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This is the story of a winner and a race that mattered to me. 

It's a race I think I'm more proud of and grateful for than any other I've been a part of. I finished second last

in my best ride at this race. 

In 2008 I went to an AIS track training camp and I was unhappy. I felt like livestock. I didn't adjust, was

unsure about the people around me, and the future in front of me. I left from there to travel as a guest
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with Drapac Porsche, to race the U19 support race at one of their pro races. 

There I felt proud to be doing what I was doing. I instantly admired the people around me and they looked

after me. I was happy, I knew it was the place for me and I was looking forward to being there for a long

time. I came second in the race, I broke my wheel in the final. I was still stoked. 

In the next year I missed out on getting selected for the herald sun tour by a whisker. I was the reserve.

During the preface crit around Ballarat, the day before the race started, I was at a flower show in Canberra

with my girlfriend. We got home and sat down to watch a movie and my phone rang. It was the team

director Agostino Giramondo. 

"How soon can you get to the airport?" 

The following morning I was in Ballarat on the start line. It was the biggest race I'd ever done. Pete

Macdonald had broken his collarbone and I had his spot. In the second stage I crashed and broke my hand

and wrist. I got on a train from Warrnambool to Melbourne where I met my girlfriend who had flown there

to be with me. We checked out the big city and watched the big final stage of the race in Lygon Street. We

went to dinner with the team after the tour, which had been a disaster, with five of us crashing out. The

team's owner and management had smiles on their faces, toasting, and slapping backs like proud mothers

and fathers. 

Seven weeks later I flew to Okinawa. This time I was there for the grown up race. I had a removable cast

made for my hand, with a groove that was moulded to fit my handlebars. It wasn't a sustainable fix but

Okinawa had a 1km prologue, my absolute specialty, and I figured I would handle the pain for 'a k'. I didn't

give much thought to the fact that the following stage of the two-day event was over 200km of hilly

terrain. Longer than any race I had done before.

I won the prologue. I had hardly ridden the bike in the lead up and the effort was a total shock to the

system, I panicked the Japanese drug testing chaperone when I vomited in a gutter a few minutes after.

And then a few minutes after that. A few minutes after that my hand had started swelling and aching. 

I forgot that when I climbed on my first ever pro podium, and pulled on my first ever pro yellow leaders

jersey. 

The following day we set out for the 200km final stage. We talked about 'seeing how it goes' and 'no

pressure' but in my own head I was saying 'fuck that, I am absolutely definitely going down here but I'm

absolutely definitely going down swinging. 

At 50km into the race my teammate Nossy, a gentle giant of a bloke, rolled up next to me with bottles.



"You're doing well Tommy. You need anything? Just stay relaxed and we'll see what happens later on." 

My hand was already in pain but I ignored it. After another 50km I got dropped. Not from the pain exactly,

mostly from my lack of endurance. On a steep part of the climb I looked ahead and I saw Nossy looking over

his shoulder, seeing me at the back and in trouble, he eased dropping back to just ten metres in front of

me but not closer, not close enough to talk, but watching me constantly.

At the top of the climb, the longest in the race Robbie waited for me. He offered me another bottle but I

couldn't grab it because of my sore hand. He said. "Well done mate. You gave it a good crack. How's that

hand? Do you want to get in the car?"

"No. Not wearing yellow." I sobbed. 

"That's alright. We'll finish with these guys mate. Let me know if you need anything, just eat and drink if

you can." 

There were about twenty other guys in the group, we had over 100km to go. The group rolled along at a

steady 'groupetto' pace and before long I couldn't even keep up. I was in pain, with one arm tucked into my

unzipped jersey to keep it from the painfully vibrating handlebars. I was 'hunger flat' and dehydrated. I was

upset. 

On a hill I dropped about 100m off the twenty guys in the rear of the race and when Nossy saw I was gone,

he pulled over and waited. 

"You're doing good mate. You'll be right." 

I said "You go ahead dude. You just get to the finish with them. I'm gunna be a while." 

"I'm happy." He said. "You'll be right mate. Come on." 

Nossy and I rode together for an hour or two mostly in silence. He waited for me when I had no energy up

the hills. He waited again when I crept, struggling with my dodgy hand, down them. 

We finished together the two of us side by side, me in the yellow jersey, him gently pushing me the final

kilometer, last and second last in the race. We were 42 minutes behind the winner. If you look up the

results you won't see us. The race jury enforced a time cut. 

The next year I went back to Okinawa without Nossy. I won the prologue again. I couldn't last the road race

again but finished 10 minutes behind, in the yellow. 

The year after that I went back again. Again, I won the prologue but in the road race I was 14th, wearing



the yellow. Just off the leaders. 

The next year I went back again. That year there was no prologue, but the same road stage was now a one-

day race. 

That time I won. I was dropped on the final climb by a final selection of fifteen riders. I dug in, caught back

up with a few km to go and won in a sprint. 

Some people have wondered why I was so fixated on that race even though it didn't suit me: why I was so

focused even though it wasn't a really 'big deal' of a race to win. 

I had my own reasons.

Nossy's real name is Robbie Williams (his other nickname was Singer). One day three months before I finally

won the Tour de Okinawa, when Robbie had finished his competitive cycling career and was engaged to be

married, he went out on the usual Tuesday morning bunch ride with his mates in Canberra. A few minutes

into the ride Robbie's heart stopped. His friends did everything they could, the doctors and paramedics did

everything they could. My mum told me when I woke up that morning that Robbie had died. 

That night, like every tuesday that winter, the bunch and the rest of us met at a pizza joint as we had

planned. Robbie wasn't a guy who made huge waves or headlines, he was quiet and gentle. We talked about

Robbie that night.

You could still feel him at the table and he really was there. I started to realise that Robbie had been as

good a friend and mate to every person there as he had been to me. I was impressed by how big an

achievement that was. 

A bunch of Robbie's mates rode from Canberra to his funeral in Nowra, meeting a procession in town for last

few km. It was their way to look after each other, do something for Robbie's family and friends and to send

a message to Nossy himself.

I didn't ride the whole way because it didn't fit my training. I jumped on for the last 50km. 

I regret that. 

Robbie knew everything you need to know about winning and losing. What he had down, perfectly, about

winning and losing was how unimportant it is. He knew what was important and that's why he was a

success. 

Robbie didn't get to have long before he died but he had long enough to show me how to live. He showed

me how to really win and how to be a real winner. 



Next

THE HARD GOODBYE TO QINGHAI

I wish I'd realised the lesson sooner. 

Happy riding folks. Look after each other. 

Left-Right: Dean Windsor, Joe lewis, Robbie Williams, Agostino Giramondo - in the Okinawa hotel lobby the day after the race. 
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