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Riding all three Grand Tours in the same season is rarely attempted, 
even by seasoned pros. How would an amateur fare, riding the same 
course one day ahead of each race? Marcus Leach was about to find out...

Taking on the triple
Fitness

n amateur should 
think long and hard 
before attempting 

one of these stages; two would 
probably necessitate a visit to a 
doctor; three would require a  
psychiatrist. Any more and you 
should be checking that person  
has written a will.” 

I wonder what legendary 
five-time Tour de France winner 
Bernard ‘The Badger’ Hinault 
would say to an amateur cyclist 
attempting to ride not just three 
stages, but all three Grand Tour 
courses in the same year. Because 
that was precisely my aim: to 
complete the full course of each, 
the Giro d’Italia, Tour de France 
and Vuelta a España, one day 
ahead of the professional peloton.

To the best of my knowledge, 
in the history of the sport, only 
39 professionals have completed 
all three races in the same year. 
Doing so equates to 10,473km of 
riding, including some 130,000m 
of ascent. As May approached 
and the Giro loomed ever larger, 
I couldn’t help wondering: had I 
taken on too much? 

My cycling fitness had come 
a very long way 
since 2014 — as 
documented in my 
feature ‘Cycling 
v six-pack’, CW 
September 28 — 
and I’d completed 
some of Europe’s 
toughest one-day 
mass-participation  
events, as well as 
the multi-stage 
Haute Route Alps,  
but this challenge would  
require another level of tenacity 
and endurance.

Had my desire to push 
the boundaries taken me  
a foolhardy step too far this time?  
I was about to find out.

Giro d’Italia
At no stage in my training had I 
ridden even close to 200km. Yet 
four of the opening seven stages 
of the Giro would require me to do 
exactly that. Again I questioned 
my ability, calming the inner voice 

of doubt by reminding myself that 
my coach had prepared me not 
only to survive the first week, or 
even the first Grand Tour, but the 
entire summer. 

I knew I could not afford to treat 
this challenge like a race — I’d 
leave that to the racers, starting a 
day after me. Tom Dumoulin, for 
instance, had specifically targeted 
the Giro and would be putting in 
Herculean levels of exertion to 
clinch the GC, while my priority 
had to remain managing my effort 
and keeping fatigue at bay. 

Growing up watching cycling 
on TV, I’d always had a romantic 
vision of what it would be like 
to ride a Grand Tour: a serene 
journey through mountains, 
rolling hills and picturesque 
villages, along valleys and ancient 
roads lined with adoring fans, all 
the while marvelling at the beauty 
of the host country. I was naive at 
best; completely deluded at worst. 
There is nothing serene about it, 
I now know. The Badger would 
say, “I told you so,” but there are 
some things in life we have to find 
out for ourselves, the hard way.

Thanks to Strava, cycling is one 
of the few pursuits 
in which amateurs 
can compare 
their performance 
directly to the 
sport’s elite. Riding 
the Giro route, I 
grew fascinated 
with how I 
measured up 
against the sport’s 
leading names. I 
wanted to see how 

I fared against the peloton and 
discover how my performances, 
as a determined amateur, stacked 
up against those of a seasoned 
professional. I wanted to prove 
Hinault wrong — to show I could 
do better than merely survive.

Even with fresh legs and early-
season enthusiasm, my efforts 
paled in comparison to the pros 
riding a day behind me. Trying to 
put myself in the mindset of a racer 
who was strategically targeting 
certain stage wins, I singled out 
stages and climbs to attack. 

“As the Giro 
loomed 
ever larger, 
I wondered: 
had I taken on 
too much?”
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With every day that passed during 
that first week, my confidence 
grew as I found I could complete 
the required distance and do so 
over and over and again. 

Stage nine would be different: 
it was followed by a rest day, and 
I knew it was here, on Blockhaus, 
that the great Eddy Merckx won 
his first ever Grand Tour stage 
back in 1967. I felt a duty to do 
his name and the spirit of cycling 
proud. Before you even reach the 
statue of Merckx at the foot of the 
official climb, you have ridden 
14km at an average gradient of  
six per cent. 

The climb itself ramps up to 
8.4 per cent, with several steeper 
sections of 12-14 per cent. It’s 
demanding, to put it mildly, as 
evidenced the day after I rode it 
by Vincenzo Nibali’s having to 
force down an extra gel halfway 
up as he laboured to stay with 
the attacks firing off around him. 
I was happy with a time of one 
hour and 18 minutes — until I 
saw the pros’ data. Thibaut Pinot, 
who finished second on the stage, 
behind Nairo Quintana, covered 
the same distance in 39 minutes 46 
seconds, half the time I had taken. 

I knew in advance that the Giro 
would be defined by the final week 
in the Dolomites. Five stages, 
almost 1,000km of cycling and 
the small matter of 20,000m of 
climbing. Taken as standalone 
climbs, both the Passo del 

Mortirolo and Passo dello Stelvio 
present formidable challenges 
to even the most experienced 
cyclist. So it must have been with 
a sadistic smile that the 2017 race 
organisers included both on stage 
16 and added a second ascent of 
the Stelvio via the Umbral Pass 
for good measure. Despite the 

thoroughness of my preparation, 
nothing could have prepared me 
for the savage nature of that stage.

Never have I felt as demoralised 
summiting a mountain as I did at 
the top of the Stelvio — knowing 
I had to descend and do it all 
over again. By the time I reached 
the Umbral Pass, my legs were 
empty. The next day, Pinot again 
made it look as if the road was 
barely rising, let alone gaining over 
1,000m in 13km, as he set a best 
ever time — again, twice as fast as 
my effort. 

Finally arriving in Milan, I was 
overcome with a sense of pride: 
two and a half years after taking 
up cycling, I had just finished the 
full course of a Grand Tour. I also 

felt enormous relief. It was as if 
my body and mind suddenly knew 
they could switch off, the job done; 
the tiredness I’d been battling now  
hit me like a knockout punch. 

Yes, the Tour was next, but that 
could wait; for now I wanted to 
savour the moment.

Tour de France
I began the Tour de France four 
kilograms lighter than I’d started 
the Giro and with a far better idea 
of what it takes to complete a 
Grand Tour. A carefully controlled 
training load between the two 
races had got my fatigue under 
control, all the while maintaining 
the form and fitness I had acquired 
in Italy. I also had the belief and 
confidence that came from having 
tamed the Giro. 

Whereas the roads in Italy 
were, a few major climbs aside, 
fairly empty, in France they were 
lined with fans from start to 
finish — the bigger climbs already 
awash with vocal supporters a 
day ahead of the official race. It 
gave a unique insight into what 
it’s like for the peloton as they 
climb surrounded by hordes of 
fans, but also boosted my flagging 
energy by the time I hit the slopes 
of the big climbs, Galibier, Mont 
du Chat, Col d’Izoard and Col de 
Peyresourde. 

At the Tour I started to 
notice how much my physique 
had changed over the past few 
months: I was wasting away as my 
body slowly cannibalised itself. 
Despite my best efforts to refuel 
and replenish, I was fighting a 
losing battle. You might think that 
needing to eat around 7,000kcal a 
day would mean a free-for-all at 
the breakfast buffet and at dinner, 
but it’s more complicated than that. 

I not only needed to ensure I 
was getting enough calories but 
also that they were coming from 
the right foods, for a sufficiently 
slow release of energy and trouble-
free digestion. I had to ensure that 
I found wholesome, good-quality, 
nutrient-dense foods to avoid 
eating huge quantities, which 
required smoothies and juices  
pre and post-ride.

On-bike nutrition was just as 
important to sustain energy levels; 
one bad day going into the red or 
bonking through insufficient fuel, 
and my body would have been 
left struggling for days. Gels leave 
me bloated, so I opted for natural 
snacks such as bocadillos and 
homemade date-and-nut bars, to 
keep my energy levels constant. 
I found I had to continually think 
ahead: eating for half an hour’s 
time, regardless of hunger.

With so many kilometres to 
cover on a daily basis, it can be 
hard to separate the stages and 
places in my mind. That said, 
there are moments that are etched 
into my mind, and which will 
be treasured for years to come. 
One such moment was the final 
eight kilometres of the Col d’Izoard 
— which I knew would be followed 
by a long flat drag down to the 
Mediterranean, a time trial in 
Marseille and then the procession 
into Paris. For me, this summit 
finish on the Col d’Izoard was the 
crowning glory of the race, which 
inspired me, after 18 stages, to 
muster an intense effort.  

I covered the closing 7.3km, a 
section that rises 588m, in 37.34 
— within five minutes of the 
next day’s stage winner Warren 
Barguil’s time. Admittedly, I was 
riding at my limit for the duration 
of the climb, whereas Barguil, 
riding strategically, looking for the 
stage win, only really went for it 
over the closing few kilometres. 
Perhaps it’s more interesting 
to look at the time of Marcus 
Burghardt, who finished safely in 
the gruppetto. Even at my absolute 
limit, I was still three minutes 
slower than a rider rolling in to 
avoid the cut-off time. 

Riding into Paris was surreal 
— the realisation of a childhood 
dream. Yet for all the euphoria 
and relief at having finished, I also 
felt a pang of longing to be back in 
the mountains, closer to the heart 
of the Tour, far away from the 
bustling streets of Paris. I would 
not have to wait long to return to 
altitude; the final part of the holy 
trinity, the Vuelta, was just three 
weeks away.

Vuelta a España
The Vuelta presented a different 
challenge, not least because I 
arrived in Nîmes worried that 
I wouldn’t make it through the 
first stage, let alone all the way 
to Madrid. Having completed 

two tours, I had established and 
refined my daily routine and 
knew how to manage my efforts 
in order to navigate my way 
through the imminent ordeals. 
That wasn’t the problem. The 
problem was arriving at the 

Only 39 professionals have ever completed 
all three Grand Tours in the same year. Eddy 
Merckx holds the record for most consecutive 
Grand Tour victories, three in a row, as well as 
for total overall victories, 11, and most stage 
victories, with 65.

Chris Froome is the third person to do the 
Tour-Vuelta double, after Jacques Anquetil  

and Bernard Hinault. As for prolific and 
consistent participation, Adam Hansen 
can step forward to claim the honours; the 
Australian has completed 19 consecutive 
Grand Tours (and is still going strong).

A very select group of riders have won  
all three Grand Tours during their career: 
Alberto Contador, Vincenzo Nibali, Bernard 
Hinault, Eddy Merckx, Felice Gimondi and 
Jacques Anquetil.

The multi Grand Tours club

“I was wasting 
away as my body 
cannibalised itself. 
I was losing the 
battle to refuel”
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The triple tour challenge proved a
gruelling test of fitness and fortitude 

At the top of Col de La Croix
de Fer from Tour Stage 17



Now’s your chance to ride a Grand 
Tour. PMR Events is offering its ‘one 
day ahead’ experience over the 
entire 2018 Tour, one day ahead of 

the pros, as part of a team of 10 fully 
supported riders. For further details, 
contact Paul Morton: pmrevents@
outlook.com

start with heavy legs and feeling 
horribly lethargic. With over 
11,000km in the saddle since the 
start of the year, and having only 
finished the Tour de France course 
27 days earlier, my body was 
suffering, and was about suffer 
even more.

My coach assured me that all 
I needed was a few hard days’ 
riding to get back into the swing of 
things. The trouble was, those few 
hard days would be ridden in 
scorching temperatures topping 
40ºC. My average water intake 
was up to eight litres a day, and 
that was just from time on the bike 
— with no domestiques to fetch 
fresh bidons for me. The heat also 
reduced my appetite, and once 
again I felt myself wasting away 
day by day — I could only hope the 
weight loss would prove helpful on 
the Vuelta’s predominately short 
and brutally steep climbs. 

The Giro and Tour were littered 
with long climbs that allowed me 
to settle in, find a rhythm and 
maintain a steady effort. Not so in 
Spain. It didn’t take long to learn 
that a category-three climb at the 
end of a long day in the saddle 
meant a punishing four or five 
kilometres of effort with gradients 
upwards of 20 per cent, in some 
cases closer to 30 per cent. Such 
climbs require a different kind 
of fitness to that needed on the 
longer, more gradual climbs of 
France and Italy, as well as a 
different mindset. Of course, the 
Giro and Tour have steep sections 
too, but the Vuelta made a habit of 
including them on an almost daily 
basis. It wasn’t unusual to cover 
170km, rack up a few thousand 
metres of ascent and then hit a 
climb that, were it icy, would’ve 
required crampons.

Xorret del Cati was a prime 
example. It’s ‘only’ 3.8km long but 
averages 11.5 per cent with several 
short sections between 16 and 18 
per cent, and it came at the end of 
a stage close to 200km long. It took 
me 29 minutes to scale, compared 
to Nibali’s effort of 13.39. 

My times on the climbs may 
have been miles apart from the 
professionals’, but I got a taste of 

what it’s like to have to battle on 
through the pain barrier. I crashed 
heavily on stage 11, and was 
desperate to continue, to make it 
to the end. It was the worst place 
to sustain injuries, at the start 
of one of the toughest stages of 
the race. Battered and bruised, 
I spent the day hauling myself 
up category-one climbs, a storm 
raging overhead, knowing I still 
had 10 stages to ride. On the nights 
following the crash, I barely slept 
— woken every time I moved by a 
shooting pain. Now I had growing 
mental fatigue to overcome, as 
well as a wearying body.

Riding a Grand Tour route is 
much like an FTP test — the aim 
is to time your efforts to finish 
with nothing left in the tank — 
only on a far greater scale. By the 
time I reached the penultimate 
stage of the Vuelta, and of 
the entire challenge, I knew I  
could leave it all on the road  
with one last lung-busting effort.

Which was just as well. Like it 
or not, to reach the summit of the 
Alto de l’Angliru requires nothing 
less than such commitment. As  
on the Blockhaus in Italy, I was 
half as fast as the top pros. It might 
have been Alberto Contador who 
capped his career with the most 
fitting of wins, but it was Steven 
Kruijswijk who took bragging 
rights, completing the 13.2km 
climb, which averages over 10 per 
cent, in a hugely impressive  
45.33, a full 20 seconds faster  
than the next best effort from 
Wilco Kellerman.

Three-time survivor  
There’s more to cycling the full 
course of a Grand Tour than just 
making it to the end of the stage 
each day. The cycling you can 
train for; it’s the daily slog that is 
the hardest part of the challenge 
— the gradual wearing down of 
resolve over the course of three 
punishing weeks on the road.

Seemingly endless kilometres 
of transfers to and from start and 
finish towns and hotels, the roller 
coaster of emotions on a daily 
basis, and the often crushing sense 
of isolation from the outside world. 

You become ensconced in a bubble 
where nothing else matters other 
than what you need to do in order 
to get through each stage. Even 
now, having ridden all three, I 
struggle to comprehend how much 
more stressful and demanding it 
must be is to race these events.   

It doesn’t take long to become 
entrenched in a daily routine, 
living each day by a series of 
predetermined habits and rituals 
that offer structure. Routine 
becomes vitally important 
because, as tiredness mounts, 
it becomes an effort to focus on 
anything but the most necessary 
of tasks. Each day becomes a 
checklist to be completed. Wake 
up, shower, dress, eat breakfast, 

transfer to the start, ride, eat 
lunch, ride, finish, transfer to hotel, 
shower, massage, eat dinner, speak 
to family, sleep. Repeat over and 
over again. 

As such, it eventually becomes 
as much a battle with the mind 
as it is with the body and the 
road. This was the hardest fitness 
challenge I had ever taken on,  
and it gave me a renewed 
appreciation of the extraordinary 
levels of resilience required to race 
a Grand Tour. At low moments, the 
voices of doubt became deafening 
roars, drowning out all sense of 
logic and positivity, with a feeling 
close to utter exhaustion. 

For those making a living as 
professional cyclists, the hardships 

and dangers are palpable. Not 
only have the past months 
provided me with a multitude of 
incredible memories, but also a 
much deeper understanding and 
respect for those who race bikes, 
many of whom do so for little or 
no recognition. What we see in the 
media is not a complete picture; 
the reality of a life spent on the 
road, in every sense, is altogether 
different, and harder. 

My appreciation of the 
magnitude of each Grand Tour  
has grown immeasurably 
thanks to this once-in-a-lifetime 
adventure. Gone are my old 
romantic notions about these epic, 
alluring races; in future, I will 
watch acutely aware of the pain 

riders are feeling as they go wheel 
to wheel in a bid for glory. I still do 
not really know the hell they put 
themselves through, many just 
to finish, but I have a far better 
idea than I did before — and my 
respect has grown accordingly. 

As for me, riding three Grand 
Tour routes in one year was an 
experience I will never forget,  
and one that has revitalised  
my belief in gunning for big 
ambitions, dreaming as boldly  
as you dare — even when a  
wise old Badger urges caution.

Marcus Leach rode the three 
Grand Tour courses raising 
money for Cure Leukaemia:  
bit.ly/2y7LSv9

Doing the 
Grand Tour 
triple — in 
numbers
Total distance: 

10,473km 
(6,809 miles)

Total ascent: 

146,539m 
(Mt Everest over 

16 times) 

Classified climbs: 

146

Average speed: 

24kph 
(14.9mph)

Top speed: 

90.6kph 
(56mph) 

Calories burnt: 

281,446kcal

Punctures: 

3

Porridge  
consumed: 

17kg

Want to ride the Tour de France in 2018?
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Nearing the summit of Alto de
L’Angliru from Vuelta Stage 20 


