
SUFFERING
MY LEGS NUMB FROM THE PAIN THAT COMES WITH CLIMBING 
ONE OF EUROPE’S MOST FEARED MOUNTAINS. I TELL MYSELF 
THAT I’M ALMOST THERE, ONLY THREE KILOMETRES TO GO AND 
THEN IT’S OVER, FINISHED. BUT CAN I HOLD ON UNTIL THE END? 

HOW MUCH MORE SUFFERING CAN I ENDURE? 

WWW.BICYCLINGAUSTRALIA.COMThe Art Of Suffering
BY MARCUS LEACH22

The art of

MARCH / APRIL 2018
IM

AG
E 

©
 S

TV
E 

TH
O

M
AS



24

DEEP IN THE ASTURIAS MOUNTAINS IN NORTHERN 
Spain a ribbon of tarmac coils abruptly 
upwards, a series of unrelenting twists and 

turns that rise ever higher until eventually the 
road seemingly disappears into the sky, heading for 
the heavens. It’s here, on the slopes of the mythical 
Alto de l’Angliru, that I find myself being sucked 
deeper and deeper into my own personal hell, 
every turn of the pedals ratcheting the pain levels 
up still further, yet I wear a perverse smile as, in a 
peculiar way, I am loving the experience. 

It may sound strange to some but there are a 
large number of cyclists, myself included, for whom 
the very act of suffering is enjoyable; we take great 
pleasure from pitting ourselves against the toughest 
climbs in the world. Ever since I started cycling I 
thought that this love was to do with the sense of 
delayed gratification, the reward that comes once 
the pain has passed, the mountain defeated and 
the ride finished. But over time I have realised it’s 
not that at all. There is no delay; the gratification is 
now, here in the moment.

PREVIOUS PAGE:  
The decision to defy  
gravity is personal and  
can be difficult for 
others to comprehend. 

RIGHT: Embracing  
Pain On The Slopes  
of Alto de l’Angliru.

BELOW: Spurring  
each other on.
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Our minds become weak when they are required 
to perform at an extraordinary level, and it’s in 
these moments that we can gradually forge a steely 
resolve that knows not the words ‘quit’ or ‘defeat’. 
And so we train ourselves with one goal in mind: 
to be able to tolerate greater levels of pain for 
longer periods, to constantly push the boundaries. 
That’s not to say that it ever gets easier, only that 
we become better equipped to endure great periods 
of discomfort and hurt. It’s a unique form of pain, 
given we have full control over it and can end it at 
any moment with a simple decision to listen to the 
voice that long ago warned us of the perils of going 
higher, of the purgatory that undoubtedly comes 
from pursuing such masochistic goals. 

But that’s the last resort, because the physical 
pain inflicted by rising gradients passes, the 
mental torment from quitting cuts deep and 
doesn’t fade so easily. Such decisions eat away at 
us for days, weeks and sometimes months as the 
voice that convinced us to quit begins to doubt 
itself, questioning if that was really our limit, if we 
could have actually kept going. That voice can be 
the cruellest of tormentors, but it also holds the 
key to mastering the art of suffering. For once we 
can win that battle, there is no mountain too high 
or steep, not even the l’Angliru. 

Prior to arriving at the foot of the l’Angliru  
I had spent the summer riding the Giro d’Italia, 
Tour de France and Vuelta a Espana, in a bid to 
complete all three Grand Tours in the same year, 
a feat that only thirty-nine professionals have ever 
achieved. Riding just a day ahead of the peloton  
I had already conquered some of Europe’s toughest 
mountain climbs—Passo del Mortirolo, Passo 
dello Stelvio, Monte Grappa, Grand Colombier, 
Col du Galibier, Mont Chat, Alto de los Machucos 
and Sierra de la Pandera to name but a few—yet it  
was here on the final climb of my challenge that  
I discovered a new-found capacity to endure.

It’s a climb that lulls you into a false sense of 
security. Famed for its barbaric gradients, the 
opening six kilometres—with only a few stretches 
in double figures—leave you questioning its 
reputation as one of the hardest climbs in Europe. 
And then, just as the road levels out for a few sweet 
moments, allowing you to completely disregard all 
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I’ve come to understand that the greatest battle 
of cycling is not a physical one, but rather a 
psychological one. Every col we conquer is a mental 
battle won, our mind forcing the body to do that 
which it doesn’t want to. We must continually answer 
the voices that question our ability to hold on in the 
face of adversity, to embrace the pain long enough 
to triumph. It doesn’t come easily. Our capacity for 
suffering is the result of repeated efforts, every time 
we push beyond our limits we add to the well of 
mental strength, building our inner resolve.   

These limits are not real, only perceived, and we 
always have the ability to give more, so long as we 
are prepared to explore the dark recesses of our 
minds and defeat the voice in our head that pleads 
for us to stop. For all of the hors catergorie climbs 
in the world, it’s the mountains of the mind that 
are often the hardest to overcome. At some stage 
or another we all have to confront the voice in our 
head, to listen to it coaxing us into defeat as our 
bodies toil and strain, and if we’re not careful we 
listen and we quit. 

“the road levels out for  
a few sweet moments, ALLOWING YOU 
TO COMPLETELY DISREGARD ALL THAT 

YOU’VE READ ABOUT THIS ‘BEAST’, 
then the journey to hell begins.”



that you’ve read about this ‘beast’, the journey to 
hell begins. From the moment the road narrows to 
a track and it abruptly ramps up to 14%, it becomes 
purgatory. For six long, painful kilometres it rises 
ever higher, gradients in excess of 20%, reaching 
a maximum of 23.8% for one torturous stretch of 
nearly half a kilometre. Anybody who wants to 
reach the top has to earn the right. 

My mind alternated from empty and thoughtless 
to the sound of two distinct voices trying to wrest 
control of my actions. With my head bowed and 
my focus narrowed to the immediate stretch of 
road in front of me my mind emptied, as clear as 
the late-summer sky that graced the day. Every 
time I looked up, craning my neck to see the  
road winding its way ever higher, precariously 
clinging to the side of the mountain, the voices 
began their incessant chatter. A battle between 
good and evil, one trying to carry me to victory, 
the other intent on sabotaging my efforts. It’s a 
battle I have faced countless times before, one 
that I am prepared for, drowning out the voice  
of doubt with a constant incanting of "the steeper 
it gets, the stronger I become". 

For some, myself included, it becomes a case of 
the harder the climb, the greater the suffering, the 
greater the sense of enjoyment. It’s only when the 
body is wracked with pain, every muscle and sinew 
straining, skin glistening with sweat and face 
contorted that we are happy, almost free. Such 
efforts have a certain meditative quality to them; 
the very act of suffering offers a moment of escape. 
Once we have quieted the voice of doubt and 
fought off the demons lurking in our mind there’s 

Mind Over Muscle: 
Pushing Through The 
Pain Barrier.
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“...at that moment, you have the conviction that  
you contain all the power in the world, THAT YOU ARE 

CAPABLE OF EVERYTHING, THAT YOU HAVE WINGS.”
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a beautiful period where you become accepting 
of the pain. Your mind becomes still as the world 
around you and your vision narrows to the exact 
spot of tarmac you and your bike occupy. 

Nothing else matters, there are no worries,  
no thoughts, no voices, just the rhythmic turning of 
pedals to the thumping beat of your heart. Olympic 
weightlifting champion Yuri Vlasov described it 
best when he said “At the peak of tremendous and 
victorious effort, while the blood is pounding in 
your head, all suddenly becomes quiet within you. 
Everything seems clearer and whiter than ever 
before, as if great spotlights had been turned on. 
At that moment, you have the conviction that you 
contain all the power in the world, that you are 
capable of everything, that you have wings.” 

It’s in these moments that pleasure and pain 
combine to create a twisted enjoyment, a euphoric 
high that pushes you towards the summit. All 
logic says to stop, but you don’t: you push on, 
harder still, searching for new limits, embracing 
the inevitable pain, totally consumed in the 
moment. That is the essence of life, to live in the 
moment, for the mind to be still and present. With 
every metre we climb higher we slowly transcend 
the world below, climbing to a place of inner peace 
only achievable by mastering the art of suffering.  
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