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I hate freaking Barry Bonds. 
            But why? 
            
            Now, that I’ve read Game of Shadows and have proof he’s an asshole, a philanderer and a cheat I have every reason to hate him. But why did I hate him before? I hated him because for years every sports journalist in America has been telling me he is jackass as a teammate and a human being. Game of Shadows validates my impressions, but it also scares me a bit. Why do I hate Bonds more than other drug cheats? Why was pro wrestler Chris Benoit’s death two weeks ago looked on as a sad, tragic event?  The guy was a drug addict, a dealer and a mass murderer. Then there’s the biggest question of all: Why is Lance Armstrong a hero in the United States when he’s not even welcome in France? 
            The two sports that have undergone the most American public scrutiny since doping issues came along have been cycling and baseball. Track and Field is a close third only because their athletes haven’t been as popular. In America, Track and Field athletes are tossed in the hodgepodge category of ‘Olympic’ athletes. But piling all those Olympians together still doesn’t match the star power of Lance Armstrong. In two years Michael Phelps will nearly double the career record for Olympic medals, yet he still will pale in comparison to Lance Armstrong. 
Lance Armstrong is a freaking hero. He’s got the name and he’s got the greatest story in American sports outside of the Miracle on Ice. He’s got an impeccable reputation. Or does he? 
            Having spent four years in France during the Greg Lemond era of cycling, I have been closely following the sport for 18 years. I learned to read French by sitting with a French dictionary and wrestling with the French sports daily, L’Equipe. As Lemond’s star dimmed, there was a new glimpse of hope for the Americans. It was the young Texan, Lance Armstrong. 
            But the more we heard from Lance, the less we liked. Lance was a class A asshole. Lance had the same reputation coming out of junior cycling as Barry Bonds did coming out of Arizona State. Lance had all the talent in the world but carried the ego and attitude to match. His teammates called him insufferable and the greats of the sport (Indurain, Hinault, Fignon, etc.) referred to him as a brat. Lance would tell everyone in earshot how he was going to be the greatest cyclist on the planet – long before he ever won anything in Europe. 
            Then the worst thing that could possibly happen to American cycling happened: Lance, at the age of 22, became the youngest person to ever win cycling’s World Championship. The World Championship, while not a joke in cycling, isn’t what it seems. There are plenty of one-day races that carry more prestige and nobody in the sport compares it to winning one of the great tours (Spain, Italy, and France). It’s the last race of the season, and many of the top riders have already packed it in for the year. But Lance did go on a gutsy breakaway in the final 10 kilometers and win the title. 
            The French journalists were justifiably in shock and petrified that this horrible excuse for a human being had won such a prestigious prize (Sound familiar? Like Bonds winning his MVPs in Pittsburgh?). They would have to put up with his disrespectful boasting and trash talking for at least a year, because he’d actually backed it up. But I didn’t celebrate. I lived in France. This guy, Lance Armstrong, was a monster over there. I HATED HIM. He was the ugly American and I was doing my best to defend Americans abroad. He made my life miserable. I was the loudest Greg Lemond supporter in my town and now my French friends had all the ammo in the world to verbally pummel me. It was the same as being a Barry Bonds fan in Los Angeles. 
            Over the next few years Lance went on to become a fairly consistent rider. He won two stages of the Tour and some one-day classic races. Lance also continued to be an absolute jerk in the press and his teammates on the American Motorola team couldn’t stand him. 
            And Lance was taking drugs. How do I know this? The exact same way I know Barry Bonds was doing drugs. Irish journalist, David Walsh, and his French co-author, Pierre Ballister released an almost identical story of drugs and lying. L.A. Confidential: The Secrets of Lance Armstrong was released in June of 2004 in England and France. It goes into as much detail on the Lance Armstrong case as Fainaru-Wada and Williams go into on Bonds in Game of Shadows. 
            In L.A. Confidential, Walsh and Ballister have eye witness accounts from the U.S. Postal team masseuse, Emma O’Reilly, that Lance asked her to discard syringes and garbage that were clearly marked with EPO. Two of Lance’s U.S. Postal teammates (Tyler Hamilton, Roberto Heras) are currently on two-year bans. His arch rival and close friend, Jan Ullrich retired instead of taking a ban. This year Armstrong’s Discovery Channel team (he is still an active member of the team’s hierarchy) hired another rival Ivan Basso, and now Basso is on a two-year ban.  In an interview with Greg Lemond’s wife, Kathy, she reported Armstrong saying in reference to doping, “C’mon Greg, everyone’s doing it?” 1 Another Armstrong teammate and current VERSUS cycling commentator Frankie Andreu admitted under oath he knew of Armstrong’s doping. Andreu and his wife were in the hospital with Armstrong during a chemotherapy session when the doctors asked Armstrong if he’d done any performance enhancing drugs. Lance’s answer: “Yes, growth hormone, cortisone, EPO, steroids and testosterone.” 2
All of this could easily have been on the docket for Game of Shadows.  Bonds has Benito Santiago; Armstrong has Heras and Hamilton. Bonds has Kimberly Bell’s story; Armstrong has Andreu’s story. Bonds has Victor Conte; Armstrong has discredited Italian doctor Michele Ferrari (Ferrari, ex- team physician for the Italian NAS team, had records of Armstrong’s patronage when his office was raided by Italian police in 20013).  Game of Shadows has plenty of stories of Bonds being a horrible person (The Bell saga), but L.A. Confidential reveals an instance in which Armstrong actually pays another rider, New Zealander Stephen Swart, to throw a race.  Swart was paid $50,000 to sandbag the third race in a U.S. race series in 1998 in which there was a $1 million prize for winning all three. According to Swart, “I was stunned that he proposed the money because I didn’t think I had a chance of beating him… I can assure you the money was paid. 1” 

            But here’s where the stories are different. Whereas MLB and Bud Selig are complicit in the Bonds scenario, Cycling and Tour de France Director Christian Prudhomme are absolutely fervent on attacking drug cheats. Cycling is known as a dirty sport, not because of all its cheaters. It’s known as a dirty sport because of all the cheaters it has caught and punished – severely. 
            In baseball the first penalty for getting caught with a dirty test (and only since last season) is ten days. That means you could pump up, sign a multi-year, multi-million dollar contract, then test dirty and lose ten days pay. It sounds more like encouragement than a penalty. 
            In cycling if you get caught you go down for two years. First offense - you’re out. In 1998 the entire Festina Cycling Team, one of the top teams in the world with one of the richest sponsorship agreements, was tossed in its entirety out of the sport4. Two years later the Italian police performed team hotel raids at 3:00 a.m., DURING the Tour of Italy, to catch drug cheats. The race leader, Tour de France champ and Italian national hero Marco Pantani, was arrested and kicked out of the race on the eve of the mostly ceremonial final stage5 (he later committed suicide). That’s how serious cycling is about drug cheats. 
            But now the stories start to come together again. Bonds has always been at the top of his sport, but not Armstrong. If one could make a comparison to baseball, the pre-cancer Armstrong would have fit in the category of a player who occasionally made an All-Star team. He wasn’t a big-money sprinter or climber. He fought hard for one-day races and won a few a year – and then brashly spoke of himself as one of the greats in the sport. 
 Then, the unthinkable happened. Armstrong fell victim to cancer and was forced to retire from the sport to fight for his life. The cycling press announced it in France (he’d just singed a contract with the French Cofedis team), but nobody in America even knew who he was. He made a miraculous recovery and a few French papers reported that Armstrong hoped to regain a spot on his team. He went from an absolute parasite in the eyes of the media to an international sign of hope (although Cofedis dumped him). He returned to European cycling as a domestique with the new U.S. Postal team (his re-sponsored Motorola team) and won a flat stage of the Tour of Luxembourg. The USAToday picked up the story. Four days later he managed to hold onto his lead and win the race. A few more newspapers gave it some ink; all of it 100 percent positive. This had never happened to Armstrong. He’d rarely gotten good press before. 
            Two months later, he blew away the sporting world and won the Prologue of the Tour de France. It was his greatest victory; not even a year after leaving his chemo treatments. His name, his picture, his story were on the front page of every sports page in the world. The press was now 110 percent positive. Three weeks later, after the completion of undeniably the greatest comeback in the history of sport, Lance Armstrong was the lead story for every news outlet in the world. The positive press was off the charts. 
            Lance became bigger than Barry Bonds. Was this the same guy I hated so much? The comeback was crazy but his new body was 15 pounds lighter which turned him from a decent pro cyclist to the best in the world – along with a little help from his friends. Lance, according to UCI (Union Cyclist International) tested positive for Corticosteroids6. He was lower than the then-allowed limit, so he was put on ‘secret double probation’ but nothing was revealed to the press until it was dug up by Walsh and Ballister. 
            So why do we hate Barry Bonds so much and love Lance Armstrong so much? Granted the cancer does seem to have been a life-changing event for Armstrong. He now spends all his time and effort in raising money for cancer. But if he were proven to be a drug cheat – which he is – lots of that goodwill would go away. Walsh and Ballister are currently being sued by Lance Armstrong to stop the U.S. Publishing of L.A. Confidential. The book is not listed on Amazon.com nor Amazon.fr. The Andreu admissions were reported on NPR and ESPN, but the stories have been mostly dropped. 
            So Armstrong is currently hated in France, much like Bonds is hated here. The French were introduced to Armstrong first as an ugly American and now as a cheat. Americans were introduced to him as a chaste angel from god (literally – directly from heaven after his death scare). Bonds is ruining our most hallowed sports record and Armstrong (and now Landis) has destroyed the credibility of France’s most revered sporting event. 
            In all honesty, I’d rather have beers with Lance Armstrong, but he’s a cheat just like Barry. But don’t expect any American journalists to start jumping on the story soon. According to our journalists, Lance is a hero and Bonds is a villain. Baseball is once again mirroring the state of America. While the Whitehouse is in shambles and confidence in our political institutions is as low as it was during the Nixon era, Baseball’s grandest institution, the All-Time Home Run record - something baseball fans NEVER questioned - is now all but crashing down like a drunk’s puke on the sidewalk. Even Rock and Roll appears to be cleaner now than baseball. Rock and Roll stars are definitely more honest. 
            But no sports editor in America would dream of going after Lance Armstrong right now. We just couldn’t take it. 
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