
Greg LeMond was the golden boy of cycling in the late 80s  
but, as he tells Cyclist, he had to fight all the way against 
injury, rival team-mates and doping in the peloton. Some  
of those battles are still going on today…

The
AmericAn

hen the hotel chef 
brought the burning 
pair of cycling shoes 
upstairs, their owner 
was himself reduced 
to a smouldering 

wreck. For a successive evening, Greg 
LeMond’s self-customised Brancale shoes 
had been put in the oven to dry off after 
another wet day on the 1990 Giro d’Italia – 
but someone had forgotten to set the timer.

‘The guy couldn’t stop laughing – and I 
was sitting there in shock and near to tears,’ 
LeMond tells Cyclist over a glass of cola in the 
Alpine town of Megève. After suffering years 
of painful feet, the 28-year-old reigning Tour 
de France champion had spent six weeks 
perfecting his shoes, even buying $5,000 
worth of ski boot equipment to stretch the 
inside while keeping the heel rigid. ‘That day, 
my feet had finally started to feel good again, 

and here were my shoes, cooked, twisted, 
melted and on fire.’

The following day, America’s most 
successful bike racer was in so much pain en 
route to the stage start that he almost quit the 
race. As a last resort, he sliced open the front 
of his reserve, unadapted pair of shoes with 
a knife to ease the pressure on the balls of 
his feet. Abandoning his trademark sartorial 
elegance while unwittingly enhancing his 
reputation as a quirky trailblazer, LeMond 
then covered the front of his shoes in duct 
tape to protect his toes. 

‘That day’s racing was the first day of 
pain-free riding that I’d had in years. I called 
Brancale and told them exactly what I did 
and they made me a pair by the next day. 
I never had problems with shoes again.’ 

Happy feet could not help LeMond stamp 
his authority on the 1990 Giro – he finished 
almost three hours down in 105th place – P 
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but six weeks later, L’Américain stood atop 
the podium in Paris for the third (and last) of 
his famous Tour de France wins.

Time flies
It’s June 2013 and LeMond, looking chunkier 
than the cherubic whippet who danced up 
the cols in the 80s, is in the French Alps 
on the eve of the Time Mègeve sportive, for 
which he is an ambassador. The 52-year-old 
will start the event, but can’t promise much 
more than that. In January, LeMond rolled his 
Mercedes off the road at 90kmh on his way to 
the dentist near his home in Minnesota, USA, 
suffering a compression fracture to his back. 

‘I spent six weeks in bed and three months 
in a corset, so I’m out of shape,’ he says. ‘I’ve 
ridden seven or eight times since, but each 
time I died. It hurts even to walk so I don’t 
know how much I’ll do tomorrow.’

One of those recent rides was on Alpe 
d’Huez just three days ago alongside old 
team-mate Bernard Hinault, as the pair tried 
to recreate their famous arm-in-arm finish 
from the 1986 Tour. 

‘After the photoshoot we had a little 
interview and it was kind of funny,’ says 
LeMond, whose fuller face underneath 
greying, thinning hair still possesses that 
mischievous grin and dimple for which he 
was famous. ‘He [Hinault] was telling his 
version of how things happened that year 
and was, like, “Hey, yeah, it was spontaneous 
and we were racing together. I gave Greg 
my word I’d help him win.” And I was like 
[laughs], “It’s OK if he thinks that, but it’s 
really not the case.” You know, Hinault was 
actually a very good team-mate.’ Small 
pause. ‘Until that last year.’

Three things you learn quickly from two 
hours with LeMond: he loves talking, he 
forgets very little, and he’s no quitter. So 
often in his career he flirted with throwing in 
the towel before using the same towel to mop 
up his rivals and clinch victory. Had an out-
of-sorts LeMond, a year before the burning 
shoe incident, listened to his legs (and not  
his wife, Kathy) in the spring of  1989, then 
the narrowest victory in Tour history  
would never have happened. 

‘I was going to quit cycling about  

‘i was going to quit cycling. 
After my accident i lost 28 
pounds of muscle mass, 
60% of my blood volume, 
and my lung collapsed’

eight weeks before [the Tour],’ LeMond 
recalls. ‘I lost eight minutes on the first day  
of the Giro, then 17 minutes another day. The 
peloton was going so fast, and I couldn’t 
believe I was ever that good or could be that 
good again. My wife told me to take it easy, 
get through the race and only think about 
quitting at the end of the year.’

As all cycling fans know, LeMond was on 
the verge of completing one of the greatest 
comebacks in sporting history. Had he left 
cycling after finishing 55 minutes down on 
former Renault team-mate Laurent Fignon at 
the 1989 Giro, then he may have gone down as 
a one-hit wonder whose rapid rise to the top 
was tragically curtailed by the freak hunting 
accident that saw him shot in the chest by his 
own brother while recuperating from a wrist 
injury in the spring of 1987, months before he 
was due to defend his maiden yellow jersey.

 ‘You win the Tour in ’86 and you’ve never 
really suffered before on your bike,’ says 
LeMond, trying to explain his mindset after 

a testing return to the peloton with the Dutch 
PDM team. ‘I mean, you’ve suffered, but it’s 
all self-inflicted pain, not like you actually 
feel good doing it. After my accident I lost 
28 pounds of muscle mass. Then 60% of my 
blood volume went. My lung collapsed. But 
for whatever reason, I just thought I’d heal 
and get back training.’ 

Ironically, it was too much training that 
was the problem. LeMond pushed himself 
too hard and missed the Tour for a second 
year running with tendonitis in his shin 
(‘That sucked’). His team, PDM, cancelled his 
contract and the cycling superstar who had, 
just four years previously, signed the sport’s 
first million-dollar contract with Bernard 
Tapie’s La Vie Claire team, joined ADR – an 
unheralded Belgian squad that ‘hadn’t paid 
me and didn’t even have enough money to 
get onto the Tour’. A last-minute sponsorship 
deal covered the entry fee, initiating a chain of 
events that would culminate in LeMond time-
trialling ahead of Fignon by eight slender 
seconds on the Champs-Élysées to secure one 
of the most memorable Tour wins of all time. 

‘I can’t believe I was about to quit eight 
weeks before. That was the best part of it. 
Winning’s great – but anything you achieve 
after really suffering and working hard is that 
much more pleasurable.’

Pleasurable is hardly a word that applies 
to one tale that LeMond recalls from 1986, 
although he’s clearly amused by it.

‘There was about 60km to go in the stage 
to Futuroscope and I’d had a peach and  
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American Flyer
The highs and lows of Greg LeMond’s career

‘it was a bad peach. my stomach 
started turning and i asked a team-
mate for a hat to stuff down my 
shorts. Too late. it just went boom!’

a drink,’ says a smiling LeMond. ‘It was 
a bad peach. My stomach started turning 
and then there were a couple of rumbles. 
All of a sudden, I’m like, “Holy shit!” I asked 
a team-mate for a hat to stuff down my shorts 
but it was too late. It just went “boom” like a 
shotgun. My shorts expanded about an inch 
or two. Then it went straight down my legs.’ 

But it wasn’t over. The icing on the cake, 
so to speak, came at the end of the stage 
when LeMond made a beeline for his team’s 
motorhome, where, in the absence of a loo, 
he improvised by digging a hole in a box of 
Bernard Hinault promotional postcards. 
‘His box just happened to be open and in the 
perfect position. I shat for about an hour and 
a half. It was so painful. I remember it like it 
was yesterday.’

In full showman mode, LeMond clearly 
finds it easier to recall these grim episodes 
than focus on the well-trodden ground of 
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1980  
At 19, LeMond becomes 
the youngest rider in 
history to be selected 
for the US Olympic 
cycling team 

1983 
Becomes first 
American rider to  
win the World 
Championships, in 
Altenrhein, Switzerland

1984 
Finishes third in  
debut Tour de France  
while supporting 
Renault team leader 
Laurent Fignon

1985 
Signs cycling’s first 
$1m contract with 
Bernard Tapie’s La Vie 
Claire squad. Finishes 
second behind team 
leader Bernard  
Hinault in the Tour 

1986 
Despite rifts with 
team-mate Hinault, 
LeMond becomes the 
first American to win  
the Tour de France

1987 
Recuperating after 
breaking his wrist, 
LeMond is shot in 
a freak hunting accident 
near his family home  
in Sierra Nevada

1989 
Joins Belgian team ADR 
and beats Fignon by 
eight seconds in the 
Tour after a nail-biting 
final time-trial into 
Paris. He later caps his 
comeback season with 
his second World 
Championships crown 
in Chambéry, France

1990 
Wins his third Tour for 
new team Z-Tomasso

1991 
Struggles in the Tour  
to finish 13 minutes 
behind winner Miguel 
Indurain. It’s LeMond’s 
last Grand Tour before 
retiring in 1994.

2001  
Expresses strong 
doubts about Lance 
Armstrong, saying, ‘If 
Lance is clean, it is the 
greatest comeback in 
the history of sports.  
If he isn’t, it would be 
the greatest fraud’

2008 
Trek drops LeMond 
Bicycles from its 
product line

2012 
Joins anti-doping 
lobbying group  
‘Change Cycling Now’
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his unexpected showdown with Hinault in 
what was the most stressful race of his career. 

‘It’s odd because it shouldn’t have been 
that way,’ he says, still incredulous about the 
bizarre turn of events that saw him battle 
against a team-mate who had sworn him 
allegiance. After finishing third in his debut 
Tour in 1984 behind then team-mate Fignon 
and Hinault, LeMond, who had become 
America’s first World Champion at just 22, 
left Renault and his mentor Cyrille Guimard 
(‘one of the best coaches’) over fears that he 
and Fignon would be ‘butting heads’. And 
yet, having helped Hinault to his historic 
fifth win, LeMond found himself butting 
with the Badger instead. 

‘The Tour in ’86 was definitely a rivalry. 
It looks good now but I had to win the Tour 
over one of the very best riders in cycling’s 
history.’ Guimard was always convinced that 
LeMond could win five Tours, and having 
opened his account at the age of 25, it looked 
like he was very much on the way. But his 
path was somewhat blocked by the sudden 
presence of those 35 lead pellets peppered 
through his heart, liver and chest. The 
shooting accident could have taken his  
life, but ultimately shaved just two years  
off his career. 

Had he not missed the Tours of 1987 and 
1988, it’s perfectly feasible that – along with 
his wins in 1989 and 1990 – LeMond could 
have joined the select group of riders with 
five Tour wins to their names. But even after 
the 1990 Tour, LeMond was still only 29 years 
old and could reasonably expect to add more 
big wins to his palmarès, however the advent 
of EPO and blood doping in the peloton 
meant his final years were frustratingly 
anticlimactic, and he managed to finish  
just one of his last five Grand Tours.

The big come-down
Does LeMond feel more cheated by his 
accident in 1986 or by the rise of super-drugs 
amid the peloton in the 1990s? 

‘Definitely by the early ’90s – way more. 
Pisses me off. My accident was something 
I couldn’t control. But from 1991 on, it was 
a mind game. I believe in 1991 I was way 
better than I was in ’89 and ’90, physically.’ 

Motor-paced training bursts saw LeMond 
peak out at a sustained speed of 85kmh – 
5kmh better than both previous years. He 
beat his rivals in the prologue at the 1991 
Tour, then took the yellow jersey after a 
break in the opening road stage. 

‘I thought this was actually going to be the 
easiest win of my career. In ’86 I’d had to deal 
with Hinault; in ’89 I had to beat a two-time 
Tour winner in Fignon, who had a strong 
personality; in ’90 I had mono [glandular 
fever] that winter and barely made the Tour 
but I had a fully dedicated team. And the 
next year I was in even better shape, so I  
was thinking, “I’ve got it all: I’ve got a team, 
I’ve got my physical condition back…” and 
then I got smoked.’ 

LeMond finished 13 minutes down on 
Spain’s Miguel Indurain, who himself would 
become the first to win five consecutive 
Tours. LeMond, who admits to being ‘pretty 
naive at times’, had no idea at first what  
was happening and believed the problem 
lay with his own form. When riders started 
dying in the early 1990s because of EPO use, 
his eyes were opened.

Inevitably, the conversation shifts to 
another American superstar rider who 
became World Champion in his early 20s  
and who also, like LeMond, lay in a hospital 
bed a few years later worrying not just for  
his career but for his life. America’s two  
most famous cyclists have rarely seen eye  
to eye, with LeMond one of the first figures  
in the sport to question the legitimacy of 
Lance Armstrong’s reign. 

Armstrong’s recent claim that no one  
can win the Tour without doping angers 
LeMond, who only a few years ago found 
himself the object of a nefarious smear 
campaign orchestrated by Armstrong’s 
people. ‘That’s what he believes because he 
doesn’t know anything else,’ LeMond says.

Rumours are now circulating that 
Armstrong is keen to join all living former 
Tour winners for a closed-door discussion 
about the scourge of doping in their sport. 
Could LeMond bring himself to be in the 
same room as Armstrong? 

‘No, no, no. Fuck, no. I wouldn’t do that. 
No way. I wouldn’t waste my time.’ It’s the 

lemond on…
… lAurenT Fignon
‘I think I had it better than Laurent. 
From that point on [the 1989 Tour], 
he was known for losing by eight 
seconds. It was hard to be with him 
in France because there was one 
reaction with me – kind of excited 
– and another one with Fignon – 
where the first thing they’d say is, 
“You lost by eight seconds.”’

… BernArd hinAulT
‘I won the Tour over one of the very 
best riders in cycling’s history. I don’t 
know if anything [since] ever 
matched up to our rivalry. He made 
a mistake in retiring early. In his 
mind he thought, at 31, it was over, 
but he quit a year early – the next 
year I was shot and I’m sure he 
could have won the Tour that year.’

… wiggins And Froome
‘I was looking forward to their  
rivalry this year. I would have loved 
to see it if Sky had just split the  
team in two and said, “You guys  
race against each other.” It would 
have been great.’

… dAnilo di lucA
‘Di Luca comes from a different 
time. You take stuff for one race  
and even if it’s a placebo you  
believe you can’t do without it. 
I think that’s what happened with  
Di Luca. Maybe he stopped, then  
he wasn’t as good, and was doing 
everything he could to stay in the 
sport. It’s actually tragic.’

… PAT mcQuAid And The uci
‘I don’t get him. MacQuaid works  
for all the cyclists around the world 
who hold a UCI licence – he should 
be held accountable to those 
people. This isn’t some private 
group that owns cycling. The UCI 
has a non-profit status like a church, 
but there’s no accountability. It’s  
all about money.’

… leg shAving
‘My son’s started riding and has 
started shaving his legs. I haven’t 
shaved my legs since one year after 
quitting cycling. I went to a country 
club in a pair shorts to play golf and 
people were looking at my legs. 
I was like, “Man, I don’t want to 
explain why I shave my legs,” so 
I just let them grow back.’

‘Physically, i believe 
i was way better in 
1991 than i was in ’89 
or ’90. i thought this  
was going to be the  
easiest win of my 
career. Then i  
got smoked’

P 

P 

cyclist    8584    cyclist

Greg LeMond b Profile



first time LeMond looks angry – and the 
first time he has sworn when not describing 
one of his bowel attacks. 

‘Armstrong has got to come clean on 
everything, and I’m not talking just doping. 
The threats, the blackmail – that’s what 
he’s guilty of. Screw the doping. It’s not 
the doping that’s the worst thing about 
Armstrong, it’s the entourage around him. He 
needs to name names – people at the UCI, his 
agent, his sponsors. That’s what he needs to 
do. Screw that. It’s another fucking ego boost 
for him. He can’t stay out of the spotlight. 
He should just come clean to the Feds. Put 
himself at risk for a change. Be willing to go  
to prison for defrauding people.’

With Armstrong outed, is cycling now 
cleaner? LeMond is unsure: ‘All it takes is a 
handful – like [Danilo] Di Luca – to screw it 
up.’ But he is ‘excited’ by a new generation of 
riders. He cites Tejay van Garderen and Ryder 
Hesjedal, who he says are not ruled by their 
egos and a former status quo. 

‘I want to believe these guys belong to 
a different era. I still think it comes down to 
numbers. Look at power output, statistics 
and average times – and if they’re doing 
inhuman, miracle rides, then it’s usually  
not a miracle.’ LeMond does have sympathy 

help change the election process and 
transparency, then I would do that any day.’ 

LeMond certainly feels that current UCI 
president Pat MacQuaid should be held 
more accountable. ‘I don’t get him,’ he says, 
exasperated. ‘He defends some shit that he 
shouldn’t even defend.’

For now, however, LeMond’s priorities 
lie closer to home. The last few years have 
been ‘stressful’ but now that Armstrong 
is no longer in the sport, he’s thinking 
about getting LeMond Bicycles back up and 
running. His bike business was ditched by 
parent company Trek in 2008 on commercial 
grounds, although LeMond has always 
maintained that Lance Armstrong put 
pressure on the American bike giant to 
punish LeMond for comments he’d made 
about doping in the sport.

More pressing right now is LeMond’s  
own health. Lead poisoning aside, he 
manages only the first 15km of the Time 
Megève before getting off his bike on the 
first section of the Col de Saisies – the climb 
where Floyd Landis launched his tainted 
solo win in stage 17 of the 2006 Tour. As 
predicted, the lingering effects of the car 
crash are still taking their toll.

After two hours of signing posters for 
the sportive riders and fans, LeMond heads 
out for dinner of grilled trout and salad in 
town. He’s in good spirits and speaks about 
his determination to ‘lose some weight and 
get into shape’ before returning to cycle in 
the Alps in September. He’s also planning 
to combine his passions in a month-long 
cycling and fishing trip to Argentina. 

‘I’m actually keen to ride an electric bike 
so I can fix baggage and cover more ground,’ 
he says before proudly recalling the fly-
fishing record he held for years after catching 
a four-pound smallmouth bass in 1991. 

On the wall of the restaurant hangs a 
still-life painting of three peaches – perhaps 
symbolic of LeMond’s three Tour wins, or 
maybe those moments of discomfort in 1986. 
Luckily, LeMond’s table is near the rest room.
Felix Lowe is a columnist for Cyclist and 
blogger for Eurosport, and is now 
considering what to do with his prized 
Bernard Hinault promotional postcard

‘it’s not doping that’s the worst thing 
about Armstrong, it’s his entourage. 
he needs to name names – people 
at the uci, his agent, his sponsors’

for riders such as Bradley Wiggins and 
Chris Froome, whose performances have 
raised eyebrows. ‘You have to be careful at 
saying “these guys are doping” because great 
athletic achievements are capable of being 
done clean. Now you have riders whose 
performances are down because they’re no 
longer juiced, and others who are suddenly 
finding their place in the peloton. Who 
knows what Christophe Bassons [the French 
rider famously ostracised by the peloton 
during the Armstrong era for speaking out 
about doping] might have done as a rider.’

Moving on
LeMond’s no-nonsense anti-doping stance 
thrust him into the spotlight last year 
following anti-doping agency USADA’s 
damning investigation into the Armstrong 
affair. His name was raised as a potential 
interim president of the UCI after LeMond 
urged the cycling community to strike while 
the iron was hot. It’s not a position he would 
consider permanently, however. 

‘It’s too political and I can’t do schmooze. 
Even I’m sceptical as to what can really 
be changed. But yes, if I could get in there 
for three months with an executive team 
and help appoint someone new who can 
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