Linda, had played in his life. “She taught that if you give up, you give in,” he said. “I never give up.”

Until last week.
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Broken on the wheel of truth

[By David Walsh, August 26, 2012]


When the book came out, Armstrong called me a prostitute and an alcoholic and would repeat the accusation about being a prostitute under privilege in a legal tribunal a couple of years later.



June 2004 seemed a seminal month in the story. Microfilm of L.A. Confidentiel, les secrets de Lance Armstrong, a book I had written with fellow journalist Pierre Ballester, had been taken to a secret printing house in the French provinces and from there to a secret warehouse from where it would be distributed throughout France. The secrecy was because of the publisher’s fear that an injunction sought by Armstrong could lead to the book not reaching the public.

Ballester decided not to go to the Tour de France, which would start a week later. He didn’t feel the sport and the race were worth it any more. On the Friday before the start I walked into the press centre at Liege in Belgium and noticed the US Postal team director, Johan Bruyneel, chatting with journalist friends of his. He saw me arrive and from a distance of perhaps 30 yards, he began to leeringly shout: “Good job, Mr Walsh, good job, you’ve done a good job.” His anger wasn’t disguised.

He was there because Armstrong was due to give a press conference. For late arrivals, it was standing room only. I sat in the second row, not far from the stage where Armstrong sat. We knew each other by then; friendly during a 1993 interview when he was a 21-year-old riding his first Tour de France, but now at odds.

Our second interview had taken place at a hotel in southwest France in April 2001, when it became clear to him I didn’t believe his victories were honestly achieved. That was our last one-to-one interview.

Early in the Liege press conference, he was asked about L.A. Confidentiel. “I’ll say one thing about the book, especially since the esteemed author is here. In my view, I think extraordinary accusations must be followed up with extraordinary proof. And Mr Walsh and Mr Ballester worked for years and they have not come up with extraordinary proof.”

The soundbite pleased many of those in the room. They preferred to write of an exciting Tour rather than delve into the murkiness of drugs, and this was a good enough quote to dismiss the allegations of doping. The mood of the time was reflected in a rare expression of gratitude from Armstrong to his friends in the cycling media. “I have received many, many calls from journalists in this room who’ve read the book, people who’ve read the book and said to me, ‘Okay, what’s the big deal? There is nothing there’. And I appreciate the support.

“You all know who you are and I just want to say publicly to you, ‘Thank you for reaching out to me at a time when I think there was a lot of expectation but there wasn’t a lot of delivery’.”

That Armstrong was the puppeteer with the ability to make journalists dance to his tune became obvious an hour or so later. That year I was due to travel on the race with three journalists; an English cycling writer, John Wilcockson, an American, Andy Hood, and an Australian, Rupert Guinness.

Wilcockson and I had travelled on the 1984 Tour, 20 years before and for a number of Tours after that. Guinness and I were friends and regular running partners on the Tour. An hour after the press conference one of them sought me out and said they were sorry but they couldn’t take me in their car because Armstrong would find out and then not cooperate with them.

I asked with whom I could now travel? They shrugged their shoulders and said they were sorry but there was nothing they could do. They needed Armstrong. Guinness would later apologise for what he felt had been a very bad judgment call. It was a long weekend in Liege, taxis everywhere until reporters from the French newspaper Le Monde offered a place in their car. There was no English-speaking journalist I could have asked with any confidence.

At this time the difficulty in discovering the truth on Lance Armstrong wasn’t just timid journalism but the challenge of substantiating wholly credible allegations. Especially against a sportsman who was ready to sue those who raised questions about his doping. What we knew in 2004 was that Armstrong was working with a doctor, Michele Ferrari, who was under investigation for suspected doping. It didn’t prove anything but it wasn’t what an anti-doping rider would ever do.

There was also extensive testimony from Emma O’Reilly, Armstrong’s physical therapist through the 1999 and 2000 seasons.

She claimed to have been present when Armstrong and two officials from the US Postal team concocted a story that allowed the rider to escape punishment after a doping violation at the 1999 Tour.

O’Reilly also insisted she had been asked by Armstrong to dump his used syringes and had done so. On another occasion she said she was required by the team to travel to Spain to pick up drugs she would take back to Nice in France and hand over to Armstrong.

O’Reilly’s former husband, Simon Lillistone, now an official with British Cycling, admitted in a telephone interview with me that he had been with O’Reilly on that trip and the pick-up had happened as she described. He would later beg to be left out of the story because he felt it would hurt his career in the sport to be involved in any accusation against Armstrong.

Stephen Swart, a former teammate of Armstrong’s at the Motorola team in 1994 and 1995, told of how the young team leader had encouraged use of the blood booster erythropoietin [EPO] within the team.

Betsy Andreu, wife of Armstrong’s one-time teammate and close friend Frankie, told how she and her husband had heard Armstrong admit to doctors he used performance enhancing drugs before the onset of his cancer in 1996.

Their stories were told in L.A. Confidentiel and when The Sunday Times reported this, Armstrong sued. He also sued the book’s French publishers and L’Express magazine, which had serialised it.

His London lawyers sent out warnings to every publication in Britain and pursued the case against The Sunday Times.

Under French libel law he was less aggressive, abandoning his case the day before it was due. Armstrong’s legal might meant few in this country were prepared to challenge him. Though prepared at first to repeat every accusation she had made in L.A. Confidentiel, O’Reilly, who was by then living in Liverpool, realised nobody was interested in hearing her story. “When the book came out, Armstrong called me a prostitute and an alcoholic and would repeat the accusation about being a prostitute under privilege in a legal tribunal a couple of years later.

“I worked hard in the US Postal team to do everything correctly in my work as a therapist. What Armstrong said was scurrilous and totally wrong, as many members of the team, including Jonathan Vaughters, Frankie Andreu and Marty Jemison all said. I thought, ‘What kind of man uses the privilege granted to those speaking under oath to claim things like that?’

“And pretty soon I learnt that because of our libel laws I couldn’t speak the truth in this country. A guy from Sports Illustrated interviewed me, a really good investigative journalist, and his legal advice to me was that everything I said would be fine in the US but if Armstrong sued me in England, that could be a problem. So I shut up. Plenty of others were running scared and why should I risk ruining the lives of those closest to me by speaking the truth?”

The extent of Armstrong’s power was apparent from a small incident on a rest day during the 2002 Tour de France. With nothing much better to do, a Danish journalist, Olav Andersen, and I travelled to the village of Miribel-les-Echelles in southeast France, where the US Postal team were staying at a favourite hotel, Les Trois Biches.

Close to the village, we saw the actor Robin Williams out on his bike with some friends. Williams and Armstrong were friends and it wasn’t unusual to see the film star at the Tour supporting the team. At the hotel a waiter said the team were out training. Andersen decided to have a coffee in the hotel bar while I sat on a wall on the village green, knowing Armstrong would see me on his return.

After about 40 minutes the small train of US Postal riders zoomed back into Miribel-les-Echelles. Armstrong was at the front and immediately noticed my presence. Andersen didn’t know this. As soon as Armstrong returned to the hotel he spoke with the owner and the atmosphere in the bar immediately changed.

Soon the owner was moving through it, looking closely at the few who were having a coffee or a drink.

He came to Andersen and could see the outline of an accreditation badge beneath a T-shirt. Eye-balling the Danish journalist, he wanted to ask him to leave but didn’t dare. It was a public bar and hard for the patron to eject a customer on suspicion of being a journalist – but it was a close-run thing.

As Armstrong’s supremacy became more established, another development was noticeable: some of the brighter, more inquisitive journalists stopped travelling to the Tour de France and covering the sport.

Ballester walked away, so, too, did Benoit Hopquin of Le Monde, who had revealed Armstrong’s positive test for a corticosteroid during the first Tour victory in 1999, a breach that was subsequently covered up by producing a post-dated medical prescription.

Jean-Michel Rouet was a lead writer for L’Equipe on that 1999 Tour who did not believe Armstrong was clean and reflected that viewpoint in a number of his columns. At the beginning of the final week, he was spoken to by the director of the Tour de France at the time, Jean-Marie Leblanc, and emphatically told he was being too negative. L’Equipe and the Tour de France were both owned by the Amaury Group. Rouet, too, would stop coming to the race.

Armstrong’s friendship with Hein Verbruggen, the man who was president of the UCI, the governing body of world cycling, deepened the sense that the American was untouchable, a feeling not lessened by the news that Armstrong had made two sizeable donations to the UCI to help the organisation in its anti-doping efforts. Asked about the amounts he had paid, in what form the payments had been made, the champion said he couldn’t recall. After his seventh consecutive victory in 2005, Armstrong retired.

The very next winner of the race, Floyd Landis, was declared positive two days after his victory and subsequently stripped of his title. As would be the Spaniard Alberto Contador after his 2009 win. But Armstrong left the sport almost unscathed in 2005 and if he hadn’t returned to professional cycling three years later, it is conceivable he would have escaped punishment.

When he made his comeback at the start of 2009, the landscape had changed. The United States Anti-Doping Agency [USADA] had successfully prosecuted a small-time rider, Kayle Leogrande, for ‘a non-analytical positive’. In other words, they banned him on evidence that he had doped rather than on a conclusive positive test.

In 2008, Leogrande received a two-year ban and once he had lost his livelihood, he had to leave his apartment in Calabasas, California. After his departure, his landlord saw what he guessed were performance enhancing drugs in the fridge and recalled reading of Leogrande’s two-year ban imposed by the USADA.

The landlord called the agency and asked what he should do with the drugs and was told to leave them where they were. The agency did not have the right to enter that apartment and take away evidence of Leogrande’s involvement in doping so it asked the Food and Drug Administration to get involved.

That was in 2008 and Leogrande’s decision not to remove his EPO from that fridge brought the FDA special agent Jeff Novitzky into the drug poisoned world of professional cycling. It started with Leogrande and the small team who had employed him, Rock Racing, but the investigation soon switched to the biggest players in world cycling, Lance Armstrong and his teams. Novitzky was not surprised by the depth and organised nature of the corruption.

The federal case into Armstrong and the US Postal team was dropped without explanation in February this year, a decision that caught Novitzky and his team by surprise. They believed they had a very strong case against Armstrong and his associates.

The reprieve for Armstrong was temporary because Travis Tygart, the USADA’s chief executive, had been asked by some cyclists to sit in while they were interviewed by federal agents and he knew what they had revealed. Riders then repeated their evidence to the USADA and gave the agency the information to process the case against Armstrong and five named associates in cycling. Three of the six accused, Armstrong and two of his former team doctors, Michele Ferrari and Luis del Moral, opted not to contest the charges brought against them. The other three, former team director Bruyneel, former team doctor Pedro Celaya and former soigneur Jose ‘Pepi’ Marti, have indicated a desire to have their cases heard before an independent panel. But after Armstrong’s decision not to fight, they may follow suit.

Whether there will be a sting in the tail of the Armstrong story depends upon the UCI. It has asked to see the USADA’s full explanation for the decision to strip the seven-time Tour champion of his titles. The UCI has the right to have the case reviewed by the International Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) and says it will study the USADA report before deciding. The report will be delivered within two weeks.

Already, the president of the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA), John Fahey, has called Armstrong ‘a drug cheat’ and should the UCI defy WADA, cycling’s governing body runs the risk of having its riders kicked out of the Olympics.

Tygart is convinced the USADA’s actions will be vindicated by other organisations. “We’ve seen all the evidence,” he said, “and we know the truth. I think Mr Armstrong also knows the truth and instead of a fact-by-fact, piece-by-piece examination happening in an open court, he decided his better move was not to contest and hold on to some baseless soundbites about witch hunts and vendettas.”

What happened at the US Postal team in Armstrong’s time was, said Tygart, “one of the most sophisticated drug conspiracies we’ve ever seen.”

Over the past three days Emma O’Reilly has watched the breaking story of Armstrong’s fall from grace and noted with some amusement the condemnation of so many. “I’ve listened to them and laughed, thinking to myself, ‘Where were you in 2004 or 2005? What were you saying then. It’s sure not what you’re saying now’.”
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‘I hope Lance can tell the truth. We were part of a screwed-up world’

[By David Walsh, September 23, 2012]


Up until cycling got dirty for me, I was a pretty honourable guy.



We have come to a place in the mountains near Missoula, Montana. Forest-fire smoke hangs in the air and in the dulled sunlight I tell him something that’s been on my mind for eight or nine years.

“Of all the guys in the US Postal team who lied, your lies were the hardest to stomach,” I say. There is sadness in his eyes, a feeling that Tyler Hamilton can’t find words for.

Unlike Lance Armstrong, he couldn’t simply mouth the non-denials (“I’ve been tested x-number of times”), the evasions (“I’ve performed at the same level throughout my career”). No, Tyler Hamilton wanted us to understand he would not take drugs because he was a good man. He would say: “Anyone who knows me knows I could never do that.” His honesty was more apparent than real.

“I’d forgotten I’d denied it like that,” he says. “When I lied I did try to tug on people’s heart strings. It’s sad. I’m not proud of it. I tried hard to lie well, I guess. I was very passionate about denying it. Being seen as honourable, that’s always been the most important thing to me. Up until cycling got dirty for me, I was a pretty honourable guy.”

He tells a story from his youth when downhill skiing was his sport. Accomplished and fiercely courageous, he made the New Hampshire state team and at the end-of-year awards, he and two buddies were each given a pass that would allow them to ski free anywhere in the state through the following year.

“We were high school kids, didn’t have a lot of money and one day during spring break, conditions got windy at the area where we were and we went to another. On the way out we sold our tickets, made $20 each. We drove to a different mountain, got our tickets, sold them, went to another and made another 20. Then in the last place, we got greedy, we went to the two ticket windows, one on the east side, the other on the west, and we got caught.

“My dad came from Boston and brought me home. It was the most disappointed I’ve ever seen him. We talked about it and went through all the people I had let down. I said I would write letters to each one. I sat at home and hand-wrote 40 letters. The sentiments were heartfelt and apologetic.”

How come a kid like that ended up being a sports cheat?

♦

What do you do when your training partner edges the front wheel of his bike a fraction ahead? You press harder on the pedals until you are alongside. When he again nudges ahead, you respond. You don’t give him an inch. If this keeps happening and you never give in, you are Tyler Hamilton. This stubbornness was what he had, the DNA of his soul.

He went to Europe. They doped, and to keep up he doped. They doped some more; he doped more. In the US Postal he became an elite cyclist and a Class A doper.

Eventually he would get caught and sound like Mother Teresa’s picked-upon grand-nephew when questioned. One evening in June 2010 his mobile phone buzzed. The text was matter-of-fact. “I’m Jeff Novitzky, an investigator with the FDA [the Food and Drug Administration in America]. I’d like to talk to you; please call me on this number.” Novitzky told Hamilton he could voluntarily submit to interview or be forced to appear before a grand jury.

They set aside four hours for his grand jury appearance but when that elapsed, there was more he wished to tell them. For three more hours, he continued to describe the minutiae of US Postal’s doping culture and what went on within the sport of professional cycling.

Around this time the writer Daniel Coyle suggested to Hamilton they write a book. The Secret Race is a brilliantly detailed inside account of how doping works in professional sport. We feel the chill in our veins when a bag of Hamilton’s refrigerated blood is dripped back into his body. We feel his panic when blood begins to seep from the syringe-made hole in his arm after he has left the surgery of Dr Eufemiano Fuentes in Madrid.

What we read is too detailed to be mistrusted, too full of insight to have been concocted. How could you know that when the sun tanned your arms, it highlighted needle scars? Hamilton tells the story of his own doping with such intimacy and detail that you feel you could pinpoint that part of his stomach where he injected the EPO. The book is a bestseller in both Britain and the United States.

Sales figures, Hamilton says, don’t matter to him. “For me what mattered was getting it out there. If we sold one or one hundred or one million copies, it didn’t really matter. Writing the book was the hardest thing I’ve done in my life. I’m proud that I’ve done it but I’m not proud of what’s in there. It’s hard reading about yourself doing the things I did.

“Going over the drafts was painful. Dan would call me up, ‘What do you think of what I’ve sent you?’, and I would say, ‘I’m only on page 20’. It was hard to stomach.

“Now people come and say, ‘I love the book, man, crazy stories’.

“I would prefer if they said, ‘Well done for being truthful, it must have been hard’. What we were doing was disgusting, those crazy stories are repulsive.’

Pointing to a room beyond the kitchen of the Missoula home he now shares with his wife, Lindsay, he says: “The book is there but I don’t think I will ever read it. It was a disgusting world. When you’re in it, things happen so fast you don’t have time to think. When Jeff Novitzky called, I was forced to reflect on everything and it was like I had all this stuff buried inside me and I realised, ‘Wow, what a fucked-up world we were part of’.”

I remind him of the people who told the truth and had their careers cut short or their characters assassinated. The idealistic young French rider Christophe Bassons, driven out of the 1999 Tour de France by the leader of Hamilton’s US Postal team, Armstrong. Bassons’ crime was to tell the truth about doping.

“I kind of knew what was going on with Bassons and knew it was in my best interests not to talk to him. Looking back, it was wrong, same with Filippo Simeoni in 2004.”

When the former US Postal soigneur Emma O’Reilly spoke honestly of her time as Armstrong’s masseuse, he made scurrilous and untrue allegations against her character.

By the time O’Reilly’s story was made public, Hamilton had left US Postal but still he didn’t stand up for O’Reilly. “I didn’t know about the personal stuff that Lance brought up. If I had, I would have backed Emma 100%.

“Emma was the best soigneur I ever had. A great, great person, you can see it in her eyes, she’s the salt of the earth and everyone on the team knew that. When she came out with the doping stuff about Lance, I couldn’t be seen to support her but I knew what she was saying was true. And I liked it in a strange way: ‘The asshole’, I thought, ‘is getting some heat’. I kind of felt he deserved it.”

The Armstrong portrayed in The Secret Race has few redeeming characteristics. “Everything in the book is the truth,” Hamilton says. “Obviously he’s got some great qualities. If he was leading by five or six minutes going into the last week of the Tour de France, he would be in a good mood and could be very funny.”

A story of how Armstrong chased and beat up a motorist is far from amusing. “We all have our darker side, a lot of mine is in the book and I felt it was fair to share some of the stories about Lance. Sometimes he went way beyond where the majority of people would go. In that incident with the motorist, if I had done what he did I would feel bad for that guy for the rest of my life.”

For the three Tours from 1999 to 2001, Hamilton and Armstrong rode in the same US Postal team and he charts the team leader’s doping almost as meticulously as his own: the red eggs (testosterone), the Edgar Allan Poe (EPO) and the BBs (blood bags for transfusions).

Before the 1999 Tour, Hamilton obtained EPO from Armstrong’s stash in the fridge at his (Armstrong’s) home in Nice. Later they would have their blood drawn before the 2001 Tour.

It is all there: the time it took to re-infuse a bag of blood, the many ways to beat drug tests, the greed that led Fuentes, the doping doctor, to take on too many clients, Hamilton’s absolute conviction that Armstrong ratted on him to the UCI in 2004, which led to cycling’s world governing body warning Hamilton about his suspicious blood values.

In the early years Hamilton tried to convince himself that with most people doping, the playing field was level. “It’s not true, though. Drugs affect everyone differently, some react to them better than others. If you’ve not got that much money, that affects how much you can dope. It is a rich man’s game. And there were guys who just didn’t want to do it, some for moral reasons; others because they didn’t want to take the risk.

“Most people prepared for the Tour with EPO, showed up at the start with haematocrits around 47 but it was what happened during the race that really mattered. In 2003 and 2004 I had blood bags delivered at different points because I had the money and the connection to Fuentes. But it wasn’t a level playing field. If Frankie [Andreu] had taken the same amount of EPO that we had, and used transfusions during the race, he would have finished in the top 20, maybe the top 15.”

I ask a question. “If no-one had doped, how many Tours would Armstrong have won?”

“Look what he did in his four Tours before his cancer. He never competed in the mountains. With no-one doping, he couldn’t have won seven. Maybe he could have won one. Maybe, I don’t know.”

“Will he tell the truth?”

“From the bottom of my heart, I hope he does. I really mean that. I wouldn’t wish the kind of suffering I’ve had, holding these secrets, getting accused of all this stuff, and just denying, denying, denying. I hope he comes clean because his life will improve if he does. I understand he could ask a hundred different lawyers and each one would say, ‘Don’t tell the truth because there could be serious financial consequences’. But I think it would be worth it. It’s his way to freedom.”

At a key moment in a May 2011 interview given to the 60 Minutes programme on CBS, Hamilton looked host Scott Pelley in the eye and asked what he, Pelley, would have done if faced with the dilemma Hamilton had in the late 90s. Dope or go home? Pelley’s body language suggested he might well have taken the same path. It made it seem that what Hamilton had done was almost natural, the only choice he had.

The day before the interview he and Lindsay had said they would like to start a family.

“Imagine,” I say now, “you have a son and he is a 25-year-old pro cyclist. He calls you from Europe and says, ‘Dad, if I don’t dope I can’t get to ride the Tour de France’. What do you say?” Hamilton doesn’t have to think. “‘Come home’, I would say. If he insisted that as an adult he had the right to make up his own mind, I would beg and plead, make him read my book. I would never let up. If he persisted in doping, it would be pretty serious between us, a very difficult thing for our relationship.”

At the end of a second day in Missoula he drives me back to my hotel and talks of having stayed up late the night before. “Remember I asked you yesterday,” he says, “whether we will have clean cycling? You were pessimistic, saying too many ex-dopers were still involved. I thought about that last night and didn’t feel like sleeping for a while.”

There is something else on his mind. “You know how I’ve still got every bit of memorabilia from my career, tons of stuff from the Tours and classics; bikes, jerseys, trophies, race numbers, everything. It fills an entire room. I don’t want any of it and have been thinking what to do with it. I’m going to auction it online and donate the proceeds to anti-doping. Do you think that would be okay?”
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The women who stood up to the bully

[By David Walsh, October 14, 2012]


Remember this, life is like a wheel: what goes around comes around.



Memories of the first conversations have never dimmed. With Betsy Andreu it was a phone call while driving from Heathrow to Cardiff on a winter’s evening in 2002. The tip-off had come from a mutual friend, James Startt, an American photo-journalist in Paris. “Betsy thinks you should call her,” he said, passing on her number in Michigan.

Emma O’Reilly turned up almost out of the blue. That was June 2003. “I don’t mind telling you what I saw when I worked with the US Postal team. Pantani’s dead, Jimenez is dead,” she said, referring to two top cyclists who had been involved in doping and had died in their early 30s. “It isn’t right.”

For two years at Postal she had been Lance Armstrong’s personal masseuse but this was hardly mentioned in that first phone call. Before breaking the code of silence, she had to know what she was getting into.

“Let me come to Liverpool [at the time O’Reilly lived with her boyfriend Mike Carlisle] and we’ll have dinner. Afterwards you decide if you still want to go ahead.” We went for supper to Villa Jazz in Oxton; Emma, Mike and I, and for much of the evening we spoke about Mike’s beloved Manchester United. The other stuff could wait.

With Betsy, you didn’t get to tip-toe around the subject of Armstrong. Before I was 10 miles down the M4 towards Cardiff she had taken me inside a consulting room at Indiana University Hospital in October 1996. The Dallas Cowboys were on the television and two doctors were alongside Armstrong. “We should leave now,” Betsy said as the doctors began to speak.

“It’s okay,” said Armstrong. “You can stay.”

And then Betsy heard the conversation that would change her life. “Have you used performance-enhancing drugs?” asked one doctor.

Matter-of-factly, Armstrong listed them. “EPO, testosterone, growth hormone, cortisone and steroids.”

Betsy freaked. The message to Frankie, her husband, was in her eyes: “You and me, we gotta speak outside,” and he knew to follow. “If you’re fucking doing that shit, I’m not marrying you,” she said.

That was Betsy in a nutshell. Right was right, wrong was wrong and that three-hour journey to Cardiff passed in a moment. She had much to tell; how she and Lance were once good friends, how he’d loved her risotto and would go with her to the supermarket. They argued about God. She believed; he didn’t and maybe if he’d allowed her to leave that hospital room before the question, things would have turned out differently.

Betsy’s difficulty was Frankie’s job. He had quit riding in 2001 but had remained in the sport. Pro cycling was the only job he’d ever known and Betsy knew that Armstrong could hurt her husband’s career. Frankie wanted her to step back and let others lead the race to find out the truth about Armstrong. “Who, Frankie, who will do it?” she would ask before delivering her bottom line: “I’m not lying for him, don’t dare ask me to do that.”

Three weeks after the dinner in Liverpool, I turned up at Emma O’Reilly’s house in Oxton. It was a July afternoon, the 2003 Tour de France was on the television but the race no longer interested us. Emma zapped it and seven hours later she stopped describing her time with US Postal. She told about the day she went to Spain to pick up drugs for Lance; the time at the 1999 Tour de France she bought the concealer to cover the syringe marks on his arm; the night she dumped his used syringes in Belgium; and the time she picked up testosterone for George Hincapie.

There was also the evening during the ‘99 Tour she heard Armstrong and two team bosses concoct a story to get round a positive test for cortisone.

“Now, Emma,” Armstrong said at the end of that night, “you know enough to bring me down.” He never thought she would because he sensed she had a vague admiration for his drive and ambition. But she saw beyond that. She was never taken in. “Lance was Lance,” she would often say, meaning you had to know the rough and the smooth.

With Emma I never understood how guilty she would feel about betraying people in the Postal team she liked. Tyler Hamilton, Jonathan Vaughters and the head mechanic Julian de Vriese, with whom she became very friendly. Julian was old school; Belgian, once mechanic to Eddy Merckx and later Greg LeMond. He looked after Armstrong. Old enough to be Emma’s father but they liked each other.

He wouldn’t understand why she would spit in the soup. That’s what they called it when someone spoke of cycling’s dark sub-culture, cracher le soupe. Betraying Julian bothered her but then she’d think of another Belgian, Johan Bruyneel, her boss at Postal.

Through her last year with the team, he bullied her and made her life miserable. After stealing her diary, he went to her colleagues and lied about her writing nasty things about them. Emma thought Bruyneel manipulative and underhand and indescribably stupid for believing he could treat her as he had and still expect her to carry the team’s secrets to her grave. Betsy and Emma had very different personalities but shared one quality. Everything they said, you felt was the truth.

In late June of 2004, L.A. Confidentiel, les secrets de Lance Armstrong, was published in France. It was a book I had co-authored with Pierre Ballester and its two most important witnesses were Emma O’Reilly and Betsy Andreu. Before the book came out, The Sunday Times wrote about what these two women had seen during their time in Armstrong’s world.

All hell broke loose after the book came out. Betsy and Emma weren’t ready for it. Neither was I. Armstrong sued The Sunday Times, Emma O’Reilly, the publishers of L.A. Confidentiel, the magazine that serialised it. All that was entirely predictable but not so was the extent to which Armstrong went after the two women.

During that summer’s Tour he summoned Frankie Andreu to his hotel room and politely told him that Betsy had become a problem, but there was a solution and he would get Bill [Stapleton, Armstrong’s manager and attorney] to speak with him. They met in a car park a couple of days later. Suspicious of Armstrong’s motives, Andreu secretly taped his meeting with Stapleton.

Through Stapleton, Armstrong asked that Betsy put out a statement discrediting me and the work I’d done. “The best results for us all,” said Stapleton, “is to pick away at him…extract an apology, drop the fucking lawsuit and it all just goes away.” The lawyer went on to say he wanted to avoid a ‘full-out war in a French court’ because it ‘could blow the whole sport’. Suggesting to Betsy Andreu that she lie wasn’t clever and just made her more determined. I marvelled at her strength and she would wonder what I meant. “I just don’t like people saying I’m lying when I’m not,” she said.

Frankie was never going to put Stapleton’s proposal to his wife. His career was adversely affected by Betsy’s willingness to say she’d heard Armstrong admit to doping in that Indiana hospital. He lost one job managing a team, then another with a television channel and though nobody said it was because of Betsy, they both knew.

Frankie’s parents thought Betsy was wrong to endanger her family’s future and she was reminded many times of how her stance could have an impact on their three kids; little Frankie, Marta and Stevie. Betsy’s dad thought she was wrong, only her mum supported her. “It’s crazy to me,” she would say to her parents, “that I have to justify refusing to lie.”

Family members would tell her she didn’t have to lie, just say nothing. “That’s the same as lying,” she’d say. Between her and Frankie it wasn’t smooth. Though reading from the same book, they weren’t on the same page. He hadn’t doped as much as Armstrong, Kevin Livingston, Hamilton, Hincapie and others, he had been the only rider who refused Armstrong’s request to work with Dr Michele Ferrari and within the sport, he was the bad guy. When he admitted in a New York Times interview that he doped, Bruyneel bizarrely threatened to sue him.

Because of Betsy, few in cycling wanted Frankie and, financially, things weren’t good. “Just tell them we’re divorced,” she said at a particularly low point, one of the few times she’d seen him get really angry. He said he’d never say that, never. As time passed Frankie edged more towards Betsy’s position. She never budged, just waited for him.

It bugged her that Armstrong would be interviewed but not questioned. Journalists wanted him in their newspapers, chat show hosts were worse, and when he dismissed people who were ‘jealous and bitter’ she knew he was referring to her. She rolled up her sleeves a little more. There hasn’t been one day in the past 10 years that she hasn’t thought of how to get the truth out there and few when she didn’t do something about it.

Emma O’Reilly had no idea of the lengths to which Armstrong would go to impugn her character. A few days after the publication of L.A. Confidentiel, he was asked at a press conference in Washington about O’Reilly’s allegations. He alluded to issues that led to her leaving the team; alcohol, inappropriate relationships. The insinuations were so scurrilous that the invited journalists didn’t have the stomach to report them widely but still they didn’t challenge him.

Then the subpoenas began to arrive, so frequently that the local police officer serving them would ring Emma’s home and tell Mike to put the kettle on because ‘he had another’. Keith Schilling, a lawyer representing Armstrong, asked to see her and her French lawyer, Thibault di Montbrial, told her to speak to him. Mike said he wanted to be in the room when Schilling came.

She told Schilling that everything she said in The Sunday Times and in L.A. Confidentiel was the truth. But, at this time, she was in something way over her head. She will never forget what Schilling said during their conversation. “I’m surprised the paparazzi aren’t already outside your house.” It stayed with her because she and Mike didn’t feel he said it out of concern for her wellbeing.

The effect on Mike was what hurt Emma the most. He suffered from multiple sclerosis and they knew stress would worsen his condition. He became agitated by what Armstrong was allowed to do to his girlfriend, causing a noticeable deterioration in his MS. Emma felt responsible. She wasn’t pleased with me, feeling I should have known how things would play out.

Sometimes on the phone or in an email I got one barrel, other times I got both. She asked me to contact her former husband Simon Lillistone, who had been in the car with her on that journey to Spain to pick up drugs for Armstrong. “He can verify that story.” I called Lillistone, who at first tried to say he didn’t know but then admitted he did. On a follow-up phone call he cried and said he didn’t want his name used, that it would damage his career to speak out. He now works for British Cycling.

Seeing the effect on Mike broke Emma’s heart but she never changed her story and never wanted to back away from it.

Now? “If I had to sum it up I’d say it really made me feel exposed and guilty, too. I’m sad that I put people through so much and sad that it was all right for Lance to try to take everything from me; finances, reputation, self-esteem, because when someone calls you an alcoholic whore it makes you question the impression you give out.”

In the end the UK’s libel laws quietened Emma. She did an interview with Sports Illustrated and they said it would be fine in the US but if Armstrong sued her in Britain, it would be a problem. “This country’s libel laws stopped me from telling the truth.”

Nothing could quieten Betsy. I went to stay at her house, went to her church, had coffee at her favourite diner, went with big Frankie to watch little Frankie play ice hockey and marvelled that she couldn’t read an unchallenging interview with Armstrong without asking if I had a contact number for another dishonest journalist. She lectured us on the need to pursue the truth.

We laughed, too, and had fun seeing each other as Armstrong saw us. I called her ‘the crazed bitch’ and she called me ‘the little fucking troll’. On those days when I was sick of the story, she would call and ask if I’d heard the latest. She didn’t do Armstrong fatigue. There was pain, too. “I’m pleased Frankie began his career clean and ended it clean,” she says.

“He doped for a time in the middle and was then sacked because he wouldn’t keep doing it. When he admitted his doping in The New York Times in 2006, the journalist Juliet Macur called many of my old cycling friends to see if they would vouch for me. Not one of them would, not even to say I was a good mom or a decent human being, they were that afraid of him.”

Betsy never publicly questioned how other wives dealt with their husbands’ doping but she noticed from a Spanish investigation, Operation Puerto, that Haven Hamilton played an active role in Tyler’s doping and from last week’s report from the US Anti-Doping Agency (USADA) she realised Kristin Armstrong distributed banned drugs to US Postal riders. When the divorces happened, Haven and Kristin got good settlements.

USADA vindicated everything Betsy and Emma said for years and many people paid tribute to their courage and honesty. In the end it was the evidence of 11 former teammates that did for Armstrong. They spoke out mostly because US federal officers were asking the questions and talking of jail time for those who perjured themselves.

Later, they would volunteer the same information to USADA. Betsy and Emma spoke out without anybody encouraging them to do so, when all the pressure was to respect omerta and say nothing.

I spoke with Emma on Friday, the day Bruyneel was kicked off the Radio Shack team and authorities at the US Olympic Committee headquarters in Colorado Springs had one of their workmen paint over a quote from Armstrong on a wall of the dining hall.

She recalled a story from her days on US Postal. “In one conversation with Julian [de Vriese] he twirled round the front wheel of a bike he was working on. ‘See Emma-tje’, he said. He liked to call me the effective version of my name in Dutch because we were great friends. ‘Look at the valve there, when I spin the wheel it goes round but the valve always comes round too. Remember this, Emma-tje, what goes around comes around’.”
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Lance, the lies and me

[By David Walsh, November 4, 2012]


“One letter touched a nerve. ‘Cancer of the spirit.’ That expression haunted me.”



It is 3.30 on a grey Monday afternoon, at a Starbucks off the M25 and I look at a phone that is going to ring. It hasn’t stopped. It won’t stop. “About Lance Armstrong and today’s news, are you available to do an interview?” Canada, Australia, New Zealand, France, the US, Ireland, Holland, Belgium and so many closer to home. No, no, no, yes, no, no, no, no, yes, no, no, no, yes, no, no, no, no.

Seven requests are from the BBC: Radio 4, Radio 5 live, Radio 2, BBC Radio Foyle, BBC Belfast, Newsnight, World Service. There was a time when the Armstrong story had black circles on its body from the BBC touching it with a 40ft barge pole. But this is the day, October 22, 2012, that he has been officially declared an outcast, banished from the sport by his own people – cycling’s governing body, Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI). Its president, Pat McQuaid, said the former seven-time Tour de France winner ‘has no place in cycling’.

Armstrong himself is to change the profile on his Twitter page, removing the five words ‘7-time Tour de France winner’. He’s history now, another ageing story of cheating and lying and doping and bullying and sport that wasn’t sport. An icon until the mask was taken away. “The greatest heist sport has ever seen,” says Travis Tygart, chief executive of the United States Anti-Doping Agency.

For 13 years, this story has been a central part of my life – from the moment on the road to Saint-Flour in the Auvergne during the 1999 Tour de France that it became clear Armstrong was a fraud.

That morning, the 25-year-old French rider Christophe Bassons, nicknamed ‘Monsieur Propre’ for his anti-doping stance, left the Tour – although it is more true to say the Tour abandoned him. They were dirty, he was clean, but he was the problem. They ground him down, ran him out of town.

At the head of the lynch mob, lacking only a white hood and length of rope, was Armstrong. He enjoyed his enforcer role, chasing Bassons down the day after the finish to Sestriere: “He spoke to me in English,” said Bassons, “but I understood. ‘That’s enough. You are bad for cycling. It would be better if you went home. Give up the sport. You are a small rider, you know. Fuck you.’”

In this fight, I knew the side to be on.

On the day Armstrong won his first Tour de France, I wrote a piece for The Sunday Times suggesting the achievement of the cancer survivor should not be applauded: “There are times when it is right to celebrate, but there are other occasions when it is equally correct to keep your hands by your sides and wonder…[and in this case] the need for inquiry is overwhelming.”

Many readers were unimpressed. “I was disappointed by your coverage of the Tour de France…I am mystified why you chose to feed readers a mixture of rumour, suspicion and innuendo,” wrote Ed Tarwinski of Edinburgh. Not one appreciated our sceptical reaction to Armstrong’s victory.

But right now, in this Starbucks, I feel no joy. Today would be the 30th birthday of our son John who was killed on his bicycle 17 years before, on June 25, 1995, just an hour before I reached home after five weeks at the Rugby World Cup in South Africa. He was 12. The day before, he’d watched the Springboks beat the All Blacks in the World Cup final, taped the game for me on a VHS cassette and filed it away with all the others he knew I’d want to watch on my return.

Liverpool was his football team, and he’d lost his life cycling home after playing a Gaelic football match that morning. He should have stayed for soft drinks and sandwiches, but his team lost and he wouldn’t have wanted to hang around. Since then his birthday has always meant more than the anniversary of the day he died, though it is intensely sad to wonder what your 12-year-old would have been like at 30. For 17 years flowers have arrived at our home from a dear friend who understands.

John was a particular kid; bright, hard, questioning, truthful, stubborn. When he was seven, his teacher, Mrs Twomey, read the story of the Nativity to the class. “And when Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus went back to Nazareth, they lived a simple life, because Joseph was just a carpenter and they had very little.”

Our son couldn’t let that pass. “Miss,” he asked, “you said Mary and Joseph were very poor, but what did they do with the gold they got from the three kings?” The poor teacher had read this story for more than 30 years and nobody had ever asked about the gold. “To be honest, John,” she said, “I don’t know.”

That story stayed with me; funny, comforting, reassuring even. Something didn’t add up and John asked the question. Though I feel the sadness that always comes on this day and the phone won’t stop ringing, I remember that old story and know I’ve been inspired by it. That the legend of Lance Armstrong should have been officially cremated on this day seems to me anything but coincidental.

The thing about the Armstrong scandal was that, even in 1999, the year of his first victory, you didn’t need to be Woodward or Bernstein to get it. On the afternoon the American delivered his first great performance in the Alps, the stage to Sestriere, many journalists in the salle de presse laughed at the ease with which Armstrong ascended. He climbed with the nonchalance of the well-doped.

I walked through the hedgerows of journalists, stopping to speak with Philippe Bouvet, chief cycling writer of the sports daily L’Equipe, whose father, Albert, had been a pro. “Doping,” said Bouvet, “is an old story in cycling. Over the last few years the manipulation of riders’ blood has changed the nature of competition. What we are getting now is a caricature of sport. It is killing cycling.”

Benoît Hopquin, a journalist with the French newspaper Le Monde, was tipped off that Armstrong had tested positive for cortisone, and that it had been covered up. Cortisone is a banned drug, but can be used by riders with a Therapeutic Use Exemption (TUE). Le Monde had been shown Armstrong’s doping control form, and he didn’t have a TUE.

They ran with the story. UCI denied there had been a positive test, and said Armstrong had a TUE because of a saddle sore. At a news conference Hopquin tried to pin down Armstrong on whether he had this exemption and when it had been issued: perfectly reasonable questions, but dismissed with disdain by Armstrong.

“Mr Le Monde,” he said to Hopquin, referring to him by the name of his newspaper, “are you calling me a liar or a doper?” The truth was he was both, but at that moment he wore the maillot jaune, the famed yellow jersey – and Hopquin was intimidated. He didn’t reply.

Not one person in a room full of journalists had a follow-up question; instead there were smiles and appreciation for the authority with which Armstrong had shot down the journalist.

The bullying of Bassons and Hopquin spoke of arrogance: Armstrong needed to be aggressive because, a year before, French customs and police had targeted the Tour and found stashes of banned drugs almost everywhere they looked. Shamed, Tour de France organisers said the 1999 race would be ‘The Tour of Renewal’, echoing pledges that the sport has always been too quick to give.

On the eve of the Tour, the organiser, Jean-Marie Leblanc, said the scandal of the drug-addled ‘98 race would inspire a better future. With less doping, speeds would be reduced and we would again be able to believe in the Tour de France. Long before Armstrong would ride down the Champs-Élysées in the yellow jersey, it was certain the ‘99 race would be the fastest in history.

Through the first two weeks of the race, virtually every French newspaper reflected the scepticism that was everywhere. Each day, L’Equipe found a new way of saying it didn’t believe in Armstrong. It referred to him as ‘The Extra-Terrestrial’ – and not as a compliment. But L’Equipe is owned by ASO, the same company that owns the Tour de France, and after Armstrong had been subjected to a tough Pierre Ballester interview, Leblanc arranged a meeting with Jean-Michel Rouet, L’Equipe’s cycling editor.

Leblanc felt the Ballester interview read like a police interrogation, and made his feelings known to Rouet. From that moment, L’Equipe softened its attitude to Armstrong. Bouvet, Ballester and Rouet, however, wouldn’t change their view that he was doping.

Before the race reached Paris, Leblanc declared that Armstrong ‘had saved the Tour de France’. In the clamour to acclaim the cancer hero’s journey to victory, a tidal wave rolled over the dissenters. The positive cortisone test was forgotten, the record speed was mostly not mentioned; Christophe Bassons, too, forgotten. But if you listened carefully there were some truthful voices. Vincenzo Santoni, team director of the Italian Cantina Tollo team, shook his head sadly. “I hope we can find a way out of the mess that cycling is in,” he said during that ‘99 Tour. “Until that happens, we can forget the joy of the victory.”

You could only believe in this story if you weren’t bothered what Mary and Joseph did with the gold.

Already, my relationship with Armstrong had become personal. Six years earlier, I had interviewed him in the first week of his debut Tour. In a book that I wanted to be a Canterbury Tales of the Tour de France, his story would be The Rookie’s Tale. We talked for three hours in a hotel garden outside Grenoble and got on well. He was a Texan in France, so uncool you warmed to him: if his American gaucheness didn’t win you over, his ambition did. Nothing was going to get in his way. I would follow his results in the next three Tours and it wasn’t hard to tell what kind of rider he was; strong on flat roads, decent on the shorter climbs, but average in solo races against the clock and physiologically unable to climb with the best in the high mountains. In four shots at the Tour – before being diagnosed with testicular cancer in late 1996 – his best finish was 36th.

I hoped he could recover and return to the sport. But when he came back, and rode much better in the mountains than he’d ever done before, I didn’t believe it. At The Sunday Times there was initial excitement at the cancer victim doing so well, but once I’d made the case for scepticism, the newspaper encouraged me in every way. On the day Armstrong won his first Tour de France the headline in this newspaper was ‘Flawed fairytale’. I was pleased, but not our readers. From the 45 letters received, one offered encouragement.

From the other 44, Keith Miller’s take touched a nerve: “I believe Armstrong’s victory was amazing, a triumph in sport and life. I believe he sets a good example for all of us. I believe in sport, in life, and in humanity…Sometimes we refuse to believe, for whatever reason. Sometimes people get a cancer of the spirit. And maybe that says a lot about them.”

That expression haunted me – ‘Cancer of the spirit’.

By the time the 2000 Tour de France was ready to roll, the Armstrong camp had identified me as trouble. Bill Stapleton, Armstrong’s attorney, manager and friend, turned up in the press room at the end of the first stage.

“David,” he said, “could I have a word? I’m Bill Stapleton.”

“Yes, Bill?”

“Look, we know what you’ve been writing about Lance, and you’re getting this wrong. If you were to be fairer to Lance, that could work for you in terms of access. On the other hand, if you keep writing what you’re writing, we will take action.”

“Is that a threat, Bill?”

“It is,” he said.

Stapleton made me want to try harder, to prove what I knew to be true. The Sunday Times continued to encourage me: “Pharmacy on wheels becomes a sick joke,” was the headline about the 2000 Tour. Not discouraged by the salle de presse conversation in 2000, Stapleton called me in April the following year: “David, I want to offer you a one-on-one interview with Lance.” Armstrong was gold dust back then; a two-time Tour winner, author of the phenomenally successful autobiography It’s Not about the Bike, cancer icon and beacon of hope to so many.

“Where and when?” I asked.

“If you can get to France this week, it’s on,” he said.

We met at the Hotel La Fauvelaie near the village of St-Sylvain-d’Anjou in eastern France. He came with Stapleton. I asked if he’d ever visited Dr Michele Ferrari, who was due to go on trial for doping that summer.

“Have I been tested by him, gone there and consulted on certain things? Perhaps,” he said.

Two months later an Italian police source would provide chapter and verse on Armstrong’s visits to Ferrari: two days in March, 1999; three days in May, 2000; two days in August, 2000; one day in September, 2000; three days in April, 2001. More than ‘perhaps’.

Every sense I had of Armstrong being dishonest was confirmed by the interview. In June 2001, The Sunday Times published my investigation into Armstrong and headlined it ‘Saddled with suspicion’. That investigation included evidence from Stephen Swart, a New Zealand rider and former team-mate, who said that in the Motorola team of 1995-96, Armstrong was the strongest advocate for the team getting on a doping programme.

But leaving Hotel La Fauvelaie on that April afternoon in 2001, it was clear to me that Armstrong would not be caught easily. Already, he had worked out that the world wanted to believe his story of hope and, where possible, they would protect the story. Before the end, my questions had begun to irritate him.

“There will always be sceptics, cynics and zealots,” he said, wanting me to know that, in the end, this sound-bite would be enough. ‘Saddled with suspicion’ ran on the eve of the 2001 Tour, and the last line reflected how I felt about his story: “Those who expect him to falter, either on the murderous road to Alpe d’Huez or under the weight of public scepticism, may be in for a long, long wait.”

The good thing about investigating Armstrong was that there weren’t many rivals trying to beat you to the story. More than that, journalist friends would hear things, but rather than run with them, they passed them on. James Startt, an American photojournalist in cycling who worked out of Paris, knew Betsy Andreu, the wife of Armstrong’s long-time team-mate, Frankie. Startt sensed there wasn’t an appetite in his own country for the story that Betsy wanted told. He gave me her number.

Then a cycling journalist working for a London-based newspaper told me that Emma O’Reilly, Armstrong’s former masseuse, was ready to talk. These two women would be the two most important witnesses in the case against Armstrong, because they and Swart were the first to offer direct evidence. Betsy Andreu heard Armstrong say in Indiana University Hospital that he used performance-enhancing drugs before his testicular cancer. She said her husband, Frankie, and her then friend Stephanie McIlvain were two of the six people in the room at the time, the others being Armstrong’s coach Chris Carmichael and his then fiancée, Paige, and Bill Stapleton. Frankie Andreu and McIlvain confirmed Betsy’s account of the hospital room incident.

O’Reilly told about doping in the US Postal team, and especially about Armstrong’s involvement. We spoke for seven hours and the transcript came to almost 50,000 words. It was packed with evidence of Armstrong’s doping. Around this time, the French journalist Pierre Ballester and I agreed to co-author a book about Armstrong. It would be called L.A. Confidentiel: les secrets de Lance Armstrong. No publisher in the UK would take it, because of Britain’s libel laws.

Once the book came out, Armstrong issued writs against The Sunday Times for a piece written by deputy sports editor Alan English about allegations made in L.A. Confidentiel. His London lawyers, Schillings, then put the frighteners on every British newspaper and broadcaster, warning that anyone repeating the allegations contained in L.A. Confidentiel would be sued.

That was just the stuff he left to his lawyers. Armstrong would also deal personally with those who had crossed him. At a news conference at Silver Spring in Maryland on June 15, 2004, to announce a new sponsorship deal with the Discovery Channel, he was asked about O’Reilly’s allegations: “I know that Emma left the team for other reasons. And even as evil as this thing has come out to be, it’s not going to be my style to attack her. I know there were a lot of issues within the team, within the management, within the other riders that were inappropriate, and she was let go.”

O’Reilly was a physical therapist and he knew what he was doing when speaking of issues with riders that were ‘inappropriate’. It was untrue and scurrilous allegation, and he could say it without being asked to substantiate it.

About Swart’s recollection of the use of EPO – a hormone used as a performance-enhancing drug that boosts a rider’s red-blood-cell count – he didn’t address the charge but spoke vaguely about Swart’s family background and some issues there. That was his style.

In an interview with the Dutch newspaper De Telegraaf, he spoke about me – and, for once, forsook innuendo. “Walsh is the worst journalist I know. There are journalists who are willing to lie, to threaten people and to steal in order to catch me out. All this for a sensational story. Ethics, standards, values, accuracy – these are of no interest to people like Walsh.”

Two days later, a letter from Schillings was couriered to The Sunday Times, reminding the newspaper that Armstrong had never taken performance-enhancing drugs and if we dared suggest he did, we would be sued. We didn’t back down and we were sued. Two years of endless meetings, preparing statements, lining up witnesses, getting subpoenas – it was hell.

Our case was destroyed by a ruling that said we would have to prove Armstrong doped, as opposed to showing we had the right to ask questions. Emma O’Reilly spoke with journalists from the US, France and the UK. “Britain, the country where I am a citizen, is the only one where I feel I can’t tell the truth. Well, I could, but I would be sued and I’d lose. So I stopped telling the truth here; just didn’t say anything.”

Britain was the only country where Armstrong allowed a libel case to proceed beyond the initial, sabre-rattling writ. Our managing editor at the time, Richard Caseby, negotiated the settlement with Armstrong’s attorney, Tim Herman, who was on his way to Scotland to play golf.

“Richard,” Herman said, “we were never going to let this go the whole way. Lance is going to go into politics.”

In early 2004 an American writer, Daniel Coyle, began researching a book that would be published in 2005. Lance Armstrong’s War was the story of Coyle’s year inside the US Postal cycling team, and though the book would become a bestseller in America and Britain, the author wasn’t allowed inside the team’s doping sanctum.

He understood that, and this was perhaps one of the reasons he ended up at my door. He would call the chapter The Crusader, and it was a flattering account of my attempt to expose Armstrong as a fraud. During the interview, he asked about our son John. “People say you love all your children equally, but I don’t think that’s true,” I said. “You love them all, but differently. And this kid, I loved more than any person I’ve ever known.”

I’ve never been good at understatement when it comes to John. We have six other children, and John’s sister Emily says I would be the same about each of them if they had been the one to suffer John’s fate.

Towards the end of his book, Coyle describes the moment he brought Armstrong a draft of the manuscript:


“OK,” Armstrong says. “What’s in there that’s going to piss me off?”

Before I can answer, he leans forward.

“The Walsh stuff is not going to piss me off if it’s factual,” he says. “Don’t call him the award-winning world-renowned respected guy.”

I outline what’s in the book, mentioning that Walsh seems motivated, at least in part, by the memory of his dead son, who he said was his favourite.

Armstrong’s eyes narrow. He cracks his knuckles, one by one.

“How could he have a favourite son? That guy’s a scumbag. I’m a father of three…to say ‘my favourite son’, that’s fucked. I’m sorry. I just hate the guy. He’s a little troll.”

His voice rises. I try to change the subject but it’s too late. He’s going.

“Fucking Walsh,” he says. “Fucking little troll.”

I’m sitting on the couch watching, but it’s as if I’m not there. His voice echoes off the stone walls – “troll, casting his spell on people, liar” – and the words blur together into a single sound, and I find myself wishing he would stop…

A bird-like trill slices the air; Armstrong’s eyes dart to his phone. The spell is broken.

“Listen, here’s where I go,” Armstrong says after putting down the phone. “I’ve won six tours. I’ve done everything I ever could do to prove my innocence. I have done, outside of cycling, way more than anyone in the sport. To be somebody who’s spread himself out over a lot of areas, to hopefully be somebody who people in this city, this state, this country, this world can look up to as an example. And you know what? They don’t even know who David Walsh is. And they never will. And in 20 years nobody is going to remember him. Nobody.”



After reading that section of the book, I rang Coyle and said it had deeply upset me to read Armstrong mouthing off about my relationship with my son. Coyle said Armstrong had said far worse things that he hadn’t included.

“You shouldn’t have included any of the stuff about John,” I said. He apologised and it was clear he meant it.

And now on this day, as I sit in this Starbucks, Armstrong has finally gone down. October 22, John’s birthday. I ring Betsy Andreu, in whose slipstream I have travelled in pursuit of the truth. I tell her it’s John’s birthday and though she’s far away in Michigan, I can feel her sadness.

“It’s his birthday,” she says in a whisper. “This is his little gift to you.”

It’s a nice thought.

EOF
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