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A Day at the Fair

Bob Roll (from Bobke II)


Before the Berlin wall came down, before the disintegration of the Soviet bloc, before Gontchar, Konyshev, Berzin, or Ekimov, there was Lada. Even before the Russian superteam Alfa Lum, there was Team Lada:  the worst team in the history of cycling.


  The sponsorship of the team consisted of one used Lada sedan— period. The team consisted of four Russians nobody had ever heard of and one director (who also was soigneur, mechanic, driver, manager cook, doctor, and coach). The team rode on ancient Colnagos from the USSR amateur teams throw-away stock. The components were an amazing mix of brands, parts, years, and gear ratios. The uniforms were a gulagesqne mix of new and old Lycra and wool, semi-faded to downright ragged. The crash-damage repair to shorts and jerseys was a crazy patchwork of stitches to patches to—I swear to God—tape. Complaining about your own bike or uniform seemed pretty silly, compared to what the Lada guys put up with.


  They mainly raced the kermesse circuit of Belgium and the Netherlands (kermesse is Dutch for “a fair”) but occasionally popped up at smaller stage races in Spain, Germany, and Italy. They survived off the pittance of start money a pro receives just for entering. Between races, I can only imagine how they got by. They were the standing joke of the entire peloton: “Watch what you say or you’ll end up on Lada,” or “My bike (legs, head, morale) went Lada on me (fell apart completely),” or “I’ve had as many massages as a Lada guy this month (none)”  ...... on and on until the very word “Lada” took on an almost mythical, absolute rock- bottom meaning.
  


It would be cool to report that these guys developed into competent pros and a couple got jobs on some of the bigger pro teams. But this being the savage garden of pro cycling and not some Hollywood scriptwriter’s imagination, that is not exactly what happened. In fact, those four Russians rode as poorly as they looked. They were without doubt the most pitiful wankers to ever sign on. At the slightest hint of acceleration, all four went straight out the back—and there they stayed for the duration, doing a four-man team time trial at 32.8 kph
  


Their raggedy-man-on-a-bike approach set them apart—but they were defined by their unwavering support of each other: They always rode only as slow as their slowest guy Year upon year and month after month, rain, sun, wind, Belgium, Holland, Germany, or Spain, from February through October, they employed the exact same modus operandi: The peloton would speed up, and they’d get dropped immediately, never to be seen again. If you were ever dropped all the way back to the Lada boys, you knew you must have a lethal dose and had better drop out—D-I-R-E-C-T. Their amazing tenacity in the face of such embarrassing incompetence was hard to believe. But even more amazing still was how Team Lada rode in Knokke-Heist, a Belgian coastal town, in 1991.


  We were in Knokke-Heist on May30 for the town’s annual kermesse, which had actually become more of a semi-classic due to length (200 km), time of year (before the Tour), quality of racers (every top team from Belgium, the Netherlands. France, and even Italy and Spain), and the fact that the race now was eligible for UCI points. The wind was blowing hard off the coast only a couple of blocks away from the start line, and the race was bound to be very hard from the start.


  At the same rime, my morale was as low as “Paeche de doed” (the guy from Flemish lore who welcomed you to hell). I had been living and racing in Europe for a long time and had been witness to many discouraging things. Plus, during the transition from Team 7-Eleven to Motorola, to my complete dismay, I was left off the roster. I was also utterly shattered from the previous Tour de France, and when I finally got the call up just before the Motorola team presentation in mid-January, I hadn’t done nearly enough training over the winter. That spring, no matter how many miles I put in, my legs hadn’t felt good the whole season—at a time when I was usually among the best and at my personal best. I couldn’t help but reflect on these things as we drove in the team Benzes from Kortrijk to Knokke-Heist. By the time we got there, I was totally bummed.


  The sign-on was in a typical, smoky Belgian café.   Ahhh....~... the smell of beer, cigars, and wasted-by-noon Oost-Vlanderen bike kooks, who hadn’t bathed since Freddy Maertens ruled these streets. As I walked back to the team car after signing on, I passed by the omnipresent frite stand. The frites (double the fat in an American french fry, then drown it in mayonnaise) smelled great, as the sage words of cycling prophet Luc “the drifter’ Eysernians came to me: “Never, ever, never eat frites. I vowed not only to eat frites, but blood sausage as well (the lowest point for any racer’s morale). That’s when I saw them....


  Team Lada pulled up to the square in the Lada team car. The car spewed smoke and coughed and wheezed to a stop, and the solemn Russians filed out. They were as bedraggled as ever. But as they looked out across the square and saw the team buses and cars of Panasonic, Buckler, Hitachi, PDM, Z, Carrera, Motorola, Lotto, and ONCE, their normal look of resignation took on an added element of alarm.

  
“Horrorshow Bezoomy!” I called out to them, borrowing from “Clockwork Orange.” As usual, when I said that, they looked at me as if I’d just touched down from a Mir mission to Mars. I don’t know why, but seeing the Lada boys gave my morale a little boost. Not great heaps of ready- to-fly morale, but enough to figure out a way to enjoy myself a bit.  I decided to attack like a psycho right at the start and see if they would let me go for the first time in my career. And that is just what I did.


I hit the start runnin’ and had half a minute by the first corner, only a few hundred meters after the start. I banked hard into the turn, felt the silk sew-ups grip tight, and just as I stood on the pedals to accelerate out of the turn, my front tire rolled off the rim. My graceful arc morphed into a spastic weave, boring straight for the crowd. In any other country on earth, I would have had a nice, soft landing into some unsuspecting spectator. But not Flanders. Those crafty Vlaanise bike fans jumped out of my way and I krieged rim-first into the curb. Pow! Over the bars, I went flying and landed on my ass, holdin’ my ankles. The crowd gathered around me, as I sat there shakin’ my head, and just stared in wonder that I hadn’t been hurt or even lost any skin- Soothing to my ego, though, the peloton did not see me laid out in the first turn or even up the road. The boys thought I had really taken off, and the whole peloton began to chase hard. By the time I got up to change my wheel, the Lada team was already dropped.

  
Vroom-vroom-vroom, car after car went by. “Bloody; f—ing hell, where in rat-puke fudge is our car?’ Finally, the broom wagon went by, but no Motorola team car. It seems the Belgian federation had just enacted a new rule that anyone in a team car following a pro race had to be an accredited mechanic, director, soigneur, or doctor. A racer’s girlfriend from the States didn’t count. So I sat there, out of sight around the corner, not more than 50 yards from our team car, as a commissaire tried to extract one of my teammates’ girlfriends from our car, nobody understanding anyone.


  It finally dawned on me to walk backward along the course to find the turd-pile team car and change my own dang wheel. And there it was, surrounded by a crowd of frantic Vlaamsemen screaming that I needed a wheel, and an equally frantic Belgian commissaire trying to drag a petrified chick-a-chick-a-boom-boom out of our car. At last, Doug—the prince of Scottsdale—Ritter saw me running toward him wheel (without tire) aloft, screaming obscenities. I changed my wheel and began to chase flat out. I was already 5 minutes down after only 10 kilometers. The Russians, though, had lost 3 minutes.


  I kept my head down, blastin’ across the bedrock, trying to get back to the peloton. I almost crashed into the Lada team car, as it followed the grim Russians in the midst of yet another futile team time trial. After another 30-kilometer solo, I caught the caravan and took another 10 kilometers to get back in the bunch. I was quite pleased to regain contact, and I was determined not to get dropped—even though the next 100 kilometers were really fast, with constant attacks going up the road.


Finally, the right combination of guys from the right teams got away, and the peloton sat up. In the break were Frans Maassen from Buckler and Marc Sergeant from Panasonic. They worked perfectly together and quickly gained 3 minutes. The two strongest teams with their best riders were well established and flying up the road.


  The mood in the peloton, having conceded the win, turned suddenly amicable. The wind stopped, the sun was out, the boys had been racing flat out all day and the best guys were in the break. All that remained was a nice, easy promenade to the finish. Thirty kilometers from the finish, Maassen and Sergeant already had a 7-minute lead. With 15 kilometers to go, they had almost 10 minutes. The Russians, meanwhile, were only 5 minutes behind the absolutely creeping peloton. And with one lap to go, the Russians caught the peloton.


  Whoa!!! The whole group cheered in disbelief as they saw the four Russians—for the first time ever—in the main group at the end of a race. The pack kind of ambled along in a general state of merriment, without any idea or care of what was going on in the break, now only 4 minutes up the road. As the finish got closer, the usual increase of tempo in the pack began to take shape. Not as intense as if the pack were racing to win, but pretty fast, nonetheless. The Russians tried to keep Romanov, their fastest sprinter, near the front and out of the wind, as even 3rd in a big kermesse would be a miraculous result for them. What no one in the pack knew was that the break had ceased to work and was coming back like a stone.


Both Frans and Marc have a pretty wicked spurt. Neither was willing to do one iota more work than the other.  At the same time, both were trying to sit on without working. As the kilometers clicked down to the finish, so did their advantage.


  Still, with 5 kilometers to go, the break held a 2-minute lead. By now, the peloton was charging full-blown and thundering toward the line. Maassen and Sergeant had come to an absolute crawl. Side-by-side, slower and slower, they rode staring at each other—neither willing to give even a centimeter away.


  When we caught Maassen and Sergeant with about 3 kilometers to go, utter chaos ensued. Every guy realized he had a chance to win, and everyone attacked simultaneously.  Louis De Koning of Panasonic launched the hardest; he was joined by Marek Kulas, a Pole on the Belgian team, La William, and they both put their heads down and belted for the finish. Maybe they didn’t see Ivan Romanov on their wheel, but more likely, they were convinced that nobody on team Lada could be capable of any kind of sprint spurt whatsoever. They were wrong.  Romanov unleashed a furious and powerful sprint in the final 100 meters. Kulas was instantly vanquished, and Romanov had just enough gas to get around Dc Koning and hit the finish line arms aloft as he let out a holler of pure wonder and joy. Even the most jaded and wasted Eurodog couldn’t help but smile.


  At that point in my career, I was just about ready to pack my bags and scoot home. I had seen so much corruption, while literally riding myself into the ground, that both my mind and body were at the limit of my capacities. But seeing Ivan Romanov of Team Lada win that race so amazed me, I was able to renew my resolve and understand that just about anything can happen—and usually does—when you’re racing Belgian kermesses. I realized that if you are in the race, you have a chance. If you stick by your team through thick and thin, you increase your chance. And if you allow what rends your body and striates your mind to nourish your spirit, you cannot lose.

  After getting cleaned up and loaded into the team cars, I realized I had completely forgotten about those frites.

let
