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1

INTRODUCTION

Viewed from the comfortable distance of 2019, it takes effort to 
recall that there was a period during which British Cycling and 
Team Sky were both widely acclaimed as unqualified successes. 
Certainly, inside cycling there were critics of both organisa-
tions, but fans, the wider public, sports federations and even 
captains of industry were all loudly impressed by what they had 
witnessed from 2004 to 2012. 

Within British Cycling and Team Sky, among its riders, 
coaches and managers, British cycling was widely perceived 
as cutting edge on every front, in training and talent identifi-
cation, from nutrition and sports psychology to technology. 
When you tallied up the international successes of these outfits 
on track and road, how could you fail to be impressed?

From being a derided sporting irrelevance (‘men with 
shaved legs in skintight Bermuda shorts playing on kids’ toys!’) 
to knighthoods and cereal box endorsements, cycling moved 
to centre stage in British sporting culture, thanks to unstop-
pable success garnered via a collection of articulate and funny 
riders who became household names. In a ten-year period 
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British men and women were victorious in almost everything 
that was worth winning on road and track, from yellow and 
rainbow jerseys to medals at World, Commonwealth and Euro-
pean level; British cycling and its riders dazzled. 

At the 2000 Sydney Olympics, we started to see riders 
in Team GB skinsuits winning medals; powerhouse Jason 
Quealey in the kilo surprising everyone; 20-year-old Bradley 
Wiggins part of a medal-winning team pursuit quartet; the 
joyous confirmation of the track results in Athens four years 
later; Nicole Cooke’s celebratory roar in a soaking Beijing 
road race in 2008; and, of course, the multiple glories of 2012 
in France and London. And yet, in spite of all this, by 2016 
British cycling ended up staring into the abyss, racked by self-
doubt, excoriated in the media and criticised in Parliament. 
The metamorphosis of British cycling from centre of sporting 
excellence to den of iniquity is even more dramatic when you 
take a step back to take in the unprecedented turnaround that 
the management regime had set in motion in the previous two 
decades.

Was ever a sport so fulsomely praised before being brought 
to its knees as rapidly as British cycling? Gleefully celebrated 
in the national media as a medal factory then pilloried as a den 
of cheating sexist bullies in the space of a few weeks, British 
cycling and riders were subjected to a forensic public inter-
rogation. Having worked its way to the top of world cycling 
after almost twenty years of struggle, British cycling’s coaches, 
riders and reputation were all but destroyed in a six-month 
horrow show of grotesque headlines and allegations. How did 
it happen, to come so far and fall so fast?

This book tells the story of the people who transformed the 
sport of cycling in Britain, detailing how they built a winning 
culture, uncovering the histories that shaped the most success-
ful British Olympic sports team in history. In doing so, those 
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characters turned an underfunded niche sport into a main-
stream pastime. Cycling travelled so far from its origins, scaled 
the highest heights at Olympic Games, World championships 
and Tours de France, yet ended up plumbing grim depths. The 
story of British Cycling’s Medal Factory and its denizens is a 
remarkable one.

When accusations of sexism and bullying erupted in spring 
2016, questions were asked in the Houses of Parliament, yet 
this wasn’t the first time that British Cycling had been held up 
to scrutiny. Back in 1995, members of Parliament demanded 
changes after the chaos inside cycling’s governing body came 
to light. Those parliamentary interventions led to revolutionary 
changes, and it is there that this story begins, with the arrival 
of the characters who would build the Lottery-funded Medal 
Factory.

This book reveals the happy coincidences, the happen-
stance, the hard work and alliances that helped revitalise and 
reshape the culture inside British Cycling, forging a squad, 
coaches and management that enjoyed staggering success over 
three full Olympic cycles.

The background of the key characters – Peter Keen, Dave 
Brailsford, Shane Sutton – as well as the myriad support-
ing players is uncovered, detailing how Olympic and World 
Championship successes were achieved and at what cost. The 
departure of the first performance director and Medal Factory 
architect Keen, the rise of Brailsford, the arrival of Team Sky, 
the frictions and rivalries that emerged are all exposed, as 
British Cycling and its riders continue their extraordinary rise.

This is an examination of British Cycling – and British 
cyclists – the tale of the people who helped fundamentally 
transform the sport and how they were brought down to earth. 
It’s a tale of breathtaking vision, unswerving drive and inescap-
able hubris. From Peter Keen to Dave Brailsford, from Bradley 
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Wiggins to Chris Froome via Shane Sutton and many others, 
this is the story of the people who built British Cycling’s Medal 
Factory and Team Sky.
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THE ANNUS HORRIBILIS

‘Where did it all go wrong? Well, where do you start?’ 

If the birth of the golden age of British cycling can be pin-
pointed to 29 July 1992 in Barcelona – to Lotus and Chris 
Boardman, a pursuit medal, gold – then the event that trig-
gered its destruction also has a date. It was 2 March 2016. 
With the nation watching in expectation of another round 
of championship cycling medals and Union Jacks, British 
Cycling’s world was instead about to crumble in front of their 
eyes.

That fateful day during the World track championships was 
when Great Britain women’s sprinter Jess Varnish was inter-
viewed by BBC television’s Jill Douglas. Having finished fifth 
in the women’s team sprint and thus failed to qualify for the 
upcoming Rio Olympics, Varnish explained that her prepar-
ation for those London World Championships had been little 
short of a disaster. In the context of such conventionally bland 
TV encounters, it was a veritable bombshell.

Offering a sympathetic question to the disappointed 
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non-qualifier, Douglas, in an ‘arm-around-the-shoulder’ tone, 
suggested, ‘It must be bittersweet to have come so close?’

‘Completely bitter,’ countered Varnish, who was flanked by 
her sprint partner, Katy Marchant. ‘We’ve been playing catch-
up for two years after decisions that had been made above us.’ 
Marchant added, ‘People above us have made the complica-
tions for us and put us where we are now.’

Marchant had flashed across the line just eight hundredths 
of a second off fourth place and Olympic qualification. But, as 
a consequence of this and previous results, Team Great Britain 
would not be one of the twelve women’s pairings taking part in 
the team sprint event that August in the Velódromo Municipal 
do Rio.

Varnish’s disappointing result – normally little more than a 
footnote in a results archive – would go on to generate massive 
headlines, soul-searching and government inquiries. Varnish 
effectively fired the starting pistol on events that would see 
the reputations of riders, management, coaches and British 
Cycling irretrievably damaged over the following months. That 
seemingly minor outburst from a frustrated rider would result 
in British Cycling and its Olympic track squads coming close to 
unravelling in a tortured eighteen-month period. 

Following Varnish’s televised declarations in the Lee Valley 
track centre, the print media inside the velodrome followed 
up and amplified her criticisms of British Cycling coaches. 
Varnish elaborated to the Daily Telegraph’s cycling correspon-
dent, Tom Cary:

There’s been no real plan. We have not been out there 

racing against the world. There have been other people 

that aren’t even on the squad now trying to qualify the 

‘A-team’ a place at the Olympics … it’s great they’ve been 

given an opportunity to go to a major championship, but 
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they’re not there yet. It should not be their job. We put our 

lives on the line for this. I’m a 25-year-old athlete now, 

I’ve been around for a long time and you think ‘should I 

keep putting my life in these people’s hands?’ It’s my life, 

I only live once, is it going to be worth it? How many more 

times can I keep putting my life on hold, making these 

choices for my career, if it’s not going to pay off, through 

no fault of my own?

Varnish’s complaints were widely reported online on specialist 
sites and social media buzzed with indignation and support. 

A couple of weeks later, on 20 April, news broke that 
British Cycling head of performance Shane Sutton had told 
Varnish in Manchester Velodrome that she would no longer 
be part of British Cycling’s Olympic Podium programme. So 
not only would there be no Olympic track suit for Varnish that 
summer, there would be no £26,000 per annum tax-free grant 
any more either. Varnish, a professional bike rider supported 
by UK Sport and British Cycling for six years, no longer had a 
job or an income.

Many were quick to conclude that, following Varnish’s 
public criticisms of British Cycling, she had obviously been 
the victim of a punishment sacking for speaking out so pub-
licly against the regime. Sutton demurred, insisting that her 
performances at World Championships and previous World 
Cup track meetings simply hadn’t been good enough, and pre-
sented his case in forthright style. ‘The evidence doesn’t lie. 
There were ten events which counted towards [Olympic] quali-
fication. Jess participated in eight, Katy in seven. [Varnish] had 
a golden opportunity to qualify. But then because she didn’t, 
she looked to blame everyone else,’ retorted Sutton, never one 
to gild the lily. 

Given that Varnish had been on various funded British 
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Cycling squads since the age of 16, it was certainly true that 
she had had a good run. ‘She’s been with us a long, long time. 
She qualified 17th for the Sprint in London [2016 World Cham-
pionships], so her chances of medalling in Rio were very slim if 
not none. And she hasn’t gone as quick as she went three years 
ago. There is no point in carrying on and wasting UK Sport’s 
money.’ Even the famously plain-speaking Sutton would strug-
gle to get more blunt than that. ‘It wasn’t that we “got rid” of 
Jess. It was just that [her contract] was up for renewal and we 
didn’t renew it.’ Her younger team sprint partner, Katy March-
ant, who had also been highly critical, kept her place and her 
job, and went on to Rio, where she would win a bronze medal 
in the individual sprint.

The coaching team had come to the conclusion that if 
Varnish wasn’t fast enough for Rio, it was highly unlikely 
Varnish would improve by the time of the Tokyo Olympics in 
2020. 

In fact, it had been Varnish’s coach, Iain Dyer, who had 
informed Sutton in post-World Championships debrief ses-
sions that Varnish wasn’t making progress, and Sutton, in the 
end, had agreed that she should be taken off the programme. 
In a sense, Varnish’s fate had been sealed by Dyer, not that 
this detail gained any traction at the time, because Sutton had 
broken the news. 

Just two days after her deselection became public know-
ledge, a back-page lead story on Varnish appeared in the Daily 
Mail highlighting accusations of sexism and bullying that 
would, in the end, cost Sutton his job. Varnish, reckoning that 
there was no chance of a comeback, had opted to go out swing-
ing, with a bang rather than a whimper. The Daily Mail pushed 
her story with the headline, ‘Sensational claims against British 
Cycling chief from axed star Jess Varnish “I was told to go and 
have a baby … and my bum was too big.”’ The headline was 
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accompanied by a half-page photo of Varnish in a Team GB 
skinsuit from years earlier. Social media feeds blazed with con-
spiracy theories and outrage, while the story was widely shared.

Just four days after Varnish’s tales of misogyny and bullying 
hit the newsstands, GB Paralympic cyclist Darren Kenny told 
the Daily Mail that Sutton had often disparaged Paralympians 
training in Manchester Velodrome by calling them ‘gimps’ and 
‘wobblies’. Sutton, who had immediately been suspended by 
British Cycling following Varnish’s initial accusations pending 
an investigation, resigned that same day, 26 April 2016. 

In between the first Varnish story and Kenny’s Paracycling 
‘wobblies’, former women’s world road champion and 2008 
Beijing Olympics road race gold medallist Nicole Cooke added 
her voice to the chorus of high-profile critics, in a piece she 
wrote for the Guardian on 25 April, with the headline ‘Welcome 
to the world of elite cycling where sexism is by design’. In the 
thousand-word article, she said that ‘I have my own personal 
experiences of Shane and sympathise with Jess. She was in the 
position so many have found themselves: speak out and your 
dreams will be destroyed and years of hard work wasted.’

Just behind Cooke, another former British World and 
Olympic champion came forward to recount her experiences. 
Victoria Pendleton, winner, among other things, of Olympic 
gold medals in Beijing and London as well as being six-time 
world sprint champion, had worked closely with Sutton from 
Beijing 2008 until she retired from the track following her final 
race at the London Games in 2012. 

After leaving British Cycling, Pendleton had written a tough 
autobiography entitled Between the Lines, in which she criticised 
British Cycling’s regime, saying that even in her sprinting 
pomp in Beijing senior coaches ‘Jan Van Eijden and Iain Dyer 
were barely talking to me. Shane was prickly and Dave [Brails-
ford] seemed invisible … I felt increasingly isolated amid such 
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cynicism and dissent’ – a typical passage from a soul-baring 
volume. When Varnish went public, Pendleton became a vocal 
critic of her former coach and the regime around him. ‘I would 
not be able to live with myself if I sat back and let people try 
to discredit [Varnish’s] character. Not when I wholeheart-
edly believe her. My experiences [at British Cycling] were very 
similar,’ she told the Telegraph’s Tom Cary. Varnish was gone, 
but by now so was Sutton.

So, a little over three months out from the opening cere-
mony of the 2016 Rio Olympic Games, British Cycling had 
lost its head of performance, and coaches’ nerves were fraying 
under a tide of negative news stories and comment pieces. What 
impact would Sutton’s departure and the manner in which it 
happened have on the morale of the British cycling team and 
the wider organisation? Funding administrator UK Sport had 
awarded British Cycling £29 million since the London Olym-
pics to prepare for Rio, and that investment was coming under 
scrutiny, leaving the organisation and its staff reeling. 

Then, for good measure, a week prior to the women’s 
Olympic road race, the media revealed that Britain’s reigning 
world road race champion Lizzie Armitstead (now Deignan) 
had been charged with an anti-doping violation following 
three infractions in a year. Armitstead had allegedly missed 
one out of competition test in August 2015, then was guilty of 
a paperwork error in October and missed another test in June 
2016. The 27-year-old risked a two year ban but her appeal to 
the Court of Arbitration for Sport was successful, meaning she 
could compete in Rio. Armitstead rode under a cloud and, yet 
again, British riders were in the news for the worst reasons.

It wasn’t all bad news for British Cycling in 2016, however. 
That July, Team Sky’s Chris Froome won his third Tour de 
France before going on to claim a bronze medal in the Rio 
Olympics road time trial, while in the Rio velodrome his former 
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teammate and sparring partner Bradley Wiggins claimed his 
fifth Olympic gold medal and helped set a new World and 
Olympic record in the team pursuit to boot. 

British riders returned from Rio laden with medals – just 
as they had four years earlier in London and four years before 
that, in Beijing. In spite of Sutton’s departure and the ongoing 
media fallout, the medal haul from Rio was astonishingly 
good, with twelve medals in total, six of which were gold. For a 
brief period there was a hiatus in the bad news summer, as the 
performances at the Tour and the Rio Games helped efface the 
Varnish-inspired inquiry and Armitstead’s missed tests. British 
riders won a combined total of thirty-three medals at the Rio 
Olympics and Paralympics.

Was the beleaguered British Cycling finally out of the 
woods? Far from it, because hidden somewhere in the shadowy 
undergrowth, Fancy Bears were stirring. Fancy Bears? How 
could such a quirky-sounding outfit of anonymous internet 
hackers be the harbingers of more bad news for British Cycling?

Barely had the team stepped off the specially decorated 
British Airways plane from Rio when, on 15 September, the 
Fancy Bears hackers revealed the results of their server-busting 
digging. They had broken into athletes’ confidential medical 
records in the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) database 
and uploaded files on its site. The documents contained details 
of twenty-five Western athletes’ applications and use of Ther-
apeutic Use Exemption (TUE) certificates; it was the Bears’ 
attempt to prove that Russia (which had been excluded from 
the Rio Games over State-organised doping allegations) had 
been victimised by biased sporting authorities. In short, they 
believed that Russian athletes had been unfair victims of polit-
ically motivated suspensions. 

The TUE certification system was WADA’s attempt to 
control athletes’ use and abuse of medicines that could also have 
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performance-enhancing properties. Included in its list were 
medicines used to treat asthma, pollen allergies, tendin itis, 
bronchial infections and colds. WADA had been established in 
1999, but it struggled to frame medical guidelines that pleased 
all parties. It was a much-debated area of sports medicine that 
was clearly open to abuse by unscrupulous athletes as well as 
team and federation doctors, in all manner of sports. 

The Fancy Bears’ conflation of the TUE-regulated use of 
‘medicines’ with the State-sanctioned administering and cov-
ering up of erythropoietin (EPO) and anabolic steroid use was 
risible, but some of the mud slung stuck. If nothing else, the 
hacked information provoked a long-overdue debate around 
the increasing medicalisation of all sport. 

Corticosteroids, taken via pill, infusion or injection, have 
an anti-inflammatory effect, and have long been used to treat 
tendinitis in cyclists, although they also are used to treat severe 
pollen allergies and asthma. Additionally, they stimulate the 
body to metabolise fat, ‘leaning out’ patients, and, in some 
subjects, provide a sense of euphoria. The timing and use of 
large doses of corticosteroids like Triamcinolone had long been 
used as a performance enhancer and, in the 1960s and 1970s, 
‘cortico’ was a key doping product until it was superseded by 
much more effective and sophisticated performance-enhanc-
ing methods. It was still being abused throughout the 1990s.

Among the high-profile British names revealed to have 
applied for TUEs at various times were both Froome and 
Wiggins. Froome had been granted a TUE to enable him to use 
the corticosteroid Prednisolone on two occasions, for five 40 
mg doses on both occasions, firstly prior to the 2013 Critérium 
du Dauphiné and secondly in April 2014, permitting him to take 
seven doses of 40 mg prior to the Tour de Romandie. Wiggins 
had applied for and been granted permission for injections of 
40 mg of Triamcinolone on three occasions – on 29 June 2011, 
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prior to the start of the Tour de France, and a year later, on 26 
June 2012, for the same dose of Triamcinolone. Wiggins’ final 
Fancy Bears hack revealed a TUE was granted on 2 April 2013, 
prior to his ill-fated attempt to win the general classification of 
the Giro d’Italia, and again it was for Triamcinolone. 

For context, Wiggins was one of respectively fifty-five, 
forty-six and thirty-one riders who were granted TUEs by the 
Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI) medical commission 
during those three seasons – other riders and substances 
whose identities remain unknown, subject to considerations 
of medical confidentiality.

Of the two substances used by Froome and Wiggins under 
TUE authorisation, Triamcinolone was the more potent and 
considered the most questionable treatment by allergy experts. 
‘That sort of dose to treat an allergy is almost unheard of,’ said 
one World Tour team manager who had spoken to his medical 
staff; ‘it’s the sort of product and dose that you might give 
someone if they couldn’t get out of bed, who had suffered a 
really bad allergic reaction.’ 

In Froome’s case, the Prednisolone he took was to combat 
exercise-induced asthma, and nobody who had seen Froome 
racked by a rib-cracking cough on a mountain summit finish 
could doubt he had a real problem. The issue here was more 
one of the proportionality and timing of the dose rather than 
the potency of the product, concerning though that was. 

The rapidity with which Froome’s TUE certificate was 
awarded also caused eyebrows to be raised, given there were 
reports that the TUE committee of three experts asked to con-
sider that the application had been bypassed by UCI Medical 
Commission head Dr Mario Zorzoli, who granted Team Sky 
doctor Alan Farrell’s request. In fact, Zorzoli would later pri-
vately admit that he only tended to consult the three other 
experts on the panel if he thought the substance, timing and 
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rider were ‘at it’ and, in this case, he had thought nothing of 
it and effectively rubber-stamped the request. Zorzoli, beset 
on all sides by reams of evidence of sophisticated industrial-
scale doping in the sport in recent years, was just relieved that if 
riders were going to use corticosteroids, at least they were now 
letting him know beforehand. In comparison to the years of 
post-dated doctors’ scripts and justifications for riders caught 
red-handed, at least they were pre-dating their misdemeanours.

After the Fancy Bears data hacks, there would be new lines 
of inquiry and indelicate questions for British Cycling and its 
riders to face about their medical histories. As far as WADA, 
the UCI and UK Anti-Doping regulations were concerned, 
Wiggins, Froome and Team Sky had followed the appropriate 
rules, but the Fancy Bears hack revealed how close the ‘we race 
clean’ ethos espoused by Team Sky flirted with the black arts 
of cortisone doping that had been practised in cycling for over 
forty years. Speaking to Sky News at the launch of the new team 
in January 2010, when Wiggins said, ‘We’ll do everything we 
can to be as good as we can in July,’ who could have guessed 
what that might include?

These cycling stories all played out during a febrile summer, 
when various British sporting organisations were making 
news for the worst reasons. An elite GB Canoeing coach was 
under investigation for sexual impropriety with athletes, as was 
a coach from the UK Sport-funded Archery GB. Around the 
same time, the GB Bobsleigh team was being investigated for 
racism, its funding administered directly by UK Sport rather 
than its national federation. And, speaking of racism, the 
English women’s national football team manager was accused 
of the same, and lost his job. 

Almost as high profile as the issues faced by British 
Cycling, distance runner and national hero Mo Farah’s rela-
tionship with his coach Alberto Salazar came under fierce 
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media scrutiny. Consequently, the ethics and precise nature of 
the medical support offered to British athletes and bike riders 
was under scrutiny as never before. The revelations of TUE use 
and the ethical questions raised were troubling – but the rules 
had not been broken; there was at least that for Team Sky sup-
porters to cling to. However, quite remarkably in this annus 
horribilis for British Cycling, there was still worse to come. 

Someone nursing a grudge – or with little sense of what 
would ultimately be unleashed – contacted the Daily Mail jour-
nalist and serial British Cycling tormentor Matt Lawton and 
suggested to him that he should ask questions and find out 
what was in a Jiffy bag that had been delivered to Wiggins and 
Team Sky at the French Critérium du Dauphiné stage race back 
in June 2011. The date was – not coincidentally – around the 
time the Fancy Bears hack had revealed Wiggins had been 
granted limited permission to use Triamcinolone, that cortico-
steroid with its myriad of medical uses and several useful 
performance-enhancing side effects.

Lawton’s scoop – another Daily Mail back-page lead story 
exclusive – broke on 6 October 2016 with the unambigu-
ous headline ‘Wiggins drug probe’. On subsequent days, the 
story got increasingly convoluted and drew in more characters 
whose connections and work experience careened between 
British Cycling and Team Sky. If Varnish’s story had been 
a relatively localised affair – women’s racing inside British 
Cycling – the Jiffy bag imbroglio explicitly tied British Cycling 
to Team Sky, as medical staff, records, storage and transporta-
tion crossed unhindered and apparently unrecorded between 
the two entities.

Lawton’s story revealed that a Jiffy bag had been hand-
delivered to Team Sky by Simon Cope, then the GB women’s 
road team manager. It appeared that Cope had collected the 
package from Manchester Velodrome, flown to Geneva, hired a 
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car and driven to La Toussuire in the French Alps to deliver the 
package and its mystery contents. What sort of small package 
would have merited such expensive and bespoke transporta-
tion? In light of the Fancy Bears hacking story and the focus on 
Wiggins’ use of cortisone, the insinuation was clear, even if the 
details were utterly opaque.

Thus, on top of Varnish’s accusations of bullying, Pendle-
ton and Cooke’s retro-criticism and Armitstead’s missed dope 
tests, in addition to the use of Triamcinolone and Prednisolone 
revealed by the Fancy Bears hack, there was now also a mys-
terious Jiffy bag, whose contents were unknown and whose 
transportation was decidedly expensive. The clear implication 
in the Daily Mail story was that there was some kind of doping 
going on or, at the very least, WADA anti-doping regulations 
were being bent to the point of snapping.

The Jiffy bag story was even more of a reputational 
disaster than the revelation of the TUE-approved use of Tri-
amcinolone – at least in that there was a clear paper trail that 
led back to a hacked WADA database. The Jiffy bag was a veri-
table Schrödinger’s cat of a story. What was in that bag? Was it 
nothing big or a big story? Never, in the history of sport, has a 
small padded bag been at the centre of a story that came close 
to the utter ruination of a major sports federation, a Tour de 
France winner and two sporting knights of the realm.

And, throughout those turbulent months, other stories of 
malfeasance inside British Cycling’s Manchester headquarters 
emerged – whispers of nepotism, the sale of British Cycling 
clothing and equipment by staff, missing or shoddy medical 
records, stolen laptops and the inexplicable delivery of tubes 
of banned testosterone gel to the Manchester headquarters 
in 2011 – that all added to the paranoid atmosphere swirling 
around the velodrome complex that housed British Cycling. 
The fact that the recently removed head of performance, Shane 
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Sutton, could be linked to all these stories from 2011 to 2016 
didn’t help clarify anything, but rather gave material to those 
keen to paint a bigger, darker picture.

Between the Varnish declarations on 2 March and the Daily 
Mail story that launched ‘Jiffy bag-gate’ there were 218 days that 
laid waste to the reputation of a sporting institution that had 
taken twenty-four years to build. Almost a quarter of a century 
of coaching, innovation, world records, Olympic medals and 
four Tours de France had all been smeared, perform ances 
tarnished by allegations that were as serious as they were 
unexpected.

Such had been the torrent of bad news throughout 2016 
– principally for cycling and athletics – that the select com-
mittee of the Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) decided an inquiry was required. On 28 October the 
chairman of the DCMS committee, Conservative MP Damian 
Collins, invited a number of figures involved to appear before 
them to explain themselves in a series of televised interviews.

With newspapers, television and online outlets turning up 
new angles and interviews, the sense that British Cycling was 
under attack was palpable. With the announcement of the par-
liamentary DCMS inquiry, by the end of 2016, there were no 
fewer than three high-profile inquiries going on into British 
Cycling and Team Sky. First out of the blocks was the Var-
nish-inspired Phelps independent review instigated by British 
Cycling and UK Sport back in March, examining allegations of 
bullying and sexism. Then came the UK Anti-Doping authority, 
which announced on 7 October it would get to the bottom of 
the mysterious Jiffy bag and its contents, followed by Collins’ 
DCMS select committee inquiry into ‘Combatting doping in 
sport’, opening up another front.

If the Phelps and UK Anti-Doping investigations were 
carried out in private, the Collins’ DCMS committee’s grilling 
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was screened live and extensively reported on a daily basis. It 
made for grisly viewing in which various figures were quizzed 
and found wanting by a collection of politicians intent, at the 
very least, on talking tough to people who mostly appeared 
underprepared. 

On 19 December 2016 the former head of performance at 
British Cycling and current team principal at Team Sky, Sir 
Dave Brailsford, duly appeared in front of Collins’ commit-
tee to answer questions about the Jiffy bag delivered by Simon 
Cope to Team Sky in June 2011 on the last day of the Critérium 
du Dauphiné which Wiggins had just won. It made for uneasy 
viewing, revealing as it did the intertwined relationship that 
existed between British Cycling and Team Sky. 

In transporting the mysterious Jiffy bag, Cope, an employee 
of British Cycling, a federation bankrolled by the government 
via National Lottery funding and UK Sport, was essentially 
working for Team Sky, a professional World Tour team, 
which raised hackles among those who felt that Team Sky was 
wealthy enough not to poach staff. The explanation was that 
Cope’s time – as well as that of any other employee, mechanic 
or masseur of British Cycling who was temporarily seconded to 
work for Sky – was charged to Team Sky, who then paid British 
Cycling. 

Brailsford was in a quandary, caught on the hop, but he 
remained loyal to his former rider and medical staff. His initial 
explanation reported in the newspapers – that Cope had flown 
to France to see GB rider Emma Pooley – was nonsense, given 
that Pooley was racing in Spain at the time. From that point 
on, Brailsford was on the back foot, revealing, at best, that he 
didn’t know what had been going on or, at worst, that he was 
covering something up. Not so much win-win, as a complete 
lose-lose scenario.

‘Dave Brailsford doesn’t like being laughed at,’ noted one 
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former professional road rider, commenting on Brailsford’s 
character. It turned out to be an accurate assessment, and a 
useful optic through which to view the Fancy Bears hack and 
the resulting fallout. Unfortunately for Brailsford, few were 
convinced by his answers in front of the DCMS committee, 
or those of Cope or Shane Sutton, while the doctor involved, 
Richard Freeman, didn’t appear at the hearings, citing ill-
health for his absence. Freeman also revealed that the laptop 
his medical records for the team would have been kept on had 
been stolen while on holiday in Greece, and that he wasn’t very 
good at keeping records anyway. In the ‘flying by the seat of 
our pants’ and ‘learning on the job’ chaos of a new team and 
new processes and procedures, perhaps Freeman’s defence 
was credible – though few critics were prepared to give him 
the benefit of the doubt. However, in the absence of any paper 
trail or solid evidence, people’s position on the story depended 
on their like – or otherwise – of the team and the characters 
involved. (Ironically, it emerged in late 2018 that Freeman’s 
laptop had indeed been stolen in Greece, and that UK Anti-
Doping had had paper evidence of this fact all along.)

Dressed immaculately to face his parliamentary inquisi-
tors, Brailsford insisted that Cope had transported Fluimucil, 
a decongestant medicine, and that was all there was to it. 
Brailsford’s Fluimucil explanation was widely disbelieved, but, 
since there were no medical records to be found anywhere, that 
appeared to be the end of it. It was claimed that the team doctor 
at the Dauphiné – Dr Freeman – would surely have been able to 
source this at a local French pharmacy rather than contacting 
British Cycling physiotherapist Phil Burt, getting him to pop 
it in a Jiffy bag at Manchester Velodrome, and subsequently 
getting Cope to deliver said package via aeroplane and car.

Brailsford, trying to protect his reputation as well as that 
of Team Sky – not forgetting his legacy at British Cycling – was 
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ill-prepared for the media onslaught that rained down upon 
him. That Sutton was peripherally involved in the 2011 tale of 
the mystery package as well as the 2016 sexism and bullying 
storyline – also under his watch while Brailsford was at British 
Cycling – simply coated another layer of grimy suspicion to 
Brailsford’s hitherto gleaming public reputation. 

The pressure on Brailsford was immense. The combin-
ation of the Russian hack exposé of the TUEs used by Wiggins 
and Froome as well as Brailsford’s initially contradictory 
statements attempting to explain the 2011 Dauphiné mystery 
package merely added to the discomfort. For Team Sky sup-
porters it was clear that certain sectors of the media were out 
for Brailsford’s head and had decided how this story was going 
to end – and it wasn’t going to be a happy one for Brailsford. 

Not that he knew it at the time – nor could anyone – but the 
traumas of 2016 were little more than a foretaste of what would 
unfurl in September 2017, when Chris Froome would return an 
‘adverse analytical finding’ for the asthma drug Salbutamol on 
his way to winning the Tour of Spain. The leak of this informa-
tion – which should have remained private until Froome and 
the relevant authorities had decided whether or not there was 
a doping case to answer – would precipitate months of confu-
sion and rancour. 

And throughout 2016, one man, more than most, could 
watch the various threads of these intertwined stories unravel, 
revealing ugly details and crashing reputations. One man, in 
fact, who had had more to do with the birth of that modern 
British Cycling organisation that had been pilloried and ques-
tioned so relentlessly that summer.

Peter Keen, by then director of sport policy at Loughbor-
ough University, was the man who had ‘invented’ so much at 
British Cycling, an academic turned British Cycling head of 
performance, the policy-writing visionary who had detailed 
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the ‘World Class Performance Plan’, who had first hired Dave 
Brailsford at British Cycling, who had signed up junior pur-
suiter Bradley Wiggins, the coach who had guided Chris 
Boardman to Olympic gold and a Tour de France yellow jersey 
and overseen the massive leap forward in British cycling in 
the 1990s. Following events from a safe distance, Keen was 
bemused and saddened at what he witnessed. 

True, Keen was no longer party to the minutiae and back-
stories of the participants in this sporting soap opera, but he 
had watched the parliamentary select committee interrogate 
Brailsford, Sutton and Simon Cope with a sense of disappoint-
ment. He clarified: 

It was disappointing in the sense that I watched Shane 

being questioned and it was obvious he was completely 

unsuited to the job he had been asked to do. He was so 

unprepared and out of his depth, it was clear this was just 

not his area and it amazed me that he had been promoted 

and put in that position in the first place; it wasn’t where 

his strengths lay. But I have to say that I was shocked by 

the questioning, because it revealed how little that the 

select committee members knew or understood about the 

demands of high-performance sport and what it entailed.

Keen was not alone in his disappointment. There were 
several other characters who had been instrumental in the 
development of British cycling – and British Cycling, the 
organisation – in the previous twenty years who watched their 
sporting legacy be dismantled piece by piece with a combin-
ation of anger, frustration and sadness. Men like former British 
Cycling Federation (BCF) president and coach Jim Hendry, 
national coach Doug Dailey and Brian Cookson, president 
between 1997 and 2013. There were many others of course, too 
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many to mention, but without Hendry, Dailey and Keen there 
would be no Brailsford, no Team Sky, and Britain would prob-
ably still be waiting for its first Tour de France winner. 

How could a sporting federation that had risen so high have 
been brought so low, with such breathtaking speed? British 
Cycling had taken twenty years to build and about nine months 
to ruin. The foundations on which modern British cycling were 
built had been laid by these people together with the coaches, 
sports scientists, talent team coaches, technical staff, mechan-
ics, nutritionists and the strength and conditioning teams, 
along with their programmes, logistics and technical staff. 
In 2016 British Cycling was a world power and the former 
Cinderella federation and its few part-time staff now had a 
membership that had grown from 11,000 in the early 1990s to 
over 130,000. 

All of that now in ruins – now, in DCMS chair Collins’ 
infam ous phrase, ‘no longer fit for purpose’. 

In fact, the interrogation of British Cycling by members of 
the House of Commons was not a new phenomenon. Some of 
those with long memories and years served in the trenches of 
sports administration – Hendry, Cookson and Dailey among 
them – had already been there and done that. In 1995, when 
British Cycling was still wandering the sporting wilderness, 
underloved and underfunded, questions had been asked about 
the management and running of the sport by a federation that 
relied on a government body for its funding back then too. 

That earlier furore had, in fact, been the catalyst for seismic 
changes that revolutionised the sport in the UK. Was a period 
of self-immolation actually required in order to stimulate new 
growth? Perhaps the traumas of Jess Varnish, TUEs, Jiffy bags 
and the three separate inquiries would be beneficial in the end? 
After all, it had worked before …
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