n his first year as a professional, 1965,
:[F.d\h' Merckx was asked the not un-
usual question for a neo-pro, “What
are vour principal ambitions?™ His an-
swer was immediate: “To win the Tour
de France and set a new hour record.”
Americans with any interest in cycling
will recognize the Tour de France, but to
mention the hour record in the same
breath with the Tour may seem odd.
How could an event lasting just sixty
minutes possibly compare with one span-
ning three weeks and thousands of miles?
Think of the question another way.
What is a rider’s worth in terms of pure
power? Strip away the guile required of a
Tour winner, that wily knack of knowing

—— ORIGINS

Eddy

and the

Hour

On October 25, 1972,
Eddy Merckx set a record
that still stands
as the apotheosis of

human effort.
Owen Mulholland

when to attack, when to call upon one’s
team, when to sprint for a finish and
when to hold back, and what is left?

One way to force an answer is in a time
trial, the “race of truth.,” Yet even here
weaknesses can be masked. Jacques An-
quetil, his era’s master against the watch,
was beaten in a 1960 Tour of ltaly time
trial by his opponent’s suicidal descend-
ing skills. Lucien Van Impe, who won the
Tour in 1986, did very well in nme trials
with a hill, but faded on the flats. Time
trials on the road will always be bound to
their time and place.

What is needed is a purely neutral terni-
tory, one that leaves the rider naked, with
no place to hide behind peculiar atri-
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(Coartred from page 66)

tense. | will never try it again. There are
thaose who vold me tha if | came here to
Mexico City | wouldn't feel the pedals. |
assure yois, | could feel the pedals! Never-
theless, | don't regret this choice. | don’t
think [ could ever improve on this record.
Yet | am convinced that one day my rec-
ord will be beaten. That is the law of the

spore.”

)

Total weight: 12 Ibs, 1% 00

Frama: Columbus special iscord tubandg,

spacialy cut pressed-stesl lugs and Cam-

pagraly forged dropouts, drilled  chain-

stays, mimved BE shell; semi-sioping

prassad-steel fork crown wiih round-Sec-

ton biades: custom alumsum hasdsal

Rims: Farreme Ergal, dnlled ﬂ-ll.dl'ﬂ giEtace
e stesl, butted 1516,

ratinl Frond, cross Béd redr

Hubs: Campagrals Recced small flange,

dust caps removed, holow acies with

gownsipad nuis

Tires: Cament Seta Fista

Grank: Campagnolo Ascord (Mexco pro-

tatypal, 175 mm milled and polished

wms, 5 Aecord chainnng waith cul-ou

{ORIGINS

He reflecred further and then won-
dered if possibly he could have done ber-
ter if ke hadn't started so quickly. If he
emtertained such thoughts seriously it
wasn't for long. Mercks never attempted
the hour again,

In 1984, Francesso Moser added over a
kilometer to Eddy's distance. While
Moser's performance had grear athletic
merit, it wag also ascisted by major ad-
vances in streamlining. Mercks felr that
the record had been devalued, vhar per-
sonal fimess had not been the sole orite-
rion for 4 new record, Afrer all, he had

heaten Mager in every tme trial in which
they had mei. His disgust was obvious
when he said, “For the frst time in the
history of the howr record, 4 weaker man
has beaten a stronger man,”

The technical side of the sport can be
controlled but not stopped. The search
for more speed will continue by every
means. Bot Eddf'! recond stands a5 the
apotheosis of human effort on a bike. We
may never again be able o judge o nder’s
ahilsty as we did thar of Eddy Merckx
1972, We knew we had seen the finest cy-
clist in his Rnest hour. O

wisibirg, custom titanium spirdle

Roar cog: 14 toath, alloy

Chaln: Aagina Record, custom dnlled,
742 inside width {road dimansion| i
Saddle: Seile Aoyal Eddy Manci
Sewtpost: Carmpagnodo Aecord 27 2 x 180
mimy, drillad badow insanion info seal tubs
Padels; Compagriolo Recond 5L Sirada
with cut-down cages and tlanim  Spen-
diea, Christaphe sieel dips. Binda siraps
Handlshars: Crelli Campiare del mondo,
64 drop. 40-cm wade, diilied alang trailing
adge; eugtom Pina Marmon| fMarsum sbem,
136 em exiension, engraved with “Pipo®
and “To Mr. Pedvalls™ [“Me. Crankarm,*
Mdomroni’s reckname for Manck)

The Aerckx fow record bike was ois-
piayed rhroughour 1850 & I Veccho, 140
Lakmekie Ave, Seantis, WA 58122 Thanks
1 W Veeeko's propaend Gaorpe Gibbs for
makwng these photographs possible and
far his pEchnical B2sistanca. Thamks #50 1o
Marcks's UL imponer, Geogne Andvetia
of Gita Sportng Googs, Lid, for amanging
| the laan of the ke




He showed no trace of adgee, Indeed,
afver a few test |n.r.|: he decaded o REAr up
from his 52x15 o 52x14, 1Dnly ]';q;qurf.
Anquml had uzed a |'||g|'|rr gear, 52x113,
dunng s non-homalogared artempt in
1%67.) The Belgian felt so good e drew
up A schedule for a preliminary cide 1o
break records at 5, 10, and 20 kems.

Then disasrer srruck, A rropical deluge
engulfed Mexion City that afternoon,
leaving the track unndeable. 50 Eddy
went to the Mexico City sports car circuin
the next momang to train behind a derny,
That afternoon the rains came and
soaked the track once again,

Day three, Tuesday, found the track
still unusable, bur the forecast called for
cleanng weather. In the morning,
Eddy did some laps at the motor
capeniit, and that EVETUNE Fir::!|'_|.'
gol i soime thore track time.
Jean Van Buggenhour, Eddy's
Manager, favared an H'ﬂiing
attempt. Ofen the air was
calm then, the crack was ar
its driest (if it hadn't rained),
and the humidicy was up a
few percentage poings which
would help affier the dry
throar & rarefied atmosphere
frequently imparts. On the ath-
er hand, the Maoleeni team phy-
sictan, Dr. Cavalli, nored thatr a
morning attempt would avoid
pu:lunE Merckx against has hmh:l-gir:al
clock. Eight e in Mexico corre-
sponded to 3 A back home.

Weather was the crivical factor,
Merckx decuded 1o iry the next mMOrmng,
Wednesday, October 25, 1972, Farther-
more, he gave up the sdea of a speanl at-
rermpt at shorter distances, Rather, he de-
aded 1 grab the 10 and 20 km records
alomg the way, His friends were aghast,
Even thatr grear gambler, Anqueril,
warned him about an overdy raped starc
that would keave haim vulnerable to any
lerdown Late in the nde. As sportsmen of-
ten diy, [acques spoke blunthy: * Dom'r kill
vourself and blow up afrerwards.” But
the thought of starting ar express speed
excited Eddy. “Excellent,” he muttered
meore g0 himsell than thise present, alfter
reviewing & chart equating each 5-km m-
crement to time and speed, 1 mess suffer
during the openmg kilometers,” Mayhe
he evenn dreamed of pushing the record

over 500 km.

At five the next morning, Eddy was up
and pounding on doors in the hotel—nao
fewer tham 53 journalists accompanied
him to Mesaco. He breakiasted on toast
:.pn.-.ad with his favonte chesse hrnupju
from home, ham, and coffee, By 6:50 he
wis at the track and by 8:00 he had com-
|1|=|::|.'| his WA= and was H.h;l:v o g,
In thar hour, over 2000 people, alected by
Radio Mexaco, rushed o the rack o wie-
ness this historic 60 minutes, Also warch-
ing were Belpan ex-king Leopold, Prin-
cess Lilia ne, and their :!i"':hl:rn
Esmeralda and Maria Chrisnng, They os-
chewed the royal box for banking seats,
=The berrer,” Leopold explained, = ap-
peeciate the ride.”

ﬂﬂ-lﬂ_m]mh-
Cranksel (balow) had milled, ralisved snd pal-
Isheed arms; chainring's i ek wirs il

At the |asr moment Windsor snckers
were shapped on Eddy's otherwise wnla-
beled bike. A desraced Merckx saw this
as an acceptable nod to ho Mexican hases
(Windsor 18 a Mexscan bike), but Col-
nago was imfuriated,

At H:56 exacily Eddy Mercks began
his great mde, A bell was sounded each
lap. If he were on schedule, he would
cross the s2art lime as it soonded. Afver the
first rwa laps, Eddy was a quarter lap up!
Cringi Alban:, who had the job of stand-
ing where Mercks actually was when the
bell was rung, bhad a hard time keepimg
up!

Merckx"s first kilometer passed in 1: 10

and § km in 5:55.7, Alr:pd.'!.- ]':.ﬂdg,' WaE
14 seconds wp on Riter. Onlookers
coqddn't believe their eves. A second
5 km in 5:58 oblireraved Riner's
I km mme by § seconds, Rie-
ter's 20 km vime was eclipsed
by 11 seconds. And remem-
iH:l' Ritter had set has records
on a special ride, separate
from his hour attempit,
Compared o Riter's hour
pace, Merckx was 15 sece
onds ahead ar 20 km.
Albani  urged Mercks
slow a bir, and he did, drop-
ping to a &6:07 per 5-km pace for
o/  the next seven 5-km segmenis.
¥ Around km 35 Merckx began to show
signs of being human. He fdgeted on
his sear, and the grimace on his face re-
vealed the superhuman effort he was
making. There was never any question of
his raking the record, however, only by
how miuch, Far from [ading, his lase ewo
kilometers were teeled off in 1:13 and
111 His hnal distance; 49431 kilome-
EErs.

HE I.'IIIIJ!-I.I hII'E’:f IF.IE WI'IEI'I I'I.f ﬁ“l
dismounted. Pictures of the momemnt
show has face a mask of pain. Cackly,
though, Eddy regained his normal com-
posure and was able o answer gquestions.

“Throughous this hour, the longest of
my career, | never knew a moment of
weakness, but the effort was never easy,”
he sard. “1t's not possible to compare the
hour with 3 aime mal on the road. Here
it’s noe possible to ease up, o change
gears or the rhivthm. The hour record de-
mands a woral effor, permanent and in-

(Coriteriied o page 8B
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Mane of the parfs on Mercha's bike was stock
The Campagneia Record post wmas drilled in
bach and piercesd rasfially helow the sasl collar.

butes or happenstance, In ovding there is
anly one such place, the welodrome, and
oy ome cvent, the bour. The absence of
wind, the regularty of rerrain, and the
depth of self-knowledpe necessary to
maintzin a near-peak effort for sixey min-
intes have chopped through the ranks of
great cvclists like a scythe theough a field
of suminer hay. OF the thousands of pro-
fessiomal cyclists of the last %8 vears, anly
1'% have ser a new standard for the howr,
And thar 5 why an mssder such as
Mercks apprecuated this face of cyeling,
I 1965, anly 15 had held the hour rec-
orcl. This was a very exclusive clul, much
more <o than the lise of Towr winners,
and therefere a namral goal for Eddy,
Fecling hes destiny an the hour record
was natural for Mercky, but time became
a great barrier. Year after vear, hee raced
200 rimes or more, He did so not JusE Eo
devour his compeiitors, as his nickname,
the *Canmibal,” implied. He would have
laved o :|11.'I|-J
maore
home, especially
during the win-
ters, but he fownd
it impossible oo
resier the argu-
ment thar it he
didn't show ap
for the six-day

fime at

races, attendance
would be low and
his less-famous
colleagues wounld
nat be paid as
well. Mever has the sport seen a finer ex-
amgle of profesional responzibalicy

I weazn't unril 1972 thar Merckx decid-
ed m inclisde the howr in his ssason’s
plans. His sdea was to ease up on the
number of reces so he would have enengy
encugh for intense preparation. ln prac-
tice, though, he barely altered has full
schedule. Dureng the year, he won no bess
than fifty races, among them a kih Mi-
lan-5%an Hemn, a fourth Tour de France,
andd a thard Tour of laly,

Druring the Tour de France, he acquired
a saldle sore that needed time off the
ke, and so, in Auagust, he began to sen-
aaisly comemplate the boar. The “how™
wiinklil e broken into pwo parts, physical
and technical preparanion,
question was “whene™?

The arher

Many nders care little about the ma-
chinery they use, but as in many things,
Merckx was an exceptson, His agtention
v detail bordered on fanarical, It was
he whio designed his bour bikes, and some
special road frames with similar geome-
try. In general, the frames were more op-
right and the saddle posinion more
forward than typical of that perind.
Merckx's friend and spomsor, Ermesto
Coldnago, quickly mranslared Eddy’s ideas

into several orange-papirted custom ma-
chines. From mid-September on, Merckx
used the road frames exclusively, explain-
mg “1 am, above all, a roadman. | shall
artack the hour record as & roadman
moest. | must fnish the season at the peak
of my road form, for thar is how | shall
have the best chance of beating the hour
record.™

Indeed, in the fArsr ounmg on hiw mew
bike, the Tour of Medmont in lwaly,
Merckx mrentionally amacked with al-
miost fifty males to go. This solo nde was
done 1o tesi himself, Any reference to n-
vals was left far behind

At the same time, however, the appar-
:—.||1'|:. v_.|rr1F|I-|:' fueestion of lncason became
Mok -\.r.rmph.'h. In 1988, the Danish rider
Ole Ritrer explored the modern possibili-

Bars |Bephaw] wers also drilisd on Bhedr Erading
wdge, while the sloping #lem wid made of fitan
um eipecially for Marcka by Pl Merroni,

thes ol hagh alerude by setting a record of
4% 654 km m Mexioo Lary. (1 say modern
because W, W, Hamilton made the sec-
and-largest increase in distance covered
daring the howar in 1H9E m Denver, Colo-
rado.) That leht Eddy torm Berween the
rradiional sate of the Vigorellh Velo
drome in Milan, [taly, and the obveows
advantages of Mexico,

Vigorelll was attractive becaise it in-
wialved lattle 1ru1.'r:|. swodld allow direa
comparaan with all but vwo previous rec-
ords EOINE bhack ro 1935, and would bet
er samsty the |I-u.|_'.|L._'iw demands of his
Italian sponsors, notably Maoltem sau-
sages. But a tmip 1o the Vigorelli on Octo-
ber 12 was dissappointing. Days of rain
had lefv the track samurared and unhr for
riding.

Immediarely Edely bepan vo think ol
Mexica., There were three princpal rea-
sons against such a enp and oaly one for
it. First, he was well aware of Ferdinand
Bracke's disas-
TDUE AEMpPr N
Mexico 1969
Bracke had sev the
record in 1967,
and this was his
attempt to retake
it from Hitter, but
the rhin air
Mexico Ciry as-
phyxiared him.
Eddy's solunion
was to ride a
home traier ev-
ery day while
hl:ll'lhﬂl.] up T A0 Jr miXTure as thin as
Mexico Ciry's. Second, compared to the
record irself, the publicity from the evens
meant mothing. Eddy was altmately o
pay over 520,000 of his own money 1o
fulfill his purise dream. The chird objec-
gion, regarding comparsons o previous
wanners, would be answered by the one
major asset of Mexico, the aic's thinness,
Eddy meant e set a recoed so inacosssible
that no one could depute its worthinese,

At lnst depariure day came, Eddy and
his rerimue flew from Brinsels o Mexicon
Ly i .'l.1-e:l|:|lrl:.:|: i 13va-haur Hight
during which Eddy drank a couple of
whiskeys and slept nog at all, At ane A,
Mexico tme, he was m bed, and eight
howrs later he ook his Arst ook at Clym
pic velsdrome.
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