





The Cycling Year
According to Carlton
Kirby

CARLTON KIRBY

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO



BLOOMSBURY SPORT
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc
50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK
29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, Ireland

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY SPORT and the Diana logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury
Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2023
Copyright © 2023, Carlton Kirby

Plate section images: author’s personal collection, Getty Images, Alison Wragg and Thomas Larabi

Carlton Kirby has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified
as Author of this work

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

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites
referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to
press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have

ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication data has been applied for
ISBN: HB: 978-1-4729-9459-2; eBook: 978-1-4729-9461-5; epdf: 978-1-4729-9456-1
24681097531

Typeset by Deanta Global Publishing Services, Chennai, India
Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CRo 4YY

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc makes every effort to ensure that the papers used in the manufacture of our
books are natural, recyclable products made from wood grown in well-managed forests. Our manufacturing
processes conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

®
MIX
Paper from

responsible sources

aﬁocrg FSC® C020471

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters



CONTENTS

Foreword by Sean Kelly

Introduction

JANUARY
1 Grand Prix La Marseillaise — Gangster Dash
2 LaTropicale Amissa Bongo — 7he Fridge Race

FEBRUARY
3 Tour of Qatar — Dangerous Cargo
4 Volta ao Algarve — Free Olly!’

MARCH
s Strade Bianche — Frozen Pizza
6 Tirreno—Adriatico — Boulder Bag
7 Milano—-Sanremo — La Prima Hurty!!
8 Volta a Catalunya — 7he Longest Walk

APRIL

9 Tour de Langkawi — Fast and Furious
10 Tour of Flanders — Drinks All Ronde?
11 Scheldeprijs — Size Isn't Everything
12 Amstel Gold Race — Discus ting
13 Paris—Roubaix — Oh Sugar!!
14 Red Hook City Crit — ‘Go Hookers!I’
15 Liege—Bastogne—Liege — Kaboom!!

MAY
16 Tour de Romandie — Robot Wars

vii

I0

4
7
23

29
29

45
ST
61
61

73
77

90
94

I0I

I0I



CONTENTS

17 Tour de Yorkshire — Where’s the Donkey?

18 Quatre Jours de Dunkerque — Pull the Other One
19 Presidential Tour of Turkey — Slam Dunk Sauna
20 Tro-Bro Léon — Watch the Piggy

JUNE

21 Giro d’Italia, Etappe 9 — Giz a Lift, Mate!?

22 Giro d’Italia . . . Final Day — Musso and the Mirrors
23 Tour of Norway — ‘Open With Great Care!’

24 Critérium du Dauphiné — Accordion to Him

JULY
25 Tour, Finalé — Champs for Champs on the Champs

AUGUST
26 Tour VI'T (MBK) — Skinny Dip Danger

SEPTEMBER
27 Tour of Britain — Sheep Bending
28 World Champs — 7he King and the Fool

JUNE, JULY, SEPTEMBER
29 Grand Tour Rest Days — A Snip Too Far

OCTOBER

30 1l Lombardia — Flight of the Bumbler
31 CRO Race — Lip Smacking

32 National Hill Climb — Stirway to Hell

NOVEMBER
33 Tour du Faso — Golden Teeth
34 Six Day Racing — 7he Big Lock-In

DECEMBER
35 Tuvalu Coast to Coast — Coco Nuts!

36 Zwift — ‘Dear Santa . . .
Finally

Vi

108
115§
121

129

135
135
142
I51
157
163
163

173
173
183
183

190

197
197
203
203
210

216

221
221

227

233
233
238

247



FOREWORD

BY SEAN KELLY

He’s only gone and written another book . . .

I've told you before that Carlton Kirby is a man few can shut up. I was
wondering if his first book might be his last, but it clearly tickled many. He has
quite the memory and a certain way about him when telling a story. Call it his
Irish genes.

Now he’s at it again, Lord help us. Of course I've got my own stories to tell:
having spent my lifetime on the road, first as a professional rider and then as
a commentator. And all those weeks, months and years that I've spent on the
road in the good company of my many cycling friends live long in the memory.

They’re a useful treasure chest when I'm commentating, helping to ‘dress the
day’, especially on the longer, quieter stages when there’s not much happening
in the peloton. Plus, I hope it shows that I know my stuff when it comes to this
fabulous sport. Cycling has given me a lifetime of enjoyment and a fair amount
of success. I love it to its very bones.

As for Carlton, he can indeed tell a fine story — even if sometimes, on
occasion, you might find yourself detecting just the faintest whiff about them.

This book is a window into a world we both share and love. Sure you may
find yourself opening that very window to air the room a bit, but you'll be
laughing all the same.

Enjoy!

Sean Kelly
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past 35 years of calling races for the willing and the witless, I have
passed through many borders. Beyond the bounds, some might say (but we will
ignore them). This book is a journey through a cycling season of seasons. I've
taken the calendar and given you a year of events and experiences, offering a
few ideas you might like to try. Some of the races will certainly take a real effort
to get yourself to; others no longer even exist. But as the months go by, I fondly
remember them all — like they were yesterday, today and tomorrow once more.

I have been broadcasting on cycling since my days of running the sports
desk at TV-am, the first breakfast station for ITV. It closed in 1992. I was left
wondering what I'd do next when my colleague Jeff Stelling asked me if I could
fill in for him on a weird gig in Paris. A new channel called Eurosport.

OffI flew — and the first person I met there was the amazing David Dufhield.
He walked into the office and shouted with a chuckling roar: ‘"MORNING,
CAMPERS!!! T had found a new friend and a new home. You know the rest.

The cycling season is a remarkable thing, and these days it covers much of
the planet for much of the time. There is more racing than ever before, and via
GCN+ you can enjoy the action from anywhere there is an internet signal. Yet
there is nothing quite like actually being there, drinking it in.

Wherever you live there will be a race nearby and there is no reason why
you should not get involved. You see, cycling is a way of life — it’s been my life —
and I know that to live it you have to get off your backside (even though it’s a

sit-down sport).



STICKY BOTTLE

Yes, to fully appreciate this crazy majestic intoxicating world of cycling, you
have to be there in person.

Hopefully a time will come when watching the racing with me yammering
at you will not be enough. You will simply have to go and experience it for
yourself, live and on site. And I hope you do.

This book will give you a template to plan your very own personal calendar.
Cycle racing is not just about Alpe d’'Huez and the Champs-Elysées. There are
a thousand events, other than the Tour de France both on and off the official
calendar. So start assembling your own season. I have. My best ever. It’s in your
hands right now.

Sean Kelly once said to me: “What you take away from cycling is a sore arse
and a million memories.” The man is a genius and doesn’t even know it.

I hope you enjoy my memories.

CK xx

GCYCLING LEXICON

Sticky Bottle: An extended hold of a water bottle offered up from the team car
while it accelerates — thereby propelling the cyclist at a pace to regain time lost
due to a racing incident.



JANUARY

ONE
GRAND PRIX LA MARSEILLAISE

GANGSTER DASH

The rooftop observers watched me run for my life. I was sprinting.

By the time I reached the midway point of the bridge, the assassins were
charging me down. I heard the gunfire before the cars, and turned to see
them speeding along Boulevard de la République towards Pont d’Issy. They
were travelling at such a rate that all four vehicles slammed into the bridge
ramp so hard they nearly got airborne. And still the machine-guns blared —
ratatatatatar! — matched by the rotor chatter of the helicopters.

I looked back to see the cross-flashes exiting from the Uzi barrels. It was
terrifying; I was done for.

I knew I had no chance of making it over cleanly, so I slowed to a walk as
the gunfire stopped and the cars, one white and three black, cruised past. At the
end of the bridge they made a U-turn and came back my way slowly.

One of the black cars crawled past me and a Japanese guy hanging out of

the passenger side window with his machine gun shouted what was clearly an
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STICKY BOTTLE

obscenity at me. I had royally screwed up their little game; quite a big game
actually. But hey, I was late for work. Due on-air in 20 minutes for goodness’ sake!

Half an hour earlier, | had been stopped trying to move a barrier. ‘Aréttez!!
Vous ne passez pas . . . ARETTEZY

What looked like a combat-hippy was standing by the obstruction. She
wasn't happy.

‘I need to get to work. How long will the bridge be closed?” I asked.

‘I don’t know, who knows such things? It is art. For art you must wait . . .’

What I had just stumbled into was a film shoot. The bridge over the Seine
to Boulogne-Billancourt in Paris was closed. The Eurosport offices were on
the other side and in a short while I was due to be commentating. This was
not good.

As I looked around, I could tell this movie was a big budget affair. Cameras
on rooftops, one helicopter filming another helicopter and more combat-
hippies guarding roads to the bridge; all radios linked to the director’s team.

‘Lots of money flying around here. What’s the film?’

“Taxi 2, she said with a tone that added please shut up.

‘Ahhhh, I saw the first one. Shot in Marseille, wasn’t it?’

‘Oui, chez moi.’

‘I know Marseille: I love the Grand Prix.’

‘Le quoi?’

‘Un course de cyclisme. Pour les sprinteurs.’

‘Phuff . . . Not as fast as this,” she said.

That was our conversation closed for the moment. But time was ticking
and my programme was going to go ahead, with or without me. Negotiations
were not going well.

‘Look, I have to get to work.’

“Well, we ’av to film, so you must wait.’

‘For goodness’ sake, call your team and ask them when this scene

is going ahead. It will take me no more than five minutes to get clear. I



GRAND PRIX LA MARSEILLAISE

am a television commentator at Eurosport over there and my race begins
shortly. Please!!’

She scowled at me before wandering off a few paces and thumbing the
radio. She grudgingly asked if I could pass. Holding her earpiece, she headed
back my way. It was obvious from her expression that this was not going to be
good news.

‘You must wait.’

I gave it another five minutes before I hit sod-it mode.

Over the barrier I clambered and started running.

I don’t know how many blank bullets they had on set, but they mustve
used most of them in the next 9o seconds or so.

Of course, they could reload and go again . . . / could not. I had only one
take available to me. It’s a bike race — and what could be more important
than that?

Clearly plenty of folk felt differently.

As the cars made their way back to the starting position, I cleared the
bridge to be met by another art student with a radio. He began his speech from
a distance as I approached. “You ’av just ruined a very expensive take. Do you
realise what you ’av done? You "av —’

‘Piss off . . . Thank you!” I barged past.

The crowd watching was much happier, hoping to see the whole sequence
again. The bored drivers in the cars, backed up in the trafhc jam, less so.

Taxi 2 came out the following March in 2000 and was a huge hit.
Somewhere on a cutting room floor is the famous lost sequence simply

marked ‘fat bloke running — please cut or frame out’.

The original movie 7axi was filmed on the hilly streets of Marseille. The premise

is a guy who runs a souped-up taxi that is entirely illegal but used in honourable
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missions to help people running late and in need of a great deal of speed. It
showcased the edgy but fun nature of the ancient city perfectly.

The film naturally highlighted the majestic folds of a place that lies upon
a semicircle of limestone hills tumbling towards the shoreline. A better venue
for a sequence of car chases you will be hard pushed to find. The same applies
to the bike race.

Marseille rests upon the Etoile Chain of mountains that head off northwards
towards Montagne Sainte-Victoire and Aix-en-Provence, a more snooty rival
for ‘capital of the region’ status. But Marseille is 7uch more interesting. It has
the Grand Prix, after all.

The race began in 1980 and immediately came to mark the start of
the European cycling season. Since then a couple of other races have
butted in on the calendar a week or so earlier, but for most in France, and
particularly for most of the world’s top durable quick men, this is where
the season begins. It is also the opening round of the highly competitive
and brilliant Coupe de France series. These are the finest regional French
races brought together in a calendar, with a championship table and great
kudos to the overall champion. Open to cyclists of all nations but founded
upon the best races in France, it is spectacular. The GP La Marseillaise
is the opener, and very special. The racing is always competitive; often
bordering on brutal.

Run over a distance of around 18okm (112 miles), it may not be particularly
long, but there are virtually no flat roads. We are not talking real mountains
here, yet there are so many hills to take on that there is a gain of around 3000m
(9840ft) of altitude on the average edition. This makes it properly selective by
the end, and it will have shaken the will of many pure sprinters by the time the
course heads home for a reduced sprint among the hardest of fast men. You
can’t help but love it.

The Col de la Gineste has often been chosen as the final climb. It’s not the

toughest, having a gradient of only around 3% over 7.5km (4.6 miles) — but
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how this is attacked is what makes the difference. It’s usually a frantic finalé.
Over the top of this last peak there remains around 11.5km (6.8 miles) to
the finish next to the Stade Vélodrome football stadium. Built in the 1930s,
the old velodrome surrounding the pitch was eventually taken over by seating
tribunes and disappeared. Good that the race finishes here to remind everyone
that the world’s greatest sport is on bikes.

The peloton is usually made up of a vast array of the world’s finest quick
hard men. And there have been many occasions where French riders have had
to hand over the coveted trophy to those dropping in from abroad. But just as
in the national anthem of the same name, they are always ready to come back

fighting. A stanza from the fourth verse seems appropriate:

If they fall, our young heroes,
Will be produced anew from the soil,

Ready to join the fight against you!

It is an amazing race and well worth a visit . . . but I'll be honest with you, I
have not had the most comfortable relationship with Marseille over the years.
It all began when I was a young traveller, just 17 years of age and found myself
a little confused in the city’s main bus terminal. I saw a driver with his elbow
hanging out of his open cab window and wandered over. He knew I was there
but didnt acknowledge me standing just below him and carried on smoking.
Gathering myself, I asked in perfectly acceptable French: ‘Excuse me, sir, where
do I find the bus to Toulon?’

He took a moment to remove the tab from his lips. Then blew a jet of
cigarette smoke at the windscreen he was staring out of and said coldly: ‘Je ne
parle pas Anglais.’

I walked around the front of the bus to see the destination card above the
still smoking driver. It read: TOULON.

I went to Menton instead.
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Marseille is a remarkable place founded in 600 BCE by the Greeks. It is one
of the oldest continuously inhabited cities on earth.

For centuries Marseille has had cultural and economic links to the Middle
East, North Africa, Asia and, of course, the entire Mediterranean. The Brits
have been here a while too: for both good and ill.

In these parts, the action in the port of Mers-el-Kébir still resonates. After
the Fall of France, in June 1940, the British government feared that the ships
of the French Navy would fall into Nazi hands. Repeated requests that the fleet
should sail for the French West Indies and out of reach, or alternatively place
itself under British control, were ignored. Admiral Darlan was convinced by
Nazi assurances that his fleet would remain under his orders. Finally, Churchill
ordered the destruction of vessels based in the French Algerian port of Mers-el-
Kébir. The action took place on 3 July, 1940.

Most of the crew on board the cruisers and battleships destroyed by the
British that day were from Marseille and Toulon. There are memorials to the
1300 sailors who lost their lives that terrible afternoon. Churchill called it ‘the
most hateful decision, the most unnatural and painful in which I have ever
been concerned.’

The people of France were, of course, outraged. In the rest of occupied
Europe there was more understanding. Britain was now alone in the war
against Hitler and clearly going to fight on. The attack revived Anglophobia,
particularly in the Mediterranean ports, and such sentiments can still crop
up in Marseille. So beware. If it bothers you, just say you're Irish. You’ll
have a ball.

Roads down towards the harbour descend in steps. At every junction
on your journey, you will find bars and cafés of increasing bawdiness. This
place rocks — and if you don’t roll with it, you will not enjoy yourself. So
get immersed. You can find cuisine from all points of the Mediterranean.
In a month you can enjoy a different meal at every sitting, in surroundings

that will leave you both energised and a little exhausted. It is almost illegal
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to get bored in this city. It is always on the go; particularly on race day.

Magically so.

CARLTON COMMENTARY

‘Like an overcooked piece of spaghetti dropped onto the floor.”
An extreme winding mountain road



