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Eddy Merckx. Hear the name and savour the sweet taste of triumph. 
525 in total, to be exact. And even though Eddy’s days of racing, 
breaking away and winning were a long time ago, Merckx lives 
on. In memories, in hundreds of books, in wonderful, slightly 

yellowed photos, on countless rolls of honour where his name mostly 
appears in the top spot, through blurred but heroic TV footage and thanks 
to… well, to the cycle brand that Merckx himself launched more than 35 
years ago. The brand still bears his name and still exudes the essential 
characteristics of the Cannibal himself.

Power. Balance. Control. Attacking spirit – no, make that attacking 
passion. Hunger for victory. Class. And style. All of these typified Merckx, 
the racer. But they are just as representative of Merckx, the bikes. More 
than ever, in fact. Legends on two wheels in carbon, aluminium and 
even steel, for both men and women. Fourteen models, each and every 
one of them a reference to Eddy’s greatest tours de force during an un-
surpassable career.

Such as? Well, there’s the EM525, a direct reference to Merckx’s 525 
victories, while the Mourenx69 is a tribute to his heroic solo ride across 
the Pyrenees, via Tourmalet and other untamed giants. The Blockhaus 
rekindles the spirit of Eddy’s very first mountain win, deep in the Abru-
zzo, while the steel retro bikes with the well-known names Roubaix and 
Liège refer to the King of the Classics – a title Eddy also deserves. In other 
words: each bike has its own unique qualities. And, above all: each bike 
has a unique story. Hence this special edition catalogue – something a 
bit different. There’s lots of focus on the bikes, but also on the stories, 
each one matching one of the Merckx models. Stories about cycling and 
bikes. About people. About Eddy. About racing. And about you: cyclist/
enthusiast/hardcore competitor.

Enjoy the ride!

3



T H E  M A N  B E H I N D  E D D Y  M E R C K X  C Y C L E S 

Rolf Singenberger
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Rolf Singenberger designed the bike on which  
Cadel Evans won the Tour. Today, the Swiss is the Chief  
Development Officer of Eddy Merckx Cycles.  
“All our bikes follow the priorities of Eddy himself.”

R olf Singenberger was an active 
child, so his parents encouraged 
him to do sport. However, Rolf 
didn’t take to running. “Shoes 

on, and off you go. How tedious!” Then 
he tried swimming, with an equal lack of 
success. “Boring! Swimming laps of the 
same 25-metre pool, every single time. 
I was fed up after a fortnight.” Next? 
Cycling! Third time lucky? Yup. Rolf ex-
plains: “Because that bike was a fantastic 
toy. I could hang things off it, paint the 
whole thing – on my very first racing bike 
I sprayed over the make and painted ‘Har-
ley Davidson’ over the top in ornate let-
tering. That, combined with the fantastic 
bike rides you could go on, did it for me.”

That first bike is a few decades old 
now, but his love of two wheels has en-
dured. Singenberger is currently Chief 
Development Officer at Eddy Merckx Cy-
cles and a big name in the cycle industry. 
The Swiss spent eleven years with BMC, 
helping it grow, until the brand became 
so big that Rolf got bored. He handed in 
his notice, took a few months’ holiday and 
eventually found renewed pleasure in his 
work at Eddy Merckx Cycles. “The small 
scale of it appealed, as did the opportu-
nities here. And the name, obviously: 
Eddy Merckx.” Rolf utters the name with 
reverence. “There are a lot of emotions 
attached to that name. We can build 
something here.”

P O W E R  U N D E R  C O N T R O L
Once upon a time the name Merckx alone 
was enough to sway potential buyers, but 
things are a bit different now. “A large 
group of young people barely knows who 
Eddy Merckx was, the things he won, 
what he meant to people. We need to 
win over those youngsters with different 
arguments now. With top bikes, for exam-
ple.” Bikes that seduce with their looks 
and performance. Singenberger is partly 
responsible for this. “It’s my job to get the 
measure of what the market wants, what 
the potential buyer is looking for.”

That task is far more difficult than it 
appears at first glance. “You can’t wait un-
til the customer comes and tells you want 
he wants, because by that point any prod-
uct you launch is out of date. I need to try 
to predict what the next step will be. And 
forecasting isn’t an exact science. I travel 
a lot, make lots of visits, and talk to the 
people I meet. And in the meantime, keep 
my eyes and ears wide open.” Rolf sums 
it up neatly: “Racing bikes are real ‘toys 
for boys’; fortunately, nowadays, they’re 
increasingly ‘toys for girls’ too. And those 
toys need to be good quality.”

Bike brands are springing up like 
mushrooms, so it’s absolutely crucial for 
them to be unique, says Singenberger: “A 
bike brand has to have its own signature 
and identity. Characteristics. It has to 
show what your brand stands for, what 
you as a brand believe in.” And just what 
is the Eddy Merckx Cycles signature? 

“There’s a reason our slogan is ‘Power 
under control’. It’s a very authentic slo-
gan, because it comes from the mouth of 
Eddy Merckx himself. Whenever Eddy 
talks about ‘the bike’ he says the same 
thing: ‘The rider has to have the bike 
under control. Not the other way round.’ 
And for that, you need a rigid, comforta-
ble and stable frame.” Nowadays, though, 
that’s unusual: the priority of many bike 
brands is to market frames that are as 
light as possible. Rolf shakes his head. 
“On the Merckx list of priorities weight 
only comes in at number four. Geometry, 
rigidity and comfort – in that order – are 
even more important.”

Singerberger shows me the design for 
a bike on his laptop. “The geometry of a 
bike determines your position: whether 

you are balanced or not. What I aim to do 
is give a rider the feeling of sitting cen-
trally on their bike. He or she needs to feel 
that they are really part of the bike, and 
that they have full control over it. Only 
then will the rider feel safe, and can really 
let go.”

2 4  H O U R S  A  D AY
Singenberger has always had a soft spot 
for two-wheelers. In a former professional 
life, those two-wheelers had engines. “I 
was an engineer in the motorcross indus-
try. But I found it far too restrictive, too 
constricting. If you were really good, you 
became responsible for one single com-
ponent of the engine. In the cycling in-
dustry, things are different. If you’re good, 
they put you in charge of the entire bike. 
That’s what I was after! So I went to work 
for Cilo, the oldest bike brand in Switzer-
land. Before long I was designing my first 
bikes. They went straight into the pelo-
ton, because we were sponsoring a Swiss 
continental team. I tasted victory for the 
first time, experienced how it felt when 

someone won on a bike I’d designed. It 
was terrific.” Rolf made an impression 
with his bikes. So much so that BMC 
headhunted him. He rose to head of prod-
uct development. “At BMC I was fiercely 
committed to the riders. I was there for 
them 24 hours a day. They’d sometimes 
call me in the middle of the night. For 
whatever. Tyler Hamilton, for instance. 
He really drove me crazy! In 2004 he woke 
me up with a phone call at 4am, three 
days before the time trial at the Olympic 
Games in Athens: ‘Rolf, I need an extra set 
of time trial wheels! Now!’ I had to move 
heaven and earth to get those wheels to 
Tyler on time. There were some choice 
words! But Tyler won gold on those 
wheels. So there is that.”

It later transpired that Hamilton 
had won his medal fuelled by a banned 
substance. And a week later BMC was 
stripped of its other major victory – Floyd 
Landis’s Tour win in 2006. “Those were 
two blows that made me lose faith in cy-
cling and in certain people. I decided I 
didn’t want to be that close to the riders 
any more. I didn’t want to be let down 
again.”

B L I N D F O L D E D  O N  T H E  B I K E 
Rolf withdrew for a few years, until Cadel 
Evans came to ride for BMC. “Then the 
passion immediately welled up again. 
I’ve never seen a rider more passionate 
about his job than Cadel. He knew exactly 
what he was doing. If I put him on a few 
bikes, blindfolded, he would immediately 
pick the most stable, the most rigid or the 
quickest. He never got it wrong. A won-
derful man to work with, and the perfect 
rider to make bikes even better.” Thanks 
to Cadel one of Rolf’s bikes even won 
the Tour. “On the last day, the stage to 
the Champs-Elysées, I had a surprise for 
Cadel: a completely yellow bike. But Cadel 
refused to ride it. He got angry with me: 
‘You know I never race with a new bike. 
I want to test it first in training. Just get 
rid of it!’ Eventually I persuaded him to 
ride just the first hour on the yellow bike, 
for the photos with champagne. Then he 
swapped it for his reliable machine. No 
risk at all. Typical Cadel.” 

Eddy Merckx Cycles also has its teams, 
and its riders. Topsport Vlaanderen-Ba-
loise, for example. “They are exemplary 
ambassadors for our brand, youngsters 
who give feedback wherever they can. 
That’s essential for a brand that wants to 
go places! And then there’s Eddy himself, 
obviously. He may be 71 but he still cy-
cles a lot, he’s still good at it, and he still 
knows a huge amount about bikes. And 
we still listen very closely to what he has 
to say.”

Singenberger said it himself: Eddy 
Merckx Cycles wants to go places. Quick-
ly. “We want to become a trendsetter. 
Saying that we hope to reach the level 
that Eddy did during his career would be 
boastful. But we aim to get close.

Eddy Merckx Cycles must also pro-
mote the values that Eddy did: attacking 
spirit, a winner’s mentality, power and 
reliability. You know what the greatest 
compliment of my career would be? If 
Eddy were to say that he’s proud that the 
bikes I’ve designed bear his name.” 

“We want to promote the values that Eddy 
himself did: attacking spirit, a winner’s  

mentality, power and reliability”
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The racing bike of racing bikes. Rigid, stable and comfortable.  
Merckx rode to victory 525 times in his career. This bike – the collection’s  
prestige model – is ready to triumph at least as many times.
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  ‘17/09/1977 Kluisbergen.’ In MERCKX 525, 
a book published in 2010 by Uitgeverij 
Kannibaal, this is the very last line on the 
Eddy Merckx roll of honour. The 525th 
win after 16 years of racing. The last ever.

“Here.” Guy Meurez doesn’t hesitate. 
We’re standing in front of the home of Dr 
Reyntjens on Grote Herreweg, the street 
in the Kluisbergen sub-municipality of 
Ruien where Meurez gets René ‘Neetje’ 
Vande Wiele to mark the new line. Neetje 
does this around sixty times a year – he’s 
in charge of marking the finish line for the 
Koninklijke Wielerclub De Scheldetrap-
pers. He does it smoothly.

But not on 17 September 1977. He was 
there that day, but doesn’t remember 

much about it. Meurez, today the club’s 
treasurer, hadn’t yet joined. We jump in 
the car and drive to the home of his pre-
decessor Gilbert Vanmeerhaeghe and his 
wife Marie-Louise. They live at the top of 
the Kluisberg; they used to run the Pano-
rama campsite and everyone knows them 
as paatje and maatje. Paatje and Maatje 
from the Campsite.

Paatje will be 85 this year. He was a butch-
er, even spending time in the Congo be-
tween 1953 and 1965 in Thysville, known 
today as Mbanza-Ngungu. But the couple 
don’t know that. They never went back: 
“They advised us not too, it would be too 
painful.” There was no racing there, but 
there was over here and, as treasurer, 
Gilbert took on the club’s books. ‘Scheld-
estrappers’ (misspelt with a middle – s) is 
written on a cigar box that Maatje puts on 
the table in front of him. The box is full 
of black and white photos; lots of cyclo-
cross riders. They organised the Belgian 
Cyclocross Championship twice on the 
Kluisberg (‘Liefhebbers & Beroepsrenners. 

Afzonderlijk – 2 omlopen. Ingang: 60 fr.’ 
[Amateurs & Professional Riders. Individ-
ual – 2 laps. Entry: 60 francs]).

But one of those photos also features 
Eddy Merckx. That must be a yellow jer-
sey: you can tell by the crinkled initials 
HD and the stuck-on Molteni label. The 
man next to him is apparently the famous 
Ghent professor Paul Ghysbrecht. It 
can’t be a photo from 17 September 1977. 
Merckx was riding for Fiat that year and 
didn’t win the Tour. He wasn’t even close: 
on the stage to Alpe d’Huez he finally 
abdicated on the Glandon, in the same 
blue Fiat jersey he wore when he came 
to Kluisbergen. But Paatje doesn’t have a 
photo of that day, or very many memories 
of it. Time can be cruel. Maatje pours us a 
glass of lemonade.

W H I T E  C A R D I G A N 
They don’t have internet access, but they 
do have a DVD player, and Guy Meurez 
inserts a disk. In 1977 Daniël Vangeers-
daele had a camera and used it to make an 
8 mm film. This is the only copy on DVD 
and Paatje sits himself down in his comfy 
chair. He’s never seen the film. “Daniël 
filmed the start”, says Meurez. “Then he 
went for a walk along the course and got 
back too late to see the finish. It’s not on 
there.”

Strident brass music, stunning flowers 
and then shaky letters: CRITERIUM – 17 
SEPTEMBER 1977 – KLUISBERGEN.

“My wife thinks we paid Merckx 
75,000 francs, but I think it was 50,000. A 
couple of the racers that started only did 
three laps. Then they headed off for the 
criterium in Tienen which was being held 
the same day. I think André Dierickx. And 
Michel Pollentier.”

We don’t see Dierickx and Pollentier, 
but it’s not long before we do see Eddy 
Merckx. He’s wearing a white polo neck 
jersey with a white over the top. Walk-
ing along holding his hand is little Axel, 
and Claudine is there too. They are in Dr 
Reyntjens’ house, where the Fiat team 
riders are allowed to change. Lucien 
Van Impe, not yet a team-mate, is there 
too. Next we see Marc Demeyer, Willy 
Teirlinck and Dirk Baert, Vic Van Schil, 
and Frans Verbeeck: the entire ’70s gen-
eration is gathered in Kluisbergen. There 
are flowers before the start and then 
the laps begin. Eddy is wearing number 
2. There are around thirty riders in the 
peloton and then, sure enough, Daniël 
Vangeersdaele starts to walk the course. 
Left into Hazestraat, over the railway and 
left again into Avelgemstraat, and another 
left into Kapellestraat before coming back 
onto Grote Herreweg.

525!
Nobody has won more than Eddy Merckx. 7-time  
Milan-Sanremo winner. 3-time World Champion.  
5-time Tour winner. 2-time Tour of Flanders winner.  
525 victories in all. But the last ever win? Almost no-one 
remembers it. We head back to Kluisbergen, Ruien.

E M 5 2 5  T H E  L A S T  E V E R  V I C T O R Y
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“The course was 2.2 kilometres long”, Guy 
Meurez works out. Together with Paatje 
he can see the whole village on the DVD. 
Speaker Georges Verhiest, who is blind by 
this time. Chairman Cousaert. Dr Reynt-
jens. “He was doctor, dentist and mayor at 
the time. A special man.”

“The people we can see are all dead 
now”, says Gilbert. They don’t seem to be 
riding quickly, not least because Daniël 
has inserted bits of slow motion footage in 
the montage. The whole of Kluisbergen, 
today a merged municipality with just 
over six thousand residents, seems to be 
out on the streets. But then Daniël turns 
round and we see a BWB official holding 
up his fingers to indicate the number of 
laps left. Five. Three. Two. Three. Three. 
Two. Chronology? Editing, sir! Eventually 
the thing that everyone hoped for and 
expected happens. Eddy Merckx breaks 
away, along with Marc Demeyer. Man, 
they’re quick. Ooh, who’s going to take it 
on the line? If there were no music, just 
sound, then we’d hear the crowds yelling: 
‘Eddy. Eddy. Eddy.’

Eddy wins the sprint and holds his 
right arm aloft. Eddy Merckx wins the 
race in Kluisbergen. It is 17 September 
1977 and, we’ll say it one more time, Eddy 
Merckx wins the professional riders race 
in Kluisbergen. Marc Demeyer is second. 
Frans Verbeeck third.

B I G  S M I L E
“It was the only time a pro competition 
was held in Kluisbergen”, says Guy, as we 
drive to see Jenny Snoeck. “The club had 
previously organised the Belgian Cyclo-
cross Championships on two occasions 
and there was some money left in the 
kitty. That’s when two people came up 
with the idea of the criterium.” 

Jenny had dressed up that day. She al-
ways did, of course, but that day she made 
even more of an effort. “I was always a 
big fan of Eddy Merckx”, she says in the 
apartment in Berchem, where she’s lived 
since 2001.

Jenny will be 83 next birthday and is 
twice widowed. From 1953 to 2001 (“48 
years, open every day of the week”) she 
stood behind the counter of her café-bar 
In de Haan. Including on that day: the one 
day in September 1977 that Eddy Merckx 
was in town. Just before, when we were 
with Paatje, Guy had suddenly pointed 
her out. “Look, Jenny!” Jenny had walked 
onscreen – or rather Jenny had appeared 
onscreen like a radiant vision. The race 
hadn’t yet started. She had appeared on 
screen because she had gone to stand next 
to Eddy Merckx. He glanced at her, she 
looked even more radiant and someone 
took a photo. Jenny Snoeck next to Eddy.
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“My husband was behind the bar that day 
in the Oud Gemeentehuis, where the reg-
istrations were being done. The beer was a 
bit cheaper there, it had to be a round fig-
ure. And I was in my café. But I had always 
been a fan of Eddy. Why? Oh my gosh, he 
had so much courage. I’d always watch if I 
could. I had posters up in the bar. Of other 
riders as well, obviously. You had to have 
those in the bar. Photos from Sport ’70 
and things like that. But when Eddy was 
standing on the other side of the street, a 
friend and I ran over there. It was difficult, 
there were so many people. We had to 
elbow our way through. My neighbour Bea 
was there, ready to take a photo. Eddy, big 
smile now! He was very calm.”

Bea’s photo came out, even though 
Eddy isn’t really looking into the lens. 
And maybe the photo isn’t completely in 

focus. But come on, who’s complaining? 
The photo was enlarged, framed, and 
hung on the wall of In de Haan. And when 
the bar shut, that was the only souvenir 
that Jenny took back to her apartment. 
When you enter, the photo is the first 
thing you see. Jenny and Eddy. Eddy and 
Jenny.

I can’t help hearing the lyrics to Mon-
za’s hit ‘De Ogen van Jenny’ in my head: 
‘Iedereen vraagt naar Jenny / Iedereen wil 
weten waar ze is / Ieder leven gaat voorbij / 
Dat van haar en dat van mij, voorbij.’

“I went to Harelbeke once with Jozef 
from the pharmacy when the Tour was 
passing through there”, she says. “The 
team time trial was in the afternoon. So, 
obviously I was going to go to Harelbeke. 
But after that day in Kluisbergen I never 
saw Eddy again. When they opened the 

Eddy Merckx cycle route in Kluisbergen 
in 1998, I was supposed to present Eddy 
with some flowers. But unfortunately I 
had to go to the clinic in Ghent that day.”

T H E  1 9 7 7  C A S H B O O K
The cycle route is 46 kilometres long, 
starting at the church in Ruien where 
a sculptor has carved a stone image of 
Merckx.

You can’t say that the Kluisbergen 
Criterium was a major race, a big send-
off, with ceremonial flowers on an inter-
national podium. Right near the Oude 
Kwaremont, in the shadow of the cooling 
towers of the now-defunct Ruien elec-
tricity station, the panorama that you see 
from the top of the Paterberg.

This is the region where Eddy Merckx 
made cycling history in the Tour of Flan-

ders in 1969 and 1975, but this was a crite-
rium. Anonymous. Without Daniël’s film 
there would be no remaining footage of 
it, although there are doubtless photos in 
albums belonging to people who were in 
Kluisbergen at the time. The pages sep-
arated by cellophane, the colours maybe 
somewhat faded, many still in black and 
white. There is Jenny’s photo, a few mem-
ories from Paatje. And a box somewhere. 
“It contains the 1977 cashbook.”

Everyone in Kluisbergen is at 
home – including Franske Plateau. At a 
meeting of De Scheldetrappers Gilbert 
Vanmeerhaeghe had brought along the 
old books for Guy, but Guy wasn’t there. 
Franske was, though, and he was given 
the box instead. We load it in the car and 
head to Guy’s house.

Ingaand Faktuurboek [Incoming in-

Eddy isn’t really looking into the lens.  
And maybe the photo isn’t completely in focus. 

But come on, who’s complaining?  
When café-bar In de Haan shut, that was  

the only souvenir Jenny took back  
to her apartment.

E M 5 2 5  T H E  L A S T  E V E R  V I C T O R Y
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voices]. You don’t need to dig deep to find 
the right year and we soon come across 
1977. On 9 September 226,000 francs were 
paid to the BWB for ‘kontrakten criterium’ 
[criterium contracts]. Three days later, 
1888 francs to Publimous for stickers. On 
17 September: ‘Verkoop kaarten: 137.960 
frank’ [ticket sales, 137,960 francs]. 200 
francs – 5 euro today – was the amount 
paid by everyone that saw Eddy Merckx’s 
last ever victory that day. A ring binder 
contains the touching receipts from the 
’70s. Reasonably official-looking stencils 
where you can see that Camping Pano-
rama ‘schuldig is voor publiciteit ter gele-
genheid van de wielerwedstrijd kriterium 
1977’ [owes the Scheldetrappers for pub-
licity for the 1977 criterium cycle race], 
with the outstanding sum coming to 
1,180 francs. A bill from the butcher Gas-
ton Vande Walle for ‘Gehakt: 480 frank’ 
[mince: 480 francs] to put in the bread 
rolls for the marshals. On another sheet: 
Jenny Snoeck sponsored 2,360 francs. 
There are beer mats with bills on and cor-
ners ripped off paper tablecloths, all valid 
as official documents on which to present 
a bill in 1977.

There’s something else in the box. It’s a 
list of 28 names, and right at the top is 
that of Eddy Merckx. Cees Bal’s name 
appears, but it’s been crossed out in pen. 
So have the names of Serge Van Daele 
and Lieven Malfait. Herman Van der Slag-
molen and Albert Van Linden have been 
added in biro. This is the official list of 
competitors for the last race that Merckx 
ever won.

It’s headed: ‘17.9.1977 – Ruien.’ And 
alongside all those names the appear-
ance fees. 38 years on, all of that will 
have been sorted out, so we’re allowed to 
quote it. Eddy Merckx got 50,000 francs, 
as did Lucien Van Impe, the previous 
year’s Tour winner. After that, the pric-
es drop sharply. For Marc Demeyer the 
sum of 20,000, of which – the cashbook 
revealed – he’d already received 15,000 in 
advance. Frans Verbeeck got 17,000, Wal-
ter Planckaert 15,000, his brother Willy 
5,000. Vic Van Schil, tragically no longer 
with us, rode laps for 2,000 francs that 
day. There is no sign of André Dierickx or 
Michel Pollentier.

And so, back to Daniël Vangeersdaele’s 
film briefly. It ends in the home of Dr 
Reyntjens, where Merckx, in a dark, 
heavily furnished, typically 1970s sitting 
room is shaking hands with everyone. The 
atmosphere is affable. He’s not behaving 
like a star; Claudine is the amiable wife. 
And everybody is beaming at being able 
to get so close to Eddy Merckx.  

525!
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6 CHAMPAGNE FOR THE SEVENTH TIME
Eddy Merckx won the Primavera seven times in ten appearances, but on this swift 
Sanremo – the ideal bike for both racing and sprinting – no doubt he would  
have won a few more times on the Via Roma.



Milan
|

Sanremo

The first edition proper was held on 

14 April 
1907

but there had already been an 
embryonic version a year earlier: 
a two-day stage race between the 
two towns that was immediately 
scrapped due to lack of success.

The residents of Sanremo  
call the famous fountain  

on the Via Roma  

‘Lo 
Zampillio’ 

 
In English: the Gusher. ‘Poggio’  

in the dictionary also sounds  
a little less impressive than  

in the race: (small) hill.

In the most recent editions of the 
Primavera the weather has often 

been foul. Nevertheless, according 
to meteorologists the weather at 

the finish line in Sanremo in March 
is supposed to be sunny, with an 

average maximum temperature of 

15,7°

The youngest winner of  
Milan-Sanremo is Ugo Agostoni. 

Aged 

20  
in 1914 he was just slightly younger 

than Eddy Merckx in 1966.  
Andrei Tchmil (36 in 1999) 

 is the oldest winner.

When Arnaud Démare  
won in 2016 he was 

20 YEARS AND  
15 DAYS 

younger 
than the oldest man in the race: 

Davide Rebellin (44).

THINGS YOU DON’T KNOW ABOUT

Strange but true:  
Eddy Merckx won 

7 
times, but never came second 

or third. The record-holder for 
the number of podium finishes is 

Costante Giradengo with 11: 6 wins, 
3 second places and 2 thirds.

Only four riders have won the 
Primavera in the  

   rain- 
     bow 
       jersey: 

Eddy Merckx (1972 en 1975),
Alfredo Binda (1931),

Felice Gimondi (1974) and 
Giuseppe Saronni (1983). 

44 
winners have crossed the Sanremo 
finish line alone. Fabian Cancellara 

was the most recent, in 2008. 

The women’s record holder is  
the Russian Zulfiya Zabirova,  

who won 2 of only 7  

Primavera 
Rosa’s  

races (2003 and 2004). In 2002 it 
was won by Mirjam Melchers, who 
went on to become Mrs Jean-Paul 

van Poppel.

Nobody has covered the course 
mapped out between Milan and 

Sanremo quicker than Gianni 
Bugno. In 1990 he did it in 

 6H

 25MIN

 6SEC

The slowest winner, Eugène 
Christophe in 1910, took almost 

twice as long. Riding in a dreadful 
snow storm, he was on his bike for 

12 hours and 24 minutes.

Sanremo is also proud of 3 other 
classic events and their winners: 

The Festival  
della Canzone 

Italiana  
Eros Ramazzotti won in 1986, 

Andrea Bocelli in 1994 and 
 Laura Pausini came third in  

the same year.

The Sanremo 
Rally 

won by, among others, Sebastien 
Loeb (2003), Belgian Thierry 

Neuville (2001) and Colin McRae 
(1996 and 1997) 

The now-defunct Sanremo

 
Formula I

Grand Prix  
won by Juan Manuel Fangio  

(1949 and 1950).

The finish line didn’t move to Via 
Roma until 1949. We had to wait 

until 1960 for the introduction of 
the Poggio, and the Cipressa was 

added even later, in 1982. The riders 
in the previous 107 editions had 

already ridden the Turchino 

105
times.

Sanremo is a corruption of   

‘Sant’Eremo 
di San 

Romolo’ 
(holy dwelling of St. Romulus).  

The mortal remains of the patron 
saint of the town is buried  

in a church of the same name 
as that of a football stadium 

in – ironically – Milan: San Siro.

Sanremo marina, so often featured 
in pictures, has room for 900 

pleasure boats. That’s roughly 

1 PER 63 
INHABITANTS

The villa at number 

116
  

by the original finish line on Corso Cavallotti was owned by Alfred Nobel.  
He built a laboratory in the garden and regularly conducted experiments  
with explosives at sea. He died in 1896 in Sanremo and the fully restored  

‘Villa Nobel’ has been open to visitors since 2002. 

Eddy Merckx 
often won the Primavera decisively, but never with more than 30 seconds lead 

over second place. Only 8 riders have managed that since the Second World War. 
The post-war record is held by Fausto Coppi, who in 1946 finished  

14 minutes ahead of his closest rival.

T H I N G S  Y O U  D O N ’ T  K N O W  A B O U T   M I L A N   –   S A N R E M O
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4 THE WORLD CHAMPION FOR AMATEURS
The Sallanches64 combines comfort with a sporty geometry, ideal for 
tough, long rides whilst at the same time quick, just as Eddy Merckx was on 
his way to winning his first world title, as an amateur in the French town of 
Sallanches in 1964: the very beginning of an illustrious career.





J os Spruyt (73), Jos Deschoenmae-
cker (68) and Martin Van Den 
Bossche (75) were in the Merckx 
brigade, three trusty lieutenants 

that had front-row seats for the Cannibal’s 
great successes. They saw how fanatical 
he was about his bike.

J O S  S P R U Y T:  “To start with, he had 
a huge selection of bikes at home: 15 to 
20 bikes hanging on a rack next to each 
other. They all had different frames. Not 
one angle between the three tubes was 
the same. Eddy knew the dimensions and 
the geometry of all those frames by heart. 
He knew exactly how many millimetres 
and degrees the frames differed by. On the 
phone Eddy could explain to his mechan-
ic in minute detail which bike he wanted. 
‘Just take the sixth from left to the race,’ 
he’d say.”

J O S  D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R :  “And he 
still wasn’t satisfied with his range. I re-
member him asking me once: ‘Can I ride 
your bike for a sec, Jos?’ It looks like a 
good’un. (laughs)”

S P R U Y T:  “His choice of bike was de-
termined by the course and how he was 
feeling. If there were a lot of climbs, he’d 
choose a frame that hung a bit further 
backwards. That would allow him to ap-
ply more power up the inclines. He would 
play with his centre of gravity in relation 
to his bottom bracket. Eddy was unique 
in that, I don’t know any other racer of his 
generation who was so preoccupied with 
his position on the bike. He’d even put 
us, his team-mates, ‘right’ on the bike. He 
was an ace at that.”

D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R :  “Eddy would 
often focus on a single detail. There would 
be spells of it. One month he’d keep ad-
justing his cleats, another time it was his 
handlebar that needed to be wider.

At the time, we thought the further 
apart your arms were, the ‘more breath 
you could take in’, (laughs). Now, though, 
narrower handlebars are in vogue because 
they’re more ‘aerodynamic’. But we didn’t 
even know the word back then.” 

The only constant in Eddy’s equip-
ment worries was his saddle. After his dra-
matic fall in ’69 on the track at Blois Eddy 
had a twisted pelvis. He attempted to solve 
the problems it was causing him during 
cycling by constantly adjusting the height 
of his saddle with a spanner during races.

M A RT I N  VA N  D E N  B O S S C H E : 
“In the whole peloton there were two 

riders with a 12 mm spanner in their back 
pocket: Merckx and I. My right leg was a 
bit shorter than my left. The force through 
my pedals wasn’t evenly distributed, so I 
used to compensate with my posture. And 
that gave me problems. To avoid that, I 
started playing with my saddle, too: up a 
bit, down a bit.”

D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R :  “The team car 
would also carry various pre-assembled 

saddles. Often Eddy would change his 
mid-ride. He’d pull out his saddle and 
the mechanic would give him another.” 
Anyone who follows cycle racing these 
days knows that the pursuit of less weight 
has become an obsession for league rid-
ers. The Dane Michael Rasmussen even 
took the stickers off his bike. Merckx, 
too, would fiddle with the weight using a 
cheese slice.

S P R U Y T:  “Not many people know 
that Eddy drilled extra holes in his front 
plate and in the brake grips to reduce the 
weight of his bike.”

D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R :  “And in his 
tubing. Although I do wonder whether 
this actually achieved anything.”

VA N  D E N  B O S S C H E :  “I have my 
doubts. He also milled strips into his seat 

post. You might lose 4 grams that way, 
but to my mind you throw away that ad-
vantage due to air resistance. And those 
holes in the brake grips were really more 
for show. It looked good, although Cam-
pagnolo couldn’t see the funny side. It 
weakened their equipment. If they found 
out you’d get a fine.” Eddy’s obsession 
with his equipment has endured. But did 
it produce results for the Cannibal?

S P R U Y T:  “I think so, particularly in 
races where descents played a role. One of 
Eddy’s hobby horses was his chainstays 
(the tubes running from the bracket to the 
wheel axle). It had to be really rigid, he 
was constantly hammering it. This gave 
him more control during the descents. I 
think it definitely brought him one of his 
seven victories in Milan – Sanremo. I’ve 
never seen anyone descend the Poggio 
faster. He dived down it like a peregrine 
falcon, while the others were a bit more 
cautious. His stability on the bike will 
definitely have helped. In the Tour Col de-
scents he was able to gain time in this way 
too. And during the climbs he again bene-
fited from his position behind the bottom 
bracket, which allowed him to apply more 
power uphill.”

 Fanatical  about equipment
As a racing cyclist Eddy Merckx was a perfectionist,  
demanding not only of himself and his team-mates,  
but also of his bike. His steel steed became an  
obsession, and he would dissect every detail down  
to the bone. “I’ve even seen him change his stem five 
minutes before the start of Liège-Bastogne-Liège.”

T O P   J O S  S P R U Y T
B O T T O M   J O S  D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R

S A L L A N C H E S 6 4   M E R C K X  T H E  M E C H A N I C 
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D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R :  “Those chang-
es of position often turned out well, but 
there was one time he almost lost a classic 
because of it. In the Liège-Bastogne-Liège 
of ’71 he’d opted for an extreme position 
on his bike, sitting right at the back. That 
year he threw away a five-minute lead 
in the closing 20 kilometres. Eddy was 
in agony with cramp and completely ex-
hausted. Luckily he ended up winning the 
sprint against Georges Pintens.”

S P R U Y T:  “Five minutes before the 
start he decided to change his handlebar. 
He wanted a really short stem, but he 
didn’t have one with him. Fonske De Bal 
helped him out. He was a little racer, bare-
ly 1 metre 60 tall, who rode for another 
team. Fonske gave him his stem.”

Merckx learned a lot from his Italian 
bike manufacturers: Massi, Colnago, De 
Rosa. But it worked the other way too. In 
the VRT programme Merci Merckx we saw 
Ugo De Rosa using the ‘cross of God’, a 
measuring instrument designed by Eddy 
to adjust his bike accurately. De Rosa once 
left the tool on a mountain pass by acci-
dent and drove back 200 kilometres to 
fetch it that evening.

VA N  D E N  B O S S C H E :  “Eddy’s equip-

ment was always one hundred percent in 
order. He just needed to click his fingers 
and the Italians would jump into action. 
Not only would Colnago and Massi drive 
three or four mechanics to the race, they’d 
often come to watch as well.”

D E S C H O E N M A E C K E R :  “Eddy could 
always call up Ugo De Rosa or Ernest Col-
nago. One phone call and they’d be there. 
De Rosa went on to become Eddy’s sound-
ing board when he went into the cycle 
industry himself. He learned bike-making 
from him.”

VA N  D E N  B O S S C H E :  “It isn’t that we 
didn’t have any good mechanics in Bel-

gium, but the Italians had gear. And lots 
of it: their cars were full of spare parts. 
If something broke, you had a spare to 
hand. The Belgians had fewer resources.”

These days Jos Spruyt and Jos De-
schoenmaecker still often go out riding 
with Merckx. Fons De Wolf – who in 
the early ’80s was briefly called the new 
Merckx – is often with them.

F O N S  D E  W O L F :  “The mechanic in 
Eddy is still preoccupied with his bike. 
It’s rare that a ride isn’t interrupted. Eddy 
will want to adjust his saddle or his cleats. 
His bike always looks pristine as well. I 
sometimes forget to clean my bike. Eddy 

can’t stand that. He’s had words with me 
about it a few times (laughs). He makes 
comments about our position too. If it’s 
not okay, he’ll spot it straight away. ‘Come 
on, what’s going on with the way you’re 
sitting?’ he’ll say. ‘Raise your saddle half 
an inch, rotate your cleats a little to the 
left…’ And most of the time he sits bolt 
upright. He still approaches his bike 
choice like a pro. Recently we were riding 
a Gran Fondo in Italy and he explained 
to me in minute detail why he chose that 
specific bike. It was because in the de-
scents in the Dolomites he needed to be 
able to steer properly and shift his weight 
back slightly so that he could apply more 
power going uphill. He rides a carbon 
bike now, with electronic gears. It’s a 
top bike. Yeah, he’s still very demanding 
of his equipment. The best isn’t good 
enough for Eddy.”

S P R U Y T:  “He doesn’t have twenty any 
more, but he does still chop and change 
between four or five bikes. I don’t know 
how he does it. If I ride a different bike 
just once, I can’t get out of bed the next 
day. It wreaks havoc on my muscles 
straight away. Eddy has no problems. But 
then, he was Merckx after all.” 

 Fanatical  about equipment
“The team car would carry various  

pre-assembled saddles. Often Eddy 
would change his mid-ride. He’d pull 

out his saddle and his mechanic  
would give him another”
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THE SOLO ON THE TOURMALET
In the Tour of ‘69 Merckx produced one of his greatest tours de force. In the stage towards Mourenx, over four tough Pyrenean 
cols, including the Tourmalet, Eddy singlehandedly crushed the opposition. This performance provided the inspiration for this 
racing bike, designed specifically for long distances that demand the utmost of any cyclist in terms of endurance.



In 1969, just before the summit of the Col du Tourmalet, Eddy Merckx called  
his team-mate Martin Van Den Bossche to order and went on to complete one  
of the most legendary solos ever, heading into Mourenx. This is one of countless 
mythical tales born of the Tourmalet. Tales now familiar to everyone. But it is  
the stories of Pierre, Gwendolyne, Sabrina and Rob that expose the real spirit  
of the mountain where they live, work, and even die.

Pierre Bush

A terraced house in Barèges be-
tween a café-bar that closed 
its doors years ago and a back-
street grocer’s. This is where 

67-year – old Pierre Bush lives all alone. 
“No wife. No children. But it’s fine. Life 
is what it is.” Pierre was a pisteur, main-
taining the ski pistes. Then he worked for 
the fire brigade. Now he’s been retired 
for years and has nothing to do. He leans 
nonchalantly in the doorway. The wall 
against which he rests his right hand 

is fifty shades of black and badly worn. 
From that hand, leaning on it. Day in, day 
out Pierre stands here, in all weathers: 
hail, snow, drizzle or blazing sunlight. 9 
o’clock in the morning or 10 o’clock in the 
evening. Pierre says: “Sometimes I’ll go 
for a walk. A bit higher up the mountain 
here they’re in the middle of repairing a 
bridge. I go up and see how work’s pro-
gressing. It’s fascinating, you know. At 
least they’re working.”

That statement requires some expla-
nation, which Pierre is happy to provide. 
“They’re lazy round here. Look at that…” 
He points to a large building further up 
the hill. On the front hangs a sign – barely 
legible – with the word ‘Hotel’. “It was a 
thriving hotel, sir. In winter and in sum-
mer: always fully booked. And yet they let 
it go bankrupt, out of laziness. It’s been 
empty for years now. Left to go to pot, 
waiting for…” Pierre falls silent. He points 
to another couple of houses, further up the 

street, one more forlorn than the other. 
“All empty. The people leave, often 
because they can’t pay their bills any-
more. First it was the young ones who 
left – which is understandable, as there’s 
nothing to do here in the off season – but 
now the older folk are leaving too. If it 
carries on like that, I’ll soon be living in 
a ghost town.” Barèges looks a bit like 
one already. Apart from Pierre and an 
old woman scrubbing her step, the main 
street is deserted. “During the day people 
go to work, in the factories in the valley. 
And the farmers are with their animals on 
the mountainside at the moment.” 

Fortunately there are still the tourists. 
In the winter the skiers, in the summer 
the touring cyclists. “If I’m standing out-
side when it’s cold or raining, they often 
stop. ‘You don’t have a plastic bag, do you? 
Or an old newspaper?’ They put them 
under their clothing to protect them-
selves from the cold. I’ve seen ones come 
through here where I’ve thought: ‘The 
cold will kill him soon.’” Pierre points to 
a house next to the fire station. “There, 
on the step, they once had to resuscitate 
someone. The Tourmalet is implacable. 
One moment it’s a furnace, the next a 
freezer. You need to know when to head 
up there. Because if the mountain doesn’t 
want you to go, it’ll let you know about it. 
That’s when it unleashes its demons.”

The race also gave Pierre his three sec-
onds of fame, he says. “During the Tour 
there was a TV helicopter circling over my 
house. I was standing in exactly the same 
place I’m standing now and I waved at the 
pilot. Turns out they were filming – I was 
in full frame for a few seconds. Over the 
next few days I was the hero of the village. 
Everyone was coming up to me, telling me 
they’d seen me on telly.”

Pierre loves the Tour. “It brings people 
through here, and I stand in my door-
way and have a chat with them. Just like 
I’m doing with you, now. I’ve seen all 
the greats pass through here: Anquetil, 
Merckx, Hinault, Armstrong… But the 
most popular was Poulidor. When he came 
through you could hear it from hundreds 
of metres away. The crowds went wild.”

The Tour is also good for the region 
itself, he adds. “It makes people work, 
drives out laziness. Hotels are full, restau-
rants do brisk trade, the street sweepers 
have to keep everything clean… Barèges 
comes alive thanks to the Tour. Because 
without riders or snow it’s dead here.”

Mountain folk

“The Tourmalet is implacable. One moment 
it’s a furnace, the next a freezer. You need  
to know when to head up there. Because if 
the mountain doesn’t want you to go, it’ll  
let you know about it. That’s when it  
unleashes its demons.”

M O U R E N X 6 9   L I V I N G ,  W O R K I N G  A N D  D Y I N G  O N  T H E  T O U R M A L E T 
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L e Schuss is a bar in the heart of La 
Mongie, a hideously ugly ski resort 
that is a blight on the mountain-
side of Tourmalet.

The terrace is deserted. Nonetheless, 
the chairs and tables are outside, and a 
few are even laid. ‘Petit-dejeuner: 5 euro’, 
says the blackboard. For a coffee, a crois-
sant and a pain au chocolat. Inviting, but 
for whom? It’s the end of September and 
there’s not a soul around. This is the land 
of closed shutters. The village exudes 
quiet determination. And also… a kind of 
induced coma. You can hear and feel the 
slowed heartbeat, and you know: within a 
month the patient will come round, when 
the winter sports enthusiasts return with 
the first snowfalls. For Gwendolyne and 
Sabrina, the owners of Le Schuss, now 
is the quiet time of year. Welcome rest 
after the hundreds, no, thousands of cy-
clists that came to conquer the Pyrenean 
mountains.

It’s nice and warm in Le Schuss.
We ask for two beers, preferably 

something local. Gwendolyne shakes her 

head. “We’ve only got Tripel Karmeliet, 
Affligem, Leffe, or Heineken.” So, Bel-
gian beer, or some glorified dishwater. 
Flanders reigns supreme, even on the 
mountainside of the Pyrenean colossus. 
Ask both women whether they like the 
Tourmalet, and they reply in unison. 
“Oui. Vraiment! Look outside: what a priv-
ilege to be able to work in surroundings 
like this every day.” Sabrina adds: “I come 
from a completely flat region, but since 
living and working here, I couldn’t be 
without the mountains now. Some people 
feel cooped up in the mountains, but not 
me. They give me a sense of freedom. If I 
ever leave the mountains, it’ll be in a box 
on the way to the graveyard.”

The bell rings. Customers! Three 
young retirees who want to grab a quick 
burger before they leave for the Pic du 
Midi. Gwendolyne points outside. “The 
télépherique to the Pic du Midi leaves 
from there, 50 metres higher up.” The Pic, 
at 2877 metres’ altitude, is one of the bus-
iest tourist attractions in the Pyrenees. 
“The view from up there is splendide.” 

Gwendolyne sets a perfectly poured 
Tripel Karmeliet in front of us, complete 
with frothy head.

Her father took over the business 
when she was 11. She’s worked here 
ever since. To begin with it was just at 
weekends and during the holidays, now 
it’s full-time. It’s hardly what you’d call 
busy today. “Not surprising”, says Sabri-
na. “Nine people live in La Mongie full 
time, all of them caretakers in the apart-
ment blocks. Everywhere else is empty. 
And in October it’s even worse. Then 
everything is closed. Our bar, the restau-
rants, the shops… Then those nine care-
takers have to head down to Campan 
in the valley for something as basic as 
a French stick or a bottle of milk; that’s 
half an hour’s drive.”

Sabrina and Gwendolyne live in that 
area too. “But we spend winters here, 
above the bar. Then everywhere is chock-
full in La Mongie – there’s room for 
more than 10,000 winter sports enthu-
siasts – and there’s a party every night.” 
Except for Sabrina. “I hate the snow, and 

I can’t stand the cold. But I do like the 
view when everything is white. It makes 
me instantly happy. Life slows down 
when it snows. You have to clear the 
snow off the pavement, scrape your car 
windows, and the tourists drive so slow-
ly… They’re not equipped for extreme 
weather conditions. No, give me summer 
any day.”

And the Tour? Gwendolyne grins like 
a Cheshire cat. “Best takings of the year. 
Every time. Especially when they ride 
to the summit on this side of the moun-
tain.” They don’t get the chance to cheer 
the riders on. “It’s so busy here that day 
we don’t get a moment’s rest. We’re lucky 
if we even get the chance to glance at the 
telly.” Sabrina points outside again, to a 
large car park to the left of the bar. “Ten 
days before the Tour comes through, 
it’s full of motorhomes. But we don’t 
make much from them. They prefer to 
stay inside, in their palaces on wheels. 
Yes, they’re often Dutch. How did you 
guess?”

“Nine people leave in La Mongie full time,  
all of them caretakers in the apartment 
blocks. Everywhere else is empty. And in 
October everything’s closed. Then those 
nine caretakers have a half-hour drive for  
a French stick or a bottle of milk”

Gwendolyne Caillau &  
Sabrina Leliège

M O U R E N X 6 9   L I V I N G ,  W O R K I N G  A N D  D Y I N G  O N  T H E  T O U R M A L E T 
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1993 Tour organiser ASO 
wanted to bring 
the Tour closer 

to the people, and closer to the touring 
cyclist. So it organised l’étape du Tour, a 
stage for the man on the street, the day 
before the pros; complete with motor-
bikes, marshals and camera crews. It was 
during the stage that year – 187 gruelling 
kilometres from Tarbes via Soulor, Aub-
isque and Tourmalet to Pau – that Rob 
Williamson’s amazing story began. “I 
was 19, living in England and dreaming 
of a professional career. The étape du 
Tour seemed to me to be good training 
as well as a nice way to get to know the 
mountains, because I’d never seen a col 
at close quarters.”

Rob lined up at the start along with 
several thousand fellow athletes. Unlike 
many others he would go on to cross the 
finish line. “The weather was diabolical. It 
chucked it down, for hours on end. And on 
the summit of the Tourmalet it was barely 
2 degrees. On the descent one rider after 
another crashed; there were guys riding 

straight into one bend because their hands 
were frozen and they couldn’t brake.

It was horrendous!” Rob stayed on the 
saddle, and after hours frozen to the bone, 
he crossed the finish line. Deliriously 
happy. And madly in love… with the Tour-
malet.

After a long-distance relationship 
lasting years and numerous brief visits 
during which the love only grew stronger, 
Rob felt the time had come to move their 
relationship to the next level. He relocat-
ed, together with his wife and daughters, 
to the heart of the Pyrenees. Rob now 
runs Les Sorbiers in Barèges, a hotel for 
touring cyclists. “I had a senior position 
in a logistics firm. I was working too hard 
and too much. I was drifting apart from 
my wife and children and becoming un-
happy. Now I’m my own boss.

What a difference! I used to have a 
career. Now I have a life.” 

As well as being a mistress, the Tour-
malet has also become a livelihood. “I 
want to give people the same pleasure, 
the same experience that I had here 

years ago during that étape du Tour. So 
I join my hotel guests on rides up the 
mountain.”

When Rob talks about the Tourmalet 
he waxes lyrical; poetic, even. “The Tour-
malet is like a woman. Capricious and 
temperamental. Sweet, caring and gentle 
one minute, roaring, stamping and harsh 
the next. Incredibly moody. And just like 
with a woman those mood swings develop 
in minutes.”

Rob thinks back to a climb he did with 
a few English touring cyclists. “We were 
sitting on the terrace of the café-bar at 
the summit of the Tourmalet. The sun 
was shining, it was 25 degrees, and there 
wasn’t a breath of wind. The beer tasted 
good. Until I looked down the valley and 
saw dark clouds closing in. I leapt up. ‘We 
have to go! Now!’ But we were too late. 
Within a few kilometres we were caught 
in the middle of the storm: thunder, light-
ning and hail. Even the sheep, cows and 
llamas were seeking shelter. Then you 
know it’s really serious. One of our guests 
had a serious fall and had to be stretch-

ered off the mountain. A black day.”
But there are many black days on this 
col. “I’m a volunteer in the Barèges fire 
brigade. Every year we have to fetch a few 
bodies off the mountain. Cyclists involved 
in accidents, walkers that have fallen into 
a ravine, avalanche victims … The Tour-
malet giveth, and the Tourmalet taketh 
away. It’s the boss. It sets the boundaries, 
not you. Any touring cyclist, walker or 
skier who forgets that will suffer the 
consequences. But the great thing is: the 
Tourmalet also shows mercy. Last year a 
disabled man rode to the top on a tandem, 
with his wife; they were carrying a tent 
and other camping gear. He could only 
pedal with his hands. They took two days 
to reach the top – they slept in the tent on 
the way up – but he made it. It was one 
of the best moments of his life, he said so 
himself.”

Rob has now ridden up the Tourmalet 
more than a thousand times, he reckons. 
“But the Tourmalet still isn’t my friend. 
It’s too cruel for that. I still see it as ‘the 
enemy’.” 

“The Tourmalet is like a woman. Capricious 
and temperamental. First sweet, caring, gen-
tle. And then roaring, stamping, harsh. And 
just like with a woman those mood swings 
develop in minutes”Rob Williamson 
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7 A  CLIMBER IS  DISCOVERED IN ABRUZZO

Before the Giro of 1967 Eddy Merckx was primarily known as a sprinter. However, by winning the 12th 
stage, with its finish line on the backbreaking Blockhaus, he made his name as a superb climber and 
tour rider. This premium bike in aluminium – light, rigid and fast – is a tribute to this victory.
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O N  T H E

Blockhaus 
I’m on a bike on a mountain. On a Blockhaus 

on the Blockhaus. The sun is shining.  
My bottle is full of water.  

It’s as if nothing else exists.
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To climb is  
to hurt.

If it’s not you, then it’s certainly the other 
guy. You glide past him, hear him change 
down a gear. You carry on in a higher gear. 
And call out, as cheerfully as possible, 
breathing as evenly as possible: Ciao!

I deliver the mental dagger-thrust just 
before Pretoro, a small town clinging to a 
precipice like an oyster mushroom. It’s a 
further 22 kilometres to the summit of the 
Blockhaus, 2142 metres up in the Abruzzo 
region, to the east of Rome.

I’ve just caught up with my first target 
of the day – his pace is laborious, his belly 
like that of a middle-aged football sup-
porter – and I want to leave him for dust. I 
show no mercy on mountains, particularly 
if the other rider has shaved legs. Yet I still 
have doubts about whether this climb will 
end well thanks to the drumming in the 
back of my mind. It’s the fault of Fernan-
do, the local pizza baker. “The Blockhaus?” 
was his surprised reaction to my plans the 
previous evening. “Con bici? Incredibile!” 
As he said this, he tapped his index finger 
against the side of his head. “Crazy!”

The beer Fernando poured me, Forst, 
came in half-litre bottles and on the label 
was a picture of the Tre Cime di Lavaredo, 
the majestic col in the Dolomites. The 
gradient on Forst was 4.8%, child’s play 
compared to what I was served up on the 
streets of Pretoro.

Via Statale, Via Fonte Palombo, Stra-
da Provinciale 220. Green-white-and 
red flags on the window sills. A Vespa in 
the shade. A salumeria-macelleria with 
home-reared meat. Vineyards. This is 
the heart of Italy, the land of gelato and 
lime, of fine-featured girls and slicked-
back hair. Of elegance with every passing 
metre.

And then you climb a mountain here 
and it’s called Blockhaus.

Blockhaus? Blockhaus!
Eins, zwei, drei. Vorwärts!
“True, it’s an odd name for an Italian 

mountain”, bar keeper Salvatore will say 
when I reach the Refugio Pomilio shortly 
before the summit. “It comes from the 
military fort that the Austrian army built 
here in the middle of the 19th century, as a 
defence against the briganti in the interi-
or. It was a building shaped like a boulder, 
hence the name. There’s not much of it 
left nowadays, only the ruins remain. 
During the war the fort was blown up with 
dynamite and they’ve never rebuilt it.”

On 31 May 1967 another savage force 
scorched the earth of the Blockhaus. It 
was here that Eddy Merckx won the 12th 
stage of the Giro d’Italia ahead of Italo 
Zilioli, José Pérez-Francés and Jacques 

Anquetil. It was his very first victory in a 
major tour, the ‘big bang’ of the finest of 
all cycling rolls of honour. Merckx was 21. 
He rode in a Peugeot chequered jersey and 
mapped out the contours of his future. In 
the Abruzzo the Cannibal was born.

“Since then the Giro hasn’t passed 
through here very often”, says Salvatore. 
“The last time was in 2009. It was won by 
Franco Pellizotti ahead of Stefano Garzelli 
and Danilo De Luca, a local lad.”

Beyond Pretoro, less than 20 kilo-
metres from the summit, there is no sign 
of this cycling history. No riders’ names 
are chalked on the asphalt. On the verges 
there are no statues of Coppi, Bartali or 
Gimondi, only ferns and weeds, inter-

twined underneath the guard rails. It’s 
difficult to imagine a pro peloton wending 
its way to the summit along this route: the 
road surface is pockmarked, almost dis-
eased. The climber has to slalom between 
cracks, potholes and the cobbles rising to 
the surface. He has to dodge history.

The church clocks strike 10.

To climb is  
to slow time.

On a roundabout I spot the image of a 
wolf, howling at the moon. A traffic sign 
warns you not to sound your horn, be-

cause ‘this is wolf country’. No wolf in 
sight today; only a stray dog barking urges 
me onwards and upwards.

Two kilometres beyond Pretoro I 
overtake an old man. On his way to God 
knows where. As I greet him, he waves 
his walking stick in the air. “Va bene!” he 
calls. Might he have seen Merckx that day 
in May 1967?

The road is getting steeper, and the 
sweat is dripping off my forehead. I’d 
looked at the gradients and climb charts 
on the internet before I set off: mainly or-
ange poles of 7 per cent, with odd sections 
up to 8.5 per cent coloured in red. It feels 
like I’m reaching those now.

I change down. Two gears to go.

This was where Merckx secured his very  
first victory in a major tour. In a Peugeot 

chequered jersey. In the Abruzzo the  
Cannibal was born.

B L O C K H A U S 6 7   I N  A B R U Z Z O
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To climb is  
to reduce life to 

calculations.
I don’t come across any new targets. It 
looks like I’m the only climber of the day, a 
lone wolf that’s broken away from peloton, 
until suddenly three riders show up, on the 
descent, noses on their handlebars. It’s not 
their speed I envy, it’s the secret they’re 
taking back down with them: they’ve seen 
the summit, they know what it looks like 
up there. The glint in their eyes spurs me 
on. It must be quite something, up there 
by those masts and antennae jutting out of 
the Blockhaus like spears.

I want to get there. I have to get there. 
I’m going to get there.

It takes a while before I lose track of time. 
Only after an hour does emptiness of 
mind kick in, that unbeatable feeling of 
thinking about nothing which you only 
get on a bike. My mind – a raging torrent 
at the foot of the mountain – has calmed 
to a babbling brook during the climb. It’s 

as if body and spirit have become com-
pletely disconnected. My legs are working 
without directions from my brain. My 
brain is in sleep mode.

I’m on a bike on a mountain. The sun 
is shining. My bottle is full of water. Life is 
perfect. It’s as if nothing else exists.

Passo Lanciano, another 10 kilo-
metres to the summit. This has to be 
the widest bend I’ve ever taken. Seven 
lanes, a Boulevard Périphérique to the 
clouds. Just briefly I imagine I’m a track 
cyclist, held tight in the grip of centrifu-
gal force.

I’m hooked on bends. My friends like 
to make fun of me. Ten years ago, they 

say, we were chasing women. Now you 
don’t shut up about hairpin bends, that 
one twist on the

Côte de Wanneranval near Stavelot, 
the snake that is the Mortirolo, the cob-
bles on the Grand Ballon.

To climb is  
to be wound up by  
a twist in the road.

Sit, stand, sit, stand, sit, stand. Is the 
climber a churchgoer, the mountain a 
place of pilgrimage?

I change down. One gear left.
The road narrows. The eternal play of 
light and shade. A traffic sign warning 
that you must have snow tyres fitted. I 
recognise this bit. Over time, it’s become 
a habit: every time I climb a col, I check 
Google Maps first. I grab the little orange 
man by the head and drop him on the 
mountain. Most of the time I choose a 
spot three-quarters from the summit, on 
the golden section of the climbing pro-
file. The memory works like a flywheel in 
real time, giving me the extra push that’s 
needed to keep pedalling.

I emerge above the treeline. To my 
right unfolds a picture-postcard view of 
the valley. Villages in miniature, folds in 
the landscape, in the distance the Adriatic 
Sea. To my left I see meadows of white, 
yellow and pink flowers. The chirruping 
of crickets gives greater depth to the sur-
roundings.

Someone once said to me: “You can 
find out a lot about a person by the way he 
cycles up a mountain. The way he climbs 
says everything about what a person is 
made of.”

I think that’s true. For more than two 

On the final steep stretch the road  
becomes a path of hardened gravel.  

It crunches beneath my wheels.  
Here and there a boulder impedes 

smooth progress.
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hours you are confronted with your weak-
nesses and your faults, your talents and 
your perfections. Meanwhile, your shad-
ow climbs ahead of you or behind you the 
whole time, like a transparency.

Either you crack, or you become rec-
onciled with yourself. There is no in-be-
tween.

To climb is  
to have your  

soul laid bare.
From the opposite direction comes a 
van with sheep in a cage. Behind it, two 
cyclists in brightly-coloured waterproof 
jackets. I don’t know who I feel most sorry 
for: the sheep on their way to slaughter or 
the cyclists on their descent. Their luck 
has run out. They’ve had the buzz. I get 
to keep climbing. At the Albergo Mamma 
Rosa I spot for the first time a sign marked 
‘Blockhaus’. The hotel is open, but there 
aren’t many visitors. Ski lifts stand idle. 
Snowploughs lie dormant for the summer.
In 2009, this was the finish line for the last 

Giro stage on the Blockhaus – there was 
too much snow on the summit itself. To-
day, I ride on. I am 1625 metres above sea 
level with another 500 metres to climb 
over 5 kilometres. There is hardly any 
wind. I feel power in my legs. The drum-
ming in my head is silenced.

It’ll be fine. Spitting. Blowing snot out 
of my nose. Scratching my bum.

A bee lands on my knee, and stays 
there for 1500 metres. Other than that, I 
don’t see many animals. No marmots like 
on the Colle della Lombarda, no donkeys 
like on La Houppe in Flobecq, no goats 
like on the Galibier.

Birds and butterflies jostle for space 
on the electricity wires above my head. 
Right now, I say to myself, I feel like one 
of them. Free, fetterless, feathered. It 
doesn’t take long for me to find this a ri-
diculous thought.

It’s getting colder. There are more and 
more stones by the roadside, with red-
and-white marks for GR hiking routes. 
The masts and antennae are in sight. I 
narrow my focus to the strip of asphalt 
in front of my wheel. I don’t need to see 

more than that; I’m pounding through the 
final kilometres.

My pace slows. It’s as if something is 
holding me back. Thoughts crowd back 
in. How much further to the top? What 
then? Will I ever be able to equal this feel-
ing? I’m already beginning to miss the 
Blockhaus, even though I’m still riding it.

To climb is  
to feel homesick.

Beyond the Refugio Pomilio, a mountain 
hut converted into a shelter, I reach the 
final steep stretch. The road becomes 
a path of hardened gravel. It crunches 
beneath my wheels. Here and there a 
boulder impedes smooth progress. Clouds 
sweep across the abyss like stage curtains. 
There’s no more than a thin strip of sun-
light on my right wrist.

I’m hungry.
Just as I start to wonder how much 

further this road goes on, I come to a 
roadblock. Three arrows, a block of mar-
ble, and to the left a chapel with a picture 

of the Virgin Mary. You can only proceed 
on foot. This is where my climb ends.

Silence is the greatest reward.
The peace doesn’t last long, because 

the doubts soon start again.
Is this the top?
Did Merckx raise his hands in the air 

on this narrow track?
Is this what I’ve climbed all this way 

for?

To climb is  
to grope in  
the dark.
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4 FASHION, MILAN, NORTH AMERICAN FLAIR AND EDDY
Two top models for women, for competition or recreation: something for everyone. The Milano72 is an 
ode to the hard-fought victory in the 1972 Giro d’Italia, while the Montreal74 is a carbon homage to 
the very first world championship to be organised on North American soil, won by – who else – Eddy 
Merckx. A Canadian newspaper at the time led with the headline: ‘Eddy Merckx didn’t discover 
America, America discovered Eddy Merckx.’
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C L A U D I N E  
A C O U

Eddy’s wife Claudine was the daugh-
ter of a cyclist. She was barely 5 
years old when she saw her father, 
the cyclist Lucien Acou, suffer a 

serious fall during a race. She also saw how 
riders were often away from home for long 
periods of time and that they had to fight 
to get a contract. “I never want to be with 
a racer”, she let slip to her father. “News to 
me”, laughs Eddy. “When I met her at her 
parents’ bar, we clicked pretty quickly. A 
good woman is vital for a rider. Claudine 
made sure there was always something to 
eat – even if I came home really late – and 
that I had no practical worries. If you have 
day-to-day concerns as well as the race, it 
just doesn’t work.”

Even though Claudine had the world’s 
best rider at home, the Merckx family 
talked very little about racing. “It’s true. 
Why would we? After all, the race was 
over. You have to be able to free your 
mind. And families have enough topics of 
conversation. Your children for example. 
Though I wasn’t able to do much for them 
during my career. Their upbringing fell 
on my wife’s shoulders. I do try to spend 
a lot of time with the grandchildren now. 
Axel lives in Canada, but I see Sabrina’s 
two boys and her daughter more often. 
All three of them play hockey. My eldest 
grandson Luca is 22 and plays in the Ar-
gentinian national team [his father is the 
Argentinian-Belgian former tennis player 
Eduardo Masso –Ed.]. I hope he can go to 
the Olympic Games, that’s his dream.”

J O S  VA N  
B U G G E N H O U T

E ddy had a manager for his busi-
ness affairs: Jos Van Buggenhout. 
“He sorted out my contracts. In 
1965 he arranged for me not to 

have to ride in Van Looy’s team any more. 
Thanks to him, I ended up at Peugeot, 
a perfect team for a young rider. There 
wasn’t much structure and everyone was 
allowed to do as they pleased. Jos sorted 
out the agreements with the organisers 
of the criteriums. He was a good man-
ager, maybe too good, because I rode in 
too many races. I only had three weeks’ 
holiday a year. And then we would head 
to the mountains to take advantage of the 
altitude. On the other hand, staying still 
for too long isn’t good, either: you put on 
weight and your cardiac activity dimin-
ishes. But anyway, Jos was good for my 
career. He had authority, people in the 
cycling world listened to him. After his 
death in 1973 Firmin Verhelst became my 
manager. That wasn’t as successful, be-
cause he was also De Vlaeminck’s manag-
er. It’s tough working for two bosses, eh?”

G I O R G I O  A L B A N I  
A N D  U G O  D E  R O S A

T here wasn’t just one crucial team-
mate: Spruyt, Deschoenmaecker, 
Bruyère, Huysmans, Van Schil… 
they all did their bit. Those guys 

would all step into the breach for me and 
for each other. If I had to choose one, 
then I’d be doing the others a disservice. 
And then you’ve got the sports adminis-
trators. I’ve got fond memories of Robert 
Lelangue and Giorgio Albani, less so of 
Lomme Driessens. He didn’t play such an 
important role. During a stage race he’d 
want me to go out to dinner with him and 
his friends in the evening. ‘Not a chance’, 
I said. ‘I’m staying with my team-mates.’ 
But Lomme liked to parade me around, 
even though at the beginning of my 
career he didn’t actually believe in me. 
‘Merckx won’t amount to anything!’ he 
once let slip. But that’s not how it turned 
out (laughs).”

“Once my career ended Ugo De Rosa 
was the most significant figure. He taught 
me to make bikes. Without him I would 
never have been able to get my bike com-
pany off the ground.” 

M R  A N D  M R S  M E R C K X  S E N I O R

P eople who were important for my 
career?” asks Eddy, stretching 
out inhis chair. “I’d have to start 
with my parents. They let me race 

and also supported me in my choice. It 
wasn’t easy, because my parents had a 
grocer’s and could always do with a help-
ing hand. At first my mother didn’t want 
me to race because my studies would 
suffer. My father was less reluctant. He’d 
wanted to be a rider himself so he was 
seeing me fulfil his dream. I rode my first 
race in Laeken; my father had arranged it 
behind my mother’s back. ‘Why don’t you 
lot go to the seaside on holiday’, he said 

to my mother and the other kids. When 
my mum found out, she was very much 
against it. She wanted me to become a 
PE teacher, but school wasn’t my thing. 
I couldn’t concentrate on books – I pre-
ferred to go racing. And as soon as I start-
ed winning, she changed her mind.”

According to Micheline, Eddy’s sister, 
her mother was deeply involved in his rac-
ing. She even fainted when Eddy became 
world champion for the first time in Heer-
len after an exciting sprint against Jan 
Janssen. The excitement was too much 
for her. For every race she would light a 
candle without fail. Not so that he’d win, 

but as a precaution: she was scared of 
him crashing. “Quite possibly, although I 
wasn’t there, obviously”, laughs Merckx. 
“Yeah, a candle… no harm in trying. I was 
a little superstitious too, though. I’d want 
my race number to end in a 1, for exam-
ple. I won my first Tour with race number 
51 and my first Milan – Sanremo with 
number 131. But ultimately it’s nonsense. 
In fact I became Belgian champion wear-
ing unlucky 13. But yeah, my parents… 
Just because my father let me race didn’t 
mean I could do as I pleased at home. He 
was strict; I got more blame than praise. 
But I deserved it, because I was a bit of a 

scamp. I wasn’t bad at heart, but I was a 
live wire with too much energy.”

According to those in the know Eddy 
had his father’s spirit and stubbornness 
and his mother’s good nature. Eddy 
Merckx was his father during a race and 
his mother outside it, TV commentator 
Théo Mathy once said. Ruthless during 
competition, but sweetness and light 
afterwards. “Hang on a sec, my mother 
had a lot of character too, you know”, says 
Eddy. “She knew what work was. As one 
of seven children whose father died very 
young, she’d seen some seriously hard 
times.”

G U I L L A U M E  
M I C H I E L S

W hen Eddy became a pro 
cyclist, there was one man 
he could always count on: 
Guillaume Michiels would 

give Eddy massages, hand out water 
bottles, assemble his bike and – where 
necessary – boost the morale of the 
young Merckx. “Guillaume is like a sec-
ond brother to me. I’ve known him since 
he was three; his mother worked for us. 
We’ve been through everything together, 
Guillaume is a friend for life.”

Michiels was a jack-of-all-trades. He 
managed the bike fleet, drove Eddy and 
his wife Claudine round the country, 
babysat the children and was Eddy’s 
spokesman in front of journalists. He 
would step in when needed. If Eddy want-
ed anything, he would drive to the other 
side of the world if that’s what it took. His 
‘share’ in Merckx’s first classic triumph is 
legendary. The day before Milan–Sanre-
mo Guillaume was summoned to the Peu-
geot riders’ hotel by Merckx. Eddy wanted 
to quickly refit his bike with a Campagno-
lo derailleur and pedals. Michiels knew 
there was a mechanic living in Milan – Er-
nesto Colnago – and he went to the man’s 
house in person to buy from him.

The next day Merckx won the sprint, 
giving him a strong hold on his first 
Primavera. “Guillaume was kind of my 
guardian angel. I didn’t feel comfortable 
unless he was there. He was always with 
me”, says Eddy. Guillaume was also there 
during Merckx’s darkest days. Like the 
autumn of 1969 when Eddy suffered a 
serious fall during the derny criterium 
in Blois. Pacemaker Fernand Wambst lay 
dead at his feet, the champion himself 
was unconscious. “Guillaume jumped 
straight in his car to fetch my wife from 
home. He didn’t sleep for two days in or-
der to get her to the hospital in Blois.”

Let’s be clear about this: the greatest cyclist of all 
time owes his success mainly to himself. But a few  

figures behind the scenes did their bit: people from 
the world of cycling, along with friends and family.  

We ask Eddy himself who the most important were.

“We talked very little about racing in  
our family. Why would we? After all,  
the race was over. You have to be  

able to free your mind”

M O N T R E A L 7 4  &  M I L A N O 7 2   T H E  C A N N I B A L  S P E A K S
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THE SPRINT ON FLINT 
In the Tour of ’71 the Best of the Best won a Tour stage on the gravel track of Strasbourg, beating Roger 
De Vlaeminck, albeit by a narrow margin. Hence this bike, which has been made for non-tarmac surfaces. 
Gravel, stones, packed earth: this two-wheeled beast likes it all.



S T R A S S B O U R G 7 1   O F F - R O A D  H A P P I N E S S 

Crunching gravel. 

Gnarly flint.

Grunt work with a smile. 

In sun.

Rain. 

Wind.

Freedom my engine. 

Nature my fuel. 

Hell, this is off-road.

Dust round your head. 

Mind full of fog.

The road to heaven. 

Is never paved with asphalt.

Photo: Kristof Ramon
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C O L O U R Molteni

F R A M E Steel

G R O U P S E T CAMPAGNOLO Potenza

C R A N K 52/36

S P R O C K E T 12–27

H A N D L E  
B A R  
A N D  S T E M

DEDA Zero 100

S A D D L E PROLOGO

W H E E L S E T CAMPAGNOLO VENTO

T Y R E S VITTORIA Corsa 25
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5 MEN OF STEEL 

What goes around comes around and that includes the steel bike: finer, lighter, better than ever. The Liège75 is a 
reminder of his five victories in Liège-Bastogne-Liège, the majority of which were in the Molteni jersey. The Roubaix70 is 
another direct link to his victory in the 1970 supreme classic, an edition ridden in apocalyptically bad weather.



C O L O U R Faema

F R A M E Steel

G R O U P S E T CAMPAGNOLO Potenza

C R A N K 52/36

S P R O C K E T 12–27

H A N D L E  
B A R  
A N D  S T E M

DEDA Zero 100

S A D D L E PROLOGO

W H E E L S E T CAMPAGNOLO VENTO

T Y R E S VITTORIA Corsa 25
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Johan has worked for Eddy Merckx 
Cycles for 36 years as a welder of 
steel and titanium frames. There 
used to be 45 of them. Now he is 

the only craftsman left. “My workshop is 
my second living room. I can’t see myself 
working anywhere other than at Merckx.”

Johan likes nothing better than as-
sembling bikes. “It’s my life.” Ask him 
when that life began and he doesn’t hes-
itate for a second: “11 June 1980.” Johan 
delivers precision work, not only with his 
hands, but also with his memories. Even 
though he corrects himself straight away. 
“Actually, I’d already started work at Eddy 
Merckx a few weeks before that. In May, 
even though the academic year wasn’t 
over and so I hadn’t actually officially 
finished school. On 11 June my paperwork 
was in order and I signed a contract. At 

Eddy’s house, in the living room.” Let’s go 
back in time. It’s 1980 and Eddy Merckx 
has just founded a company bearing his 
name in order to produce racing bikes. 
At this time carbon is still a subject in 
sci-fi films, and two-wheel bikes are still 
being manufactured en masse out of steel. 
So the Cannibal needs welders who can 
make a bicycle frame from a few steel 
tubes. And so, on a spring day in 1980, 
Eddy Merckx walks into Don Bosco Col-
lege in Sint-Pieters-Woluwe with a request 
for the welding teacher: “I urgently need 
welders for my bike company. Who would 
you recommend?” The teacher points to 
two boys; the others aren’t good enough. 
One of them turns down the job. The 
other, Johan Vranckx, 16 years old at the 
time, immediately accepts. “Eddy came 
and asked me when I could start. ‘Tomor-
row!’ I said, without thinking. Holiday? 
Wasn’t interested. The fact that I didn’t 
know whether I could actually get to the 
factory the following day – I didn’t have a 
driving licence at that point – didn’t both-
er me either.” The 16-year-old boy devised 
his plan. He got as far as Meise.

“I was a fan of racing and of Eddy, 
as was my whole family. We lived with 
my grandparents for years, and if any-
one dared walk in front of the TV when 

the Tour was on, my grandfather would 
throw his slippers at them.” It wasn’t only 
grandfather Vranckx who was a Merckx 
devotee, so too was the rest of the family. 
“When I had to go and sign my contract 
at Eddy’s house, it caused a huge fuss in 
the family. Everyone wanted to take me: 
uncles, aunts, cousins. In the end, I took 
my two godfathers, and my grandfather. 
For them it was a dream come true: meet-
ing Merckx.”

Johan began as a young pup right at 
the bottom of the ladder. “My first job 
was to weld the little rings that the brake 
and gear cables have to go through, onto 
the bike. As soon as I had that under my 
belt, I moved on to the next job.” The man 
that made that decision was Eddy Merckx 
himself. “Eddy was a control freak. He 
demanded top quality. If there were 100 
frames hanging on the wall, within a min-
ute he would pull out the frames that had 
something wrong with them. He had a 
sixth sense for that.”

Johan and Eddy both grew within 
the business – Johan as a welder, Eddy 
as a businessman. “In the beginning 
you could see he knew nothing. But he 
learned a lot, and quickly.” On all levels! 
Johan says: “Eddy would often send me 
to the factory of the renowned Italian 

“I’ll be here welding a frame 
in the middle of the night 
with a smile on my face!”
A rectangular room so clean you could eat off the floor. 
Lots of cold artificial light. A single poster on the wall: 
Eddy. And elsewhere, neatly set out: work tools pretty 
much everywhere, a bench vice, welding posts, screws, 
bolts, hammers, a compressor and… bike frames. Lots 
and lots of bike frames. This workshop is a tiny kingdom 
and Johan Vranckx (53) is king. 

L I È G E 7 5  &  R O U B A I X 7 0   F O R  T H E  L O V E  O F  S T E E L
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bike brand De Rosa, where I was trained 
and schooled by top welders. I’m still 
reaping the benefits. Eddy nearly always 
came with me, and he learned to weld, 
too. Afterwards I often found that he 
would correct me on the job. ‘No Johan, 
at De Rosa they did it like this.’ And then 
he’d show me what to do.” Johan smiles 
warmly – a smile showing respect and 
awe for his former boss, but above all full 
of affection. “I’ve been able to become 
a top welder thanks to Eddy and the 
company. He spared neither expense nor 
effort. Three weeks in the US to learn how 
to weld titanium?

No problem. A new machine for neater 
welding? Ordered immediately. Only the 
best was and is good enough.” “The best 
thing,” he says, “is manufacturing a frame 
from beginning to end. Then the bike’s 
your baby.” Johan is now a father many 
times over and his babies have each been 
adopted, often by cycling greats. “I’ve 
made bikes for Lance Armstrong, Axel 
Merckx, Steve Bauer… and for Eddy him-
self, obviously.” The most demanding? 
Johan grins. It’s a rhetorical question. 
“If I was working on a bike for Eddy, he’d 
come and check every hour. ‘Everything 
alright?’ On a Friday Eddy would take 
the frame home, and on the Monday he’d 

be back at my bench. ‘Hmmm, no good. 
Make me a new one, but this time with an 
angle of 5 degrees less.’ And I’d do it. With 
a smile on my face.”

Eddy was his boss, but also became a 
friend. “I could always turn to him, even 
with personal problems.” You do make 
a bit more effort for friends. “One Friday 
evening I got a phone call from Eddy. Axel 
was riding in a four-day track event and 
Eddy told me that he had ridden really 
badly the first day, and that it was possi-
bly down to the bike. Eddy hadn’t asked 
me to do anything, but I drove to the fac-
tory that evening and worked through the 
night to weld a new titanium frame. A few 
hours later Axel was riding laps on a new 
bike. And suddenly things did actually 
improve.”

But sometimes things went wrong, 
too. “One day Steve Bauer was at the 
factory. At the time he was riding for Mo-
torola, the forerunner of US Postal, and 
we were supplying the bikes for the team. 
Bauer wanted a special bike for Par-
is-Roubaix, and he had a specific wish: an 
enormously long rear fork, which made 
the frame extremely long and low to the 
ground. It almost looked like a recum-
bent. When Eddy saw the frame, he im-
mediately said: ‘No way. Everything about 

that is wrong!’” Eddy was right. Bauer 
came 21st that day, and the bike was never 
used again. Johan grins: “It was by far the 
ugliest bike I’ve ever made.”

What is the secret of a good welder? 
Johan scratches his head. “You mustn’t 
be nervous, and you mustn’t feel under 
any time pressure. You can tell when 
a frame has been welded too quickly.” 
There are no flies on Johan when it comes 
to welding. “Titanium is particularly fine 
and sensitive; I can even tell where the 
welder has breathed in and out.” Asked 
about the nicest compliment he’s ever 

been given and Johan comes up with 
another wonderful anecdote. “Eddy and 
I were making a titanium time trial frame 
for Axel, specially for the Eddy Merckx 
Grand Prix. It was a time trial finishing at 
the Atomium [in Brussels]. If you look at 
it now, the frame looks awful, but at the 
time it was futuristic. Axel rode a fantastic 
time trial and the following day there was 
a full-page feature in Het Laatste Nieuws 
dedicated to that bike. ‘Made by our fac-
tory artist’, said the paper, quoting Eddy. 
Well, that is probably the nicest compli-
ment I’ve ever been given.” 

“I’ll be here welding a frame 
in the middle of the night 
with a smile on my face!”

“At the De Rosa factory in Italy  
I was trained and schooled by 

top welders. Eddy nearly always 
came with me, and he learned 

to weld, too. And afterwards he 
would correct me on the job”
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C O L O U R RED

F R A M E CARBON

G R O U P S E T Shimano 105 Disc

C R A N K 50/34

S P R O C K E T 11–32

H A N D L E  
B A R  
A N D  S T E M

DEDA zero 1

S A D D L E PROLOGO Zero Stn

W H E E L S E T DT Swiss R24 Spline

T Y R E S CLEMENT PDX32
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0 THE DIRT MONSTER 

Eddy won both his very first and his last ever off-road races in Eeklo, a two-
man cyclocross alongside specialist Eric De Vlaeminck. This cross bike is a 
kind of homage to that victory: a high quality cross monster.



Eddy Merckx was at home on any course. On the road, 
on the track, and… off-road – although his forays into 
the dirt were rare. Eddy rode his first cyclocross in 
Meetjesland. 

T is 17 January 1970 and in Eeklo 
a two-man cyclocross race is on 
the programme. The race is be-
ing talked about seriously, and 

not just in the Meetjesland. After all, this 
is the first time in his career that Eddy 
Merckx has been on the start line of a 
cyclocross. And so cycling enthusiasts 
from Switzerland and Czechoslovakia 
have turned up especially, German tel-
evision is there, and more than 10,000 
cyclocross fans are standing in a field in 
Eeklo. All with the same questions in the 
back of their minds: can Merckx do it off-
road as well? And can he do it in the lion’s 
den? Because Eeklo is the home of both 
his major rival in the classics, cyclocross 
specialist Roger De Vlaeminck, and his 
brother Eric, at that moment far and away 
the best cyclocrosser in the world. An 
interesting detail is that Merckx is teamed 
with Roger’s brother Eric and the event 
has been jointly organised by Fiel De 
Vlaeminck, father of Roger and Eric.

Leading up to the race the organisers 
in Eeklo have been pulling their hair out. 
In the Six Days of Cologne, a few weeks 
ago, the Cannibal injured his buttocks, so 
he’s hardly been able to train. But he gave 
them his word. Eddy is coming! And Eddy 
wants dirt, not egg on his face. Crying off 
is not an option, and anything goes. Even 
a phone call to Roger De Vlaeminck.

Eddy has a friendly request. “Come 
and teach me all about this cyclocross, 
then.” The next day Eddy and Roger head 
off for a few laps through the Tervuren 
woods. Merckx takes a few nosedives and 
sustains a few lumps, bumps and bruises. 
But that doesn’t bother him. He grits his 
teeth and learns quickly. Because he’s on 
a mission: to excel in Eeklo. And to win, 
if possible. Though it won’t be easy. The 
starting line-up is a roll call of national 
and world champions both off and on the 
road: Albert Van Damme, Rolf Wolfshohl, 
Robert Vermeire, John Atkins, Huib Har-
ings, René De Clercq, and of course Eric 
and Roger De Vlaeminck.

The two-man team of Eddy Merckx 
and Eric De Vlaeminck already know be-
fore the start which other pairings they 
need to keep an eye on.

Roger De Vlaeminck lines up at the 
start with Frans Verbeeck, while Jean-

Pierre Monseré – widely seen at the time 
as Merckx’s heir apparent – is paired with 
multiple world cyclocross champion Rolf 
Wolfshohl. 20 laps, over 34 kilometres, 
through the clay soil of Eeklo. The princi-
ple of this two-man cyclocross is simple. 
The off-roaders cycle the first lap, the road 
racers the second, the cyclocrossers the 
third, and so on.

Before the start Merckx is as focused as 
he would be for a classic or a Tour stage, a 
direct result of his uncontrollable urge to 
win. Albert Van Damme, Roger De Vlae-
minck and his brother Eric go full pelt on 
the first lap. Each is aiming for a lead of at 
least 50 metres over his rivals to give to his 
road-race partner on the next lap.

When Willy Vekemans, Frans Ver-
beeck and Eddy Merckx take over, the 
lead trio soon becomes a duo. Vekemans 
can’t keep pace. Jempi Monseré tries to 
forge his way back to the front. He’s going 
so fast that the reporters on site note: ‘He 
sounded like he was breathing through 
broken ribs.’ But to no avail. Monseré and 
Wolfshohl can’t get back to the front.

It is Merckx’s gaze in particular that 
stands out in the Meetjesland dirt. The 
following day the paper reads: ‘Those eyes 
wide open, that piercing gaze focused in-
tently on the track ahead… Where had we 
seen that same Eddy Merckx before? Ah 
yes, it was more than 2000 metres up in 
the peaks of the Lavaredo as he emerged 
from the thickly falling snowflakes in 
exactly the same way. In Eeklo everyone 
suddenly understood that this cyclocross 
wasn’t just a bit of fun. Merckx wanted to 
win. And with panache!’ Like that time on 
his way to the Tre Cime di Lavaredo in the 
Giro of 1968, that legendary raid which 
the paper is referring to.

The race itself is going well. And when 
something goes wrong, Merckx doesn’t 
get thrown off kilter at any point. His 
chain flies off the sprocket: a swift hop off 
the bike, a lightning-fast movement and 
he’s off again! The spectators are enjoying 
the tension and the battle between the 
stars. In the end it’s Merckx and Verbeeck 
going head-to-head towards the line. In 
the sprint Merckx wins by half a wheel 
length. Eric De Vlaeminck cheers him 
on. Mission accomplished, and the crowd 
goes wild. So wild that they rush the 

champions and in their eagerness, tram-
ple on the flower girl!

And Merckx himself? “I enjoyed it 
more than I expected”, he says after the 
finish. “I’ve felt how much oxygen you 

take up as a cyclocrosser. Wonderful, at 
times! But I had a tough time of it. Tough, 
but we won (laugh).” And he would go on 
to do it again later that season. Several 
times. As befits Merckx. 

Crying off is not an option, and  
anything goes. Even a phone  
call to Roger De Vlaeminck:  
“Come and give us a hand!”

 Dirt
cannibal 

E E K L O 7 0  O F F – R O A D
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C O L O U R Anthracite Silver Green

F R A M E Carbon

G R O U P S E T Shimano Ultegra

C R A N K 53/39

S P R O C K E T 11–25

H A N D L E  
B A R  
A N D  S T E M

PROFILE AERIA

S A D D L E PROLOGO ZERO TRI PAS

W H E E L S E T FULCRUM RACING QUATRRO

T Y R E S VITTORIA Corsa 25
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8 RECORDS AGAINST THE CLOCK
Even before he broke the World Hour record in Mexico it had been obvious for some time that Eddy Merckx was an 
outstanding time trial rider. He showed this in Lugano where, as a 23-year-old he claimed the prestigious Lugano Grand Prix in 
a record time. And so, because fast isn’t fast enough, we have the Merckx time trial bike: aerodynamics elevated to an art form



“I see my time trialling as a godsend.  
I am extremely lucky to be able to  

time trial and climb”
C H R I S  F R O O M E

”
“My strength was  

that I am more  
balanced and calmer  

than most other riders”
M I G U E L  I N D U R A I N

“Breaking away in  
the final kilometres  
is taxing. But my 
mental strength  
comes from being  
good at time trials.  
I’m strong there,  
so I can get  
it all out”
FA B I A N  C A N C E L L A R A

“Does a team time 
trial hurt? Giving 
birth, that hurts! 
Maybe a time trial 
does feel a tiny little 
bit like contractions”
L E O N T I E N  VA N  M O O R S E L

“Riding a team time 
trial hurts more than 
the cols, because at 
least you know what 
you’re in for then”
J O S É  D E  C A U W E R

“To become time trial world 
champion your conditioning 

has to be spot on, you  
need to know every bend of 

the course and know  
exactly which strategy  

you need to follow” 
T O N Y  M A RT I N

“I’ve always found time 
trialling the best part 
of cycling: that battle 

against yourself”
L E O N T I E N  VA N  M O O R S E L

“The World Hour  
record in Mexico  
was the most  
intense hour of my 
entire career. When 
I crossed the line,  
all I felt was  
pain, pain, pain”

 E D D Y  M E R C K X

“With what we  
know now know  

about aerodynamics 
and the power 

Miguel [Indurain] 
could produce, it’s 

frightening to think 
what he could have 

done for an Hour if he 
had sat a little better 

on his bike”
B R A D L E Y  W I G G I N S

“Where are those halcyon days when lads on a time 
trial could still enjoy a leisurely bike ride, looking at 

the young women along the roadside? Even the very 
smallest racers need to tremble with effort to stay 

within the limit and not get shut out”
Helper H E R M A N  B E Y S S E N S  in 1979 on the Tour after Bernard Hinault’s finish

“In many respects Tom Dumoulin reminds me of 
Jacques Anquetil. He wasn’t really a climber either, 
but he always managed to keep the gap sufficiently 
small on the uphills that he went on to win the Tour 
five times with the time trial as his weapon”
J A N  J A N S S E N

“I was so angry with Joop Zoetemelk. I couldn’t get 
him off my wheel. I knew that he was better at time 

trials, and I said: ‘Well, I’m going to prove  
I can do it too!’ And from then on I began  

to ride good time trials, too”
L U C I E N  VA N  I M P E

“I’ll probably never be 
able to beat Hinault in 

a time trial. He’s too 
strong for me, and you 

can’t give what you 
don’t have. If the cow’s 

not in the meadow,  
you can’t get it  

out of there”
G E R R I E  K N E T E M A N N

“There are three hors 
catégorie trophies that you 
can win as a cyclist: the 
Tour, the Road World Cup 
and the World Hour Record. 
I managed the last one”
F E R D I N A N D  B R A C K E

“It was 11 more  
than necessary”

J A C Q U E S  A N Q U E T I L  after a time trial win by 12 second

“It’s the 
stuff of 
dreams!”
B R A D L E Y  W I G G I N S  after his  
Olympic gold at the Games in London

L U G A N O 6 8  O N  T I M E  T R I A L S
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C O L O U R Black White Orange

F R A M E FSQ

G R O U P S E T Shimano Ultegra

C R A N K 48/15

S P R O C K E T 11–25

H A N D L E  
B A R  
A N D  S T E M

DEDA zero

S A D D L E PROLOGO K3

W H E E L S E T TRACK RACING

T Y R E S VITTORIA Corsa
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7 TRACK THOROUGHBRED 

For Eddy Merckx the track was the perfect preparation for the Spring Classics. And so it was that in 1977, together with 
his team leader Patrick Sercu, he became European Champion in the team event in Copenhagen. And just as Eddy 
could get off to a flying start on the track, so too can this bike, ideal for the oval.
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C O L O U R Orange Black Anthracite

F R A M E Alu

G R O U P S E T Shimano Sora

C R A N K 50/34

S P R O C K E T 14–28

H A N D L E  
B A R  
A N D  S T E M

DEDA zero 1

S A D D L E VELO Youth

W H E E L S E T Formula 26’

T Y R E S SCHWALBE One
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61
EDDY JUNIOR
A Merckx bike for the very youngest rider. ‘Start early, finish strong’: 
just like Eddy, who chalked up his first victory in Petit Enghien while 
still in short trousers.



Q uick, quick, fling your book 
bag into the corner of the 
room, quick, quick, eat a choc-
olate spread sandwich and 

quick, quick, jump on your bike. It 
doesn’t get better than that, and Jippe 
Nonneman knows it. He is 7, has come 
home with a good report and wants to 
ride laps round the garden. From the tree 
to the garage and back, until the sun has 
kissed the horizon if he has to.

“I can ride with my hands on top of 
the handlebar, under it, everything!” he 
says. “I’ve practised loads.”

His bike is a museum piece: red metal 
Superia frame, curved handlebar, saddle 
fused to the seat tube. A gift for his first 
communion, says Jippe, as was his Lot-
to-Soudal jersey. It’s a little too big, flap-
ping like a flag round his slim body, but 
Jippe isn’t bothered. Jippe is a cyclist. A 
racer. A Flandrien!

“I can already ride with one hand”, he 
shouts. “Look!”

His cap reads Molteni. 
Do you know who Eddy Merckx is? 
“Yes, of course.”

Who is Eddy Merckx? 
(thinks) “A good cyclist.”
How good?
“Even better than Dad, I think?”
Cycling is in Jippe’s blood. His father 

won races as a junior and still rides; he’s 
a PE teacher and organises cycle sum-
mer camps for boys and girls. Granddad 
dreamed of a cycling career but his par-
ents wouldn’t allow it. He died in the 
saddle, suddenly collapsing during a Sat-
urday morning training ride.

Life can be strange.
Jippe has seen his father race, he says, 

and he always watches the Tour on TV. 
His has written his prediction for this 
year on a bit of paper in ballpoint pen. It’s 
a bit crumpled but you can still read the 
letters clearly: FROOM. Without the ‘e’ the 
name seems more like an onomatopoeia: 
“Vroom”, the sound of a blistering accel-
eration uphill.

Grandma says that Jippe doesn’t nor-
mally like to chat much. He’s fairly quiet, 
she says. But as soon as talk turns to rac-
ing, he’s away. “Then you can’t stop him.”

What do you want to be when you 
grow up?

“A triathlete. I do athletics and swim-
ming as well. And I ride to school on my 
scooter.”

Do you have a lot of friends who cycle?
“No, I’m the only one. The others like 

playing football better. But Bram is jeal-
ous of my bike. He saw a photo on Face-
book and said he wanted a bike like that, 
too.”

Aren’t you scared of falling?
“No. I never fall. I did fall on the grass 

one time, but it didn’t hurt.”
Which is the highest mountain you’ve 

ever climbed?
“Alpe d’Huez. We went there on holi-

day and I got to ride uphill for a bit.”
How was it?
“Downhill was funner.”
You can see in the Flandrien’s eyes 

that the interview has lasted long enough. 
Jippe wants to go cycling. Let the pedals do 
the talking. “And later have another choco-
late spread sandwich! Or a Babybel!”erham 
met choco eten! Of een Babybel!”

Starting
early…

“Was Eddy Merckx 
even better  
than Dad?”

J I P P E 7

P E T I T- E N G H I E N 6 1  F U T U R E  T A L E N T 
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T he girl says: “Having bike trouble, 
quickly putting your chain back 
on, riding past the others one by 
one, having a hard climb 

up the mountain and then letting 
yourself go completely on the downhill 
stretch: that’s the best thing ever.”

The girl’s name is Eve Van Buynder. 
She is 10 and lives in Beveren, near an 
undulating BMX track. The love of racing 
glistens in her eyes.

Her mother says: “Eve is obsessed. 
Wherever she goes, she takes her bike 
with her. I’ve even bought a new car, just 
so we can fit her bike in the boot.”

Eve recently joint a cycling team from 
Hamme.

What do you want to be when you 
grow up?

“A cyclocrosser. You can get dirty off-
road. You can fall in the mud and nobody 
says anything. The more it rains, the more 
I like riding my bike. If I’m with Dad, I 
ride around the garden a lot: I’ve trashed 
it. I’ll cycle right to the bottom, round the 
tree and back over the decking.”

Who is your favourite rider?

“Off-road it’s Sven Nys, because he 
can do so many tricks. I try them out too. 
The other day I nearly did a wheelie! And 
in road racing I’m a fan of Greg Van Aver-
maet. He comes from Beveren and played 
football when he was little, same as me. I 
gave up last year. I preferred cycling.”

Why?
“I always used to watch it on television 

at the weekend, and I liked it straight 
away.”

Can you change a tyre?
“I don’t know. I’ve never tried. I can 

already clean my bike though. Not with 
a pressure washer, but with a hose and a 
sponge. And I oil my chain myself, with 
proper oil.”

What’s the longest ride you’ve ever 
done?

“To de pit and de mit [Granny and 
Grandpa – Ed.]. 28 kilometres there, a few 
laps of the garden and then 28 kilometres 
back again. I built up gradually in the 
weeks beforehand: first 5 kilometres, then 
10, then 15. It hardly made me tired at all.”

What’s the fastest you’ve  
ever ridden?

“35 kilometres an hour. I was with the 
team and we were on a street where you’re 
only supposed to do 30, but the sign said 
we were going too fast. We were doing 35: 
wow!”

What’s in your drinks bottle?
“Water. Sometimes I put a sports drink 

in it, the club says you have to, to take 
sugars on board, but I don’t really like the 
taste.”

Do you like pasta?
“Bleugh! No, I just like the sauce. I 

much prefer chips.”
Do you know many girls that cycle?
“There are four in my team. At school 

I’m the only one. My friends have other 
hobbies: horse riding, tennis and volley-
ball. They’re not my thing.”

Last question: how are your legs feel-
ing?

“Good.”
Aren’t we all 10-year-old girls, waiting 

for the starting gun? Don’t we all go weak 
at the sound of spinning spokes? Don’t we 
all want to ride laps in our grandparents’ 
garden? Until someone calls out that it’s 
time to stop, that it’s get

“The other day I nearly did a wheelie!”
 E V E 1 0

P E T I T  E N G H I E N  F U T U R E  T A L E N T
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S itting on the kerb together eating 
ice creams doesn’t cause argu-
ments. Otis and Reo aren’t only 
brothers, they’re also best friends. 

When one of their ice creams suddenly 
starts to melt, the other one shouts: “Look 
out! Hurry up!” Their laughter bonds the 
brothers.

But now and then cracks appear in 
that bond. Cycling together is a dangerous 
game, for instance. Not because they take 
risks – Mum keeps too close an eye on 
them for that – but because every race has 
a winner and a loser.

“I’ll tell you now”, says their mother 
as Otis and Reo sprint to the end of the 
street, bums in the air, noses on the han-
dlebars. “In a minute one of them will 
start crying.”

Before the race the brothers were still 
talking animatedly about their love of bikes. 
They told me that they once rode 35 kilo-
metres in one go, in the Netherlands along 
good cycle paths. They also told me about 
their older step-brothers, who ride fixies 
round town and all-terrain bikes to the 
south of France. They are their role models.

Who’s your favourite cyclist?
R E O :  “Greg Van Avermaet. And Tiesj 

Benoot.”
O T I S :  “Same for me. And Gilbert. Be-

cause he won the Belgian championship.”
What race do you like watching best?
R E O :  “The Tour of Flanders.”
O T I S :  “Tour of Belgium for me. It’s 

more exciting.”
R E O :  “Or the cyclocross. Wout Van 

Aert! He gets to ride through the mud the 
whole time and jump over ditches!”

What posters have you got up  
in your rooms?

R E O :  “A team photo of AA Ghent.”
O T I S :  “I’ve got Club Brugge.”
Ah, football. Do you have any other 

hobbies?
R E O :  “I play the drums. And tennis.”
O T I S :  “I play the guitar. And I ride a 

pony sometimes. But cycling’s the best 
thing there is.”

Who’s the faster out of you two?
R E O :  “Me. I’m the fastest runner, the 

strongest cyclist and the best footballer in 
the class.”

O T I S :  “Me too.”

R E O :  “No you’re not.”
O T I S :  “Race you?”
They grab their bikes from the garden, 

shake their legs out, focus their eyes. “To 
the end of the street and back? First one 
home wins.”

And they’re off, down their street in 
Oostakker – known for its pilgrimage and 
its poetry. Barely two minutes later Reo is 
first to tap the letter box. Brother Otis is 
a dot on the horizon, head down, yelling: 
“You cheated! Idiot!”

Eating an ice cream together doesn’t 
cause arguments. Nor does fighting  
robbers..  

“I’m the fastest”
R E O 9

“Me too”
O T I S 7
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5 
Tour de France — 34 stages

5 
Giro d’Italia — 25 stages

1 
Vuelta — 6 stages

1
World Hour record — 49,421km

3 
World Championships

7 
MilanSanRemo

5 
LiègeBastogneLiège

3 
ParisRoubaix

2 
Tour of Flanders

2 
Tour of Lombardy

2 
Amstel Gold Race

17
Six Days
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E M 5 2 5  
E N D U R A N C E

S A L L A N C H E S 6 4

M O N T R E A L 7 4

L I È G E 7 5

L U G A N O 6 8

E M 5 2 5  
P E R F O R M A N C E

M O U R E N X 6 9

M I L A N O 7 2

R O U B A I X 7 0

C O P E N H A G E N 7 7

S A N R E M O 7 6

B L O C K H A U S 6 7

S T R A S S B O U R G 7 1

E E K L O 7 0
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