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TREVISO

In the late 70s a West Country  
boy became the first ever Brit  
to ride professionally for an  
Italian team. We catch up with  
Phil Edwards, a gregario di lusso 
born and bred in… Bristol

e Grotte is a fine Italian restaurant 
nestling in the foothills above the 
Côte d’Azur. We’re welcomed in  
by its proprietor, a distinguished-
looking Englishman in his mid-60s. 

It’s a balmy late-summer evening and he says he’s 
eager to get started. In truth, so are we. His is a story 
we’ve been meaning to bring you for the thick end 
of a decade. It’s that of the best British domestique 
you’ve likely never heard of and of a true pioneering 
spirit. It’s also the tale of a man who helped one of 
the greats of the sport win over 100 races, among 
them three successive editions of Paris-Roubaix. 

All ready? Then we’ll begin…
Despite the still-evident Bristolian burr when he 

speaks, Phil Edwards’s story is firmly rooted in Italy. 
Specifically, it begins during the post-war clean-up 
exercise in a town called Treviso that was virtually 
gutted by a single, devastating bombing raid late in 
the war. In five early-afternoon minutes on 7 April 
1944, the American Air Force visited Armageddon 

on Treviso’s population of 55,000. Over 2,000 
bombs fell on the town, killing over 1,000 people 
and destroying 80 per cent of Treviso’s architecture.

And so it was that, following the war, 29-year-old 
Brinley Edwards, a sergeant in the Royal Air Force, 
found himself in the region of Veneto. Out dancing 
one night he met a pretty local girl, Maria Caratti, 
and she promptly stole his heart. Somehow the pair 
managed to tear through the reams of Anglo-Italian 
red tape, and by the spring of 1948 Maria had made 
an honest man of Brinley. Moving to England, they 
set about building a life in the West Country. By the 
following September they had a new son, Philip.

“When she arrived she spoke almost no English,” 
recalls Edwards of his mother, “but she had a very 
outgoing personality. People liked her, and people 
will always help people they like. We never spoke 
Italian at home, I guess because she had needed to 
assimilate very quickly when she came over here. 
So I never learned to speak the language but we’d  
go to Treviso for the summer holidays and it was 
there I learned to appreciate the idea of Italy…”

The young Edwards started riding, flinging 
himself through the Mendips on a single-speed 
Gypsy Moth bike. Out one day with a couple  
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of friends, they came across a group of cyclists from 
the Western Road Club. It was a fateful meeting.

“They said, ‘Why don’t you come along and ride 
the schoolboy races?’” remembers Edwards. “They 
used to hold them at a disused airfield in Bristol, 
and so that’s what I did. By the time I was 14 I was 
regional schoolboy champion and from there it  
was pretty much just cycling…”

Despite the Bristol upbringing, his Trevigiano 
heritage started to catch up with Edwards. “My 
uncle lived behind Pinarello’s shop, and of course 
cycling is part of their DNA up there. They’d all 
grown up with the Giro, and they all knew the 
Pinarello story…”

Legend has it that Giovanni Pinarello’s shop (and 
subsequently his sprawling factory) was funded by 
another Italian bike manufacturer. Pinarello had 
won the maglia nera, the mythical black jersey of  
the Giro’s last man, in 1951. Back in those pre-TV 
days, cycling was by far the most popular sport  
in Italy. As such the Giro was the highlight of the 
sporting year and the likes of Fausto Coppi, Gino 
Bartali and Fiorenzo Magni were big household 
names. As they went hammer and tongs for pink,  
so the peloton’s third estate also enraptured the 
public with their own pantomime. The ‘fight for 
black’ was every bit as caustic as that for pink, and 
its greatest moments are still the stuff of legend. 

In 1952, though, Giovanni Pinarello’s Bottecchia 
team decided not to select him to ‘defend’ his jersey. 
Instead they chose to pin their Giro ambitions on 
the great sprinter, Oreste Conti, and the stage racing 
specialist Pasquale Fornara. The black jersey was all 
well and good, the bosses reasoned, but hardly the 
best marketing tool for a bike manufacturer. No 
Giro for Pinarello, then, but Bottecchia consoled 
him with enough money to open… a bike shop.

“When I got into the sport,” Edwards explains, “my 
Italian family would send cycling stuff for birthdays 
and at Christmas. There would be loads of cycling 
shorts, tubulars, stuff like that…”

Edwards didn’t know it yet but the blueprint of 
his adult life was being formed both at home and 
abroad. “My grandmother came to live with us. We 
weren’t rich but we ate extremely well because food 
is extremely important to Italians. We would have  
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a Sunday roast like everyone else but there was a 
Sicilian deli in Bristol. So we had pasta, polenta… 
things you couldn’t get in British supermarkets 
back then. In fact, we ate things most of my friends 
had never heard of!”

It’s a truism that English food doesn’t enjoy the 
best reputation in Italy. It’s also true that, for a boy 
weaned on his nonna’s pasta, 1960s British school 
meals left a very great deal to be desired;

“I couldn’t stand those sloppy school dinners, so  
I asked if I could go home for lunch. The school was 
dead set against it but in the end agreed. The upshot 

was that I’d ride a time trial home, eat 
lunch, then ride another one back. It 
was a little unorthodox but it was 
some of the best training I ever did.”

By 1967 he was an apprentice at 
British Aerospace but hated being 
cooped up indoors all day. He was 
fixated on racing and won just about 
every time he pinned a number on. 
That August he became the national 
junior champion so they put him on 
the shortlist for the Mexico Olympics. 
He wouldn’t make it – he wasn’t ready 
physically – but he resolved to take 
part in the Munich games of 1972. 

Back then the British Cycling 
Federation was a hand-to-mouth 
affair staffed by keen amateurs but 
their patronage, allied to that of the 
Bristol cycling community and the 
extended family, saw to it that he had 
plenty of racing.

“I won a scholarship and in 1969 
spent four months racing in Holland. 
That was a real education. I was doing 
100km criteriums and they taught me 
to race more aggressively, to position 
myself and to ride crosswinds. I went 

back the following year and the BCF made sure I got 
to race in Basel, Munich, places like that. I started to 
see the world of cycling and it was an eye-opener…”

In 1972 he was prolific. At the Milk Race he won 
the stage in Cardiff, and finished fourth on GC. He 
was one of Britain’s best amateur riders and he was 
holding his own against the cream of the European 
circuit. He was now ready to live the Olympic dream 
at what turned out to be a nightmarish Olympics.

“COMING HOME WAS 
A BIG ANTI-CLIMAX. 

I’D RIDDEN IN THE 
OLYMPICS AND THE 
TOUR DE L’AVENIR!”
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“I remember the kidnapping of the Israeli team as if 
it were yesterday, because they were staying just a 
few yards away from us. To be honest, I didn’t really 
understand the implications of it all back then. It all 
felt surreal, and the whole atmosphere around the 
Olympic village changed overnight.

“For the race itself the big favourites were Hennie 
Kuiper, Francesco Moser and Freddy Maertens, then 
Eastern Bloc riders such as Ryszard Szurkowski. In 
the race Kuiper went away with Clyde Sefton but 
Phil Bayton and I broke away from the pack. We 
were fifth and sixth but moved up a place because 
the Spanish guy who’d been third was disqualified 
for doping. Later that month we went to the Tour de 
l’Avenir. All the top amateurs in Europe were there 
and it was a big shop window. I wasn’t a climber but 
I came second in a couple of stages and finished 
ninth on GC. To put that into context, Giovanni 
Battaglin was eighth, and Kuiper was 10th…”

Battaglin would later win the Giro, while Kuiper 
became world champion as a pro. Meanwhile, the 
UK Olympic quartet went their separate ways. John 
Clewarth remained an amateur, while Phil Bayton 
and Dave Lloyd, both of them extremely gifted, 
rode professionally on Britain’s moribund domestic 
circuit. Their talent and earning potential would  
be undermined by being born in the wrong era. 
Edwards had other ideas.

“Coming home was a big anti-climax. I’d ridden 
the Olympics and l’Avenir so the last thing I wanted 
was to ride criteriums and three-day races at home. 
There was no money in it and as a career it was a bit 
of a dead-end. I needed to make a decision about  
my cycling career. Unbeknown to me, my mum had 
already made it for me.”

Maria Edwards told her son that she’d written to 
Ernesto Colnago, framebuilder to the stars and one 
of the prime movers in Italian cycling. Her son, she 
informed the great man, was not only a champion-
in-the-making but also half Italian so he would  
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rode five giri and helped Moser to become the most 
prolific winner of his generation. He was invaluable 
in Moser’s famous Paris-Roubaix hat-trick of ’78-80 
and they won the Giro di Lombardia, La Flèche 
Wallonne, Gent-Wevelgem and scores of others.

“I’ve no idea how many races we won together all 
told but they were the best years,” says Edwards. “He 
was an incredible leader and 100 per cent fair with 
me. I was never a star but I like to think I was a good 
gregario. I was a Brit but the Italians paid my airfare 
when Moser won the 1977 Worlds in Venezuela.”

He won the British Championship that year and 
is proud of his jersey. However, he made his living 
working for Francesco Moser, not attempting to 
beat him. He spent five years as one of Italy’s best 
gregari but there were no victories. Cycling then  
was extremely hierarchical, almost feudal. Moser 
was the boss at Sanson and the public wanted to  
see him toe-to-toe with Baronchelli and Saronni. 

The rivalries were personal 
but they were the engine of 
the sport. There was no value 
for anybody in seeing the 
main attractions diluted by 
ambitious domestiques.

“One of my most abiding 
memories,” he says, “is of 
Bernard Hinault’s first Giro, 
in 1980. We were down in the 
south, one of those brutal, 
hilly stages somewhere in 
Molise. He just rode the entire 
peloton – Moser and Saronni 
included – off his wheel. I’d 
never seen anything like it…”

He called time on his pro 
career in 1981, undone by a 
wrist injury and the vagaries 
of cycling politics. But by this 

time he was already starting to look beyond riding 
anyway. He and brother Mark started exporting 
Italian cycling exotica to stolid old England. Besides, 
it wasn’t as if he was going to miss out on the money 
side of pro cycling either.

“There was no such thing as a wealthy gregario  
but it enriched me in so many ways. Everything  
I did subsequently – and everything I am today – 
I owe to Italy and to cycling.”

And to a beautiful, redemptive Anglo-Italian love 
story which blossomed amidst the bomb craters of 
post-war Treviso… 

do well to look sharp and find this prodigy a place 
on one of the teams he sponsored. So there…

 The problem was that the Italians had always set 
great store in their Olympic performances so their 
amateurs had been blocked from turning pro for 
two years before Munich. As a result, the country 
was bursting at the seams with neo-pros so there 
would be no place for foreigners such as Edwards. 
Colnago wrote back to say that he couldn’t get him 
a ride with Molteni but might be able to place him 
with one of the amateur teams he supplied. On 15 
November 1972 Edwards and his mother boarded  
a plane to Milan. Two months later he was living 
and racing in Liguria.

“The first season was hard, simply because the 
standard was so high and I wasn’t accustomed to 
doing so much climbing. By the second year I was 
very competitive and by 1975 I was winning a lot.  
I was one of the best amateurs in Italy, more or less 
fluent in the language and ready to turn pro.”

By this time Francesco Moser was the undisputed 
poster boy of Italian cycling and Edwards was more 
or less his body-double. Sanson were building a 

“THERE WAS NO SUCH 
THING AS A WEALTHY 

GREGARIO BUT IT 
ENRICHED ME IN  
SO MANY WAYS”

Phil Edwards’s half-decade in the 
belly of the Italian peloton left him 
well-connected. Back in those pre- 
internet days the cycling world 
was a very big place and Italian 
cycling quite parochial. As an 
Anglo-Saxon, Edwards resolved  
to build a bridge – commercially 
speaking at least – between the 
English-speaking world and his 

adoptive homeland, and for 30 
years he did precisely that.

In 1984 the American mountain 
bike market was in a boom period. 
Specialized had designs on the 
European market, and also a new 
road frame, the Allez, to sell. By 
now based in Bergamo, Edwards 
took up the cudgels through his 
COMAR company. He and his 
brother helped Specialized to 
establish a foothold in both Italy 

and Britain as American brands 
started to penetrate the most 
European of all markets. 

In September 1989 Trek came 
calling, having just developed the 
carbon fibre 5000. Phil would be 
a significant player in their huge 
growth over the next decade and 
through the Armstrong years. He 
retired in 2010, and later traded 
the hurly-burly of Lombardy for la 
dolce vita on the Costa Azzurra.

new team around Moser 
and needed a strong, 
willing passista who 
could ride in the wind 
and be ready, when 
necessary, to give Moser 
a bike, or a wheel, or a 
lead-out. Bristol’s finest was the same height, rode 
the same frame size and could ride, more or less,  
at the kind of speeds demanded by Moser. He may 
have been a late starter but he’d fallen on his feet.

“You can’t believe the difference in quality once 
you reach that level – it was like a punch in the face. 
Once more it felt like I was starting again and if I’ve 
one regret it’s the fact that I was 26 when I started.  
I think my being British meant that I missed out  
on two or three really good years but so be it…”

Soon he was rooming with Moser and the two  
of them would ride together for five years. Edwards 
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