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armstrong 3.0
the second coming

There is no precedent in sport for a comeback of this nature. Lance Armstrong is ready to race. 
This is not his first return to competition. The last time he stopped cycling, it was because of 

illness. And again this time it’s not about the bike… but the quest for “cancer awareness”.

When Lance armstrong announced his comeback in earLy 
September, as expected it caused a flurry of emotions. Many 
were excited about the potential return to the Tour de France 
of the seven-time champion, remembering the historic duels 
between the Texan and Jan Ullrich, Marco Pantani, Joseba 
Beloki, Ivan Basso and other adversaries in interesting times for 
cycling. Others were less excited, recalling the final few years of 
Lance’s reign in France when he was elusive with the media and 
surrounded by bodyguards. While some worried if he would 
be able to compete at the highest level of the sport, others 
wondered just who we would see when Lance 3.0 returned to 
professional cycling. Who is Lance 3.0? 

Lance 1.0 is the young professional version. The original. 
He’s the guy who rode in the 1992 Barcelona Olympics and 
then finished dead last in his first professional race, the Clasica 
San Sebastian, a few weeks later. He rebounded from this 
early rebuff to win the world championships, a million dollar 
trifecta race series in the US and a stage of the Tour de France 
in 1993, his first full year in the paid ranks.

Lance 1.0 was a typical young pro, an impulsive rider. In 
races like the Tour DuPont his strategy was just to crush the 
competition and win as often as possible. The European circuit 
forced him to temper his tactics; his victory at the worlds was a 
case study in patience as he waited until the critical time near 
the end of the race to launch his winning move. 
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Lance 1.0 matured well as a professional during those early 
years, adding another stage of the Tour, La Flèche Wallone and 
the Clasica San Sebastian to his growing list of results. Publicly, 
the early version of Armstrong was not a huge hit. In the US 
live television coverage of cycling was years away and even 
delayed telecasts were scant. The sport was still considered 
fringe and the audience for bicycle racing was largely limited 
to committed enthusiasts only. The American’s two Tour stage 
victories, especially his emotionally charged win in Limoges 
during the 1995 edition days after the death of his Motorola 
team-mate Fabio Casartelli, made news and put his name out 
there, but cycling was still largely neglected.

Lance 2.0 is the post-cancer version. This was Armstrong’s 
first comeback and it was a huge success on a number of levels. 
His seven Tour de France victories and the story of his return 
from illness captured the imagination of people worldwide, 
vaulting him into the ranks of sports superstardom. Not only 
were Lance’s cycling accomplishments chronicled by the media, 
his exploits off the bike also made news. He opened his life up 
to the public with two best-selling books and appearances 
on talk shows. His message of raising awareness about the 
disease struck a chord in and out of the cancer community, and 
his popularity on all continents soared. There was basically 
nothing Lance 2.0 could do wrong.

The popularity came at a price. As more and more people 
identified with Armstrong, and the crush for access to the 
superstar intensified, he became increasingly guarded. After 
reportedly receiving death threats at the Tour he hired Serge 
Borlée, a former Belgian policeman, as a bodyguard. There 
were also allegations of the use of performance-enhancing 
drugs in an attempt to explain Lance 2.0’s incredible success.

The changes were inevitable for an athlete of his acclaim. 
He was a 21-year-old world championship-winning rookie who 
would later alter the face of cycling. When he won during his 
first few years as version 2.0 his accessibility, especially to the 
media, was rarely an issue. As he neared, then broke, the record 
number of Tour victories things became more restricted.  

By the end of his Tour winning streak, the Livestrong 
Foundation was in full swing and people everywhere were 
wearing yellow bracelets. He had the ability to spread the 
word about funding cancer research; he had a history with the 
illness. He was popular and in demand. He could command an 
audience with men of influence, from the US president down. 
And he never hesitated in asking for research funding.

Lance 2.0 was successful, charismatic and popular. But the 
time to retire from competition arrived at the end of 2005.

This brings us to Lance 3.0. This is the second coming. And 
while the challenges are again both physical and mental, Father 
Time and not cancer will be the major factor. At the age of 37, 
can he still be competitive against younger and fresher rivals? 
He may still possess the physical ability, but what will provide 
the mental motivation for the training necessary to regain his 
position at the head of the peloton? 

I spoke wIth Johan Bruyneel aBout the challenges facIng 
Lance in his comeback and the Belgian reassured me that there 
was no reason the Texan couldn’t return to the highest level. 
The team manager for version 2.0 will be on hand again to 
guide 3.0, although he maintains that after three years off the 
bike he isn’t expecting Armstrong to be back to full form until 
the start of the 2009 Giro d’Italia.
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Looking back: mid-treatment (1996)… dudley Youman, who first detected armstrong’s cancer, was convinced 

he was dealing with a special case after early consultations. “i’ve never seen anybody react to chemotherapy so 

well,” said the doctor in 1997. then, lance 1.0 was asked how he thought he’d responded to the treatment. How 

would he go on the bike? He wanted to try and said at the time “any victory, any at all, will do…” the portraits by 

James startt in 1996 illustrate the scars of brain surgery to remove a lesion 22 days after cancer diagnosis.
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Uncertainty would unravel many of us, but for 
Armstrong nothing could inspire him more.  

He knows he has a chance to return and that’s all he 
needs. The only thing that will bring him more pleasure 
than trying is succeeding. It is a victory that will once 
again cloak Armstrong in new symbolic colours… of 

persistence and determination heretofore not witnessed. 
But then, he never chose to be a prophet, destiny did.

– James startt, CyCling World 1996 PHoTo: James startt
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The successes of Alberto Contador aside, Bruyneel explained 
that one of the main reasons Armstrong’s comeback will most 
likely be successful is that he has raced and beaten the current 
crop of top riders in the pro peloton, including 2008 Tour de 
France champion Carlos Sastre.

Bruyneel didn’t rule out the Giro-Tour double for Lance, 
noting that in 2008 riders like Christian Vande Velde and Denis 
Menchov were competitive in both events. Being competitive 
and winning are two different things. Clearly, Lance will be a 
factor in some form or another in both races.

Barring any unforeseen circumstances Lance will ride the 
Giro, but even though his Astana team is guaranteed an invite 
to the 2009 Tour his participation is not a certainty. He has 
indicated that he is concerned about security on the roads of 
France and may take a pass come July, although last December, 
at the Team Astana training camp in Tenerife, Armstrong told 
reporters that he would be racing in France.

While Lance 3.0 would most likely be the undisputed leader 
at the Giro, his role on Astana’s Tour team is not certain. 
Bruyneel told me that his squad always rides for the strongest 
rider in a race, using the example of 2008 Vuelta A España 
where race leader Levi Leipheimer worked for team-mate 
Alberto Contador because the Spaniard was stronger, something 
he later proved when he won the title.

Armstrong has acknowledged that Contador is currently the 
world’s premier stage racer and that, in all likelihood, he would 
probably be riding for Alberto at the Tour. But anything can 
happen in a three-week race and Bruyneel feels that the more 
strong guys you have the more cards there are to play, again 
using the Contador/Leipheimer example from the Vuelta.

I talked wIth chrIs carmIchael, a coach and frIend of 
Lance versions 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0. We discussed the obstacles 
facing the Texan after three years away from competition. His 
response centred on the fact that the pro peloton does its best 
work at speeds greater than 45 kilometres an hour, something 
Lance hasn’t experienced since 2005. Carmichael noted that 
once Armstrong has base miles under his wheels, motorpacing 
will be a key component to simulate racing speeds before he 
enters his first major competition at the Tour Down Under.

There is much talk and speculation about how Lance 3.0 
will perform. Riders such as Joop Zoetemelk, who won the 
world championships at 38, and Gilbert Duclos-Lasalle, who 
won Paris-Roubaix when he was 37 and 38, indicate that it 
is possible to conquer big races when you are most likely past 
your prime. However, we really can’t answer the question 
about Armstrong’s fitness until he starts racing.

What we do know about is the personal side of Lance 3.0. 
How he interacts with the press and the public. Much like 
the early days, he is very open with the media. When we met 
again at the San Diego Air and Space Low Speed Wind Tunnel 
in early November he was as relaxed as I have ever seen him, 
harking back to the early days of his career in the mid-1990s 
when he lived on the shores of Lake Como in Italy and enjoyed 
being out with the boys riding his bike.

“I was a little worried at first,” confessed Chris Horner, a 
pro since 1995 who is almost the same age but an American 
who has never raced with Armstrong… until now. “Lance 
made me feel right at home. I never knew him on a personal 
level, but automatically we got along well and the next thing 
you know we are shooting the breeze at dinner.”

The fact that the American survived cancer was a miracle. 
For him to come back and ride one hell of a good race 

helped revive the event. But L’Equipe responded to Lance 
a month after his victory with dramatic claims relating 
to tests that apparently revealed traces of EPO in six of 

the urine samples provided by the rider in the 1999 Tour. 
It was a retrospective analysis which the drug testing 

lab performed at the request of the French Ministry for 
Health… after some investigation, journalist Damien 

Ressiot claimed the positive samples were Armstrong’s.  
It was Lance who Ressiot claimed challenged him to dig 

up information from the past. “Do you think I’m doped?” 
Armstrong asked journalists during his reign. “Prove it!”

– ridE CyCling rEviEW 2005
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>> Version 1.0, and especially 2.0, was known for his incredible 
attention to detail, with little left to chance. While the major 
goal of this first wind tunnel session was to re-establish his 
2005 baseline position, Lance 3.0 was on top of everything, 
noting things as small as a 2mm discrepancy in saddle position. 
Nonetheless, he wasn’t demanding of those around him.

He was back with his trusted equipment and coaching 
team – Chris Carmichael, Scott Daubert and Steve Hed, who 
arranged the testing in California. During the sessions they 
worked well together, having a few laughs in the process.

Here was a man who seemed confident in who he is and 
what he has accomplished. Certainly, Lance has goals for the 
future but he appears to be allowing things to develop at a 
leisurely pace. It is almost as if, this time around, he is betting 
with the house’s money. There appears to be little of the 
crushing pressure he felt during his earlier quests for success at 
the Tour de France. That’s in the past. He has moved on.

lance 3.0’s relaxed attItude seems approprIate for a guy 
with nothing to do but ride a bike. However, that is far from 
the case. Armstrong publicly stated that the major reason for his 
return to cycling is to promote cancer awareness. He has been 
working with the leaders of the countries where he is racing, 
such as Italy’s prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, to increase 
their respective governments’ funding of cancer research. 
Also, Lance and co recently launched Livestrong.com. Not to 
be confused with his cancer website, Livestrong.org, the new 
URL features more than 660,000 individual pages dedicated to 
promoting healthy living. Dealing with a whole host of topics 
such as quitting smoking and losing weight, to name just a few, 
the website is a virtual health almanac.

It seems there is as much, if not more, at stake as Lance 
3.0 prepares to re-enter the pro peloton. It’s one reason he 
is adopting a very public out-of-competition drug testing 
program for himself. Rumours of drug use dogged Lance 2.0. 
This time around, Armstrong wants to leave no doubt that he 
is clean and will publish the test results on a website.

What does Lance have to accomplish for his comeback to be 
labelled a success? Does he need to win another Grand Tour, or 
will it be enough to merely be competitive and make the winner 
earn his victory? Will a Giro d’Italia stage win or yet another, 
of many, Tour de France stage victories suffice? Regardless 
of all the possibilities, one thing is certain: Lance has to be 
competitive in the races he enters. He can’t just enter, get some 
pre-race publicity for his causes, and then drop out. He needs 
not just to finish but to be a factor in causing the final selection 
for his return to be taken seriously.

I think he can be given a pass in the early-season events 
such as the Tour Down Under, Tour of California and even the 
spring Classics. As Chris Carmichael noted, Lance 3.0 needs to 
get some long days in the peloton before he can really be race 
ready. It seems reasonable to expect him to be up to speed, 
barring injury or a serious crash, and back in racing form by 
the Giro which, probably not coincidentally, is what Lance 3.0 
insists is his first big goal of the season.

Personally, version 3.0 is an improvement on Lance 2.0. 
What remains to be seen, when he finally returns to racing, is 
whether his performance is an upgrade as well. Seeing how fit 
he looked in the wind tunnel during the supposed off-season, if 
he can find the motivation and pump some speed into his legs, 
I’ll wager that Lance’s comeback will be a success. And unlike 
Lance, I am not playing with the house’s money. n Bruce HildenBrand

two together at tenerife… 

armstrong and contador training at 

tenerife early last december (right). 

the astana team camp attracted 120 

journalists; even before he starts  

racing again, lance 3.0 is a beacon 

for publicity and he doesn’t mind 

taking a few snaps himself (below).

PHOTOS: Graham Watson

“I am not unrealistic and I 
am not unfair. I don’t know 
that I’ll be at the same level 
as in 2005. It’s been a long 

time away and there are a lot 
of question marks about my 
physical condition, which is 
logical. But I don’t want to 

be unfair about it. I certainly 
didn’t call Johan and say I 
want to do the Tour and I 
want to be the leader… the 
laws of cycling are that in a 

team the strongest rider is the 
leader. I understand that. If it 
means riding for Alberto, or 
Levi or Andreas, I’ll do that.”

– Lance armstrong in 

tenerife, december 2008


