


The Astana team has a lot of good riders that 

could win the Tour de France. The team includes 

Lepheimer, Armstrong, Klöden. Do you think 

that there may be too many leaders? This team is 

incredibly strong. Any one of those riders could be a leader 

on another team. But I think this is good and it is not a 

problem. It has made the team very strong for the Tour. We 

will have to see how the race goes to see who is the leader, 

but it is more important that Astana wins. 

Is there one thing you’re looking to improve on 

this year? Everything [laughing]. It is possible to improve 

my climbing and time trial, but I think it is more possible to 

improve in the time trial. My power is better this year for the 

long climbs. 

Dirk Demol
Dirk Demol, the 1988 Paris-Roubaix champion was faced 

with some choices when he retired like what does he do 

next? He was 35 years old and his life had been cycling. Due 

to his connections in the cycling world he ended up directing 

a team with young riders and giving advice. Meanwhile his 

former teammate was directing a professional cycling team 

that would soon produce a Tour de France champion. After 

Armstrong’s first Tour win, Bruyneel called Demol and asked 

him to be his assistant. That relationship has now spanned 

10 years, and except for a year at Quick Step, Demol has 

been the right hand man in what is arguably the most well 

run and organized cycling team in the history of the sport. 

What is that certain quality that these directors can sense 

in a rider and how do they do it? At the Astana training camp 

Demol sat down and explained the organization behind the 

Astana machine.

You are returning to the team after a one year 

absence. What brings you back? I’m happy to be 

back, that’s for sure. There were options that I could stay 

at Quick Step, there were also offers from Katyusha, from 

Milram, I had many options. But before I worked with Quick 

Step I worked for Johan for eight years and they were 

very good. I was his right hand man. It was the perfect 
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partnership. But when the adventure with the Discovery 

Channel team stopped, I went to work with a Belgian team. 

But after I retired, I was a professional rider from 1982 

to 1995, I worked for four years with young riders, juniors 

and espoirs. In that period I worked with Tom Boonen, Stijn 

Devolder and a lot of good professional riders. But why 

come back? Astana is a good team, a professional team 

and I missed the family atmosphere. Johan has created 

a team where everyone knows their job and is happy 

with each other. At Quick Step it could sometimes be a 

competition and really not like colleagues. I’m happy that I 

did it too because it was a very good experience. it made it 

easier to come back to Johan’s crew because I know how it 

works here. They’re like one big family.

What is it about a rider that you can tell they 

will become a champion? It takes experience. I can 

see someone on a bike can say, ‘That’s the guy.’ How he is 

pedaling, how we sits on his bike, how his face is when they 

ride fast. It’s small things. I can go back to Alberto Contador 

and I saw him in his first year as a professional in 2003 

with the ONCE team. His first race was Paris-Nice. The very 

last stage of Paris-Nice at Nice I was watching him and 

even though he was 20 years old, he looked like he was 16. 

I thought, ‘What was this young kid doing here?’ I watched 

him the whole week and he was 20th or 21st in the overall, 

which was good for a neo-professional. The last day he had 

a puncture before the final climb. This was the climb where 

the course always exploded, where the real race started. 

It was the worst moment and I thought goodbye, we’re not 

going to see him come back. We started the climb and I am 

always checking my rearview mirror and I saw him coming 

back, fighting with his bike. I thought, ‘F@ck, this guy has 

some balls!’ because he is trying to come back and he has no 

chance. He passed our car, other guys are getting chopped 

off the back of the peloton and we passed a group of 20 

riders and I did not see him. We pass another group of 10 

riders and again nothing. At the top of the climb there was 

a front group of 20 riders and he was there! He punctured 

one kilometer before the climb and he made it the first group 

as a neo-professional. I immediately phoned Johan and said, 

‘Listen, I found Alberto Contador. He’s a good rider and you 

have to go after him. He is the future.’ We are not always 

right, but often we are.

How often do you think you are right? More than 

50 percent.

I’ve spoken to riders that are close to retiring 

and I asked them what they’re going to do. When 

I asked them if they’re going to be a director, 

but they always say no. Why did you want to be 

a director? If you had asked me that when I was a rider 

I would have given you the same answer, ‘No way! I’m not 

going to drive behind the peloton riding 40 kilometers an 

hour, all day long.’ But I was 14 years a professional cyclist 

with only one problem, how to get in form. You don’t know 

what is going on in other countries; you just have your 

cycling world. When I stopped I was 35 and I realized, ‘Huh, 

now I have to go into the real world.’ So I started to think 

what I wanted to do. At that time there was a lot of semi-

professional teams in Belgium. I knew a lot of young riders 

and someone came up to me and told me that a team was 

looking for someone like me (to direct). Was I interested? I 

said yeah. I talked to the manager. We sat down and within 

five minutes it was done (agreed to direct the team). It was a 

team with young riders who raced no more than 100 miles 

and even shorter and I would be gone for no more than a 

week. I was just giving advice to the young guys and helping 

them find the way. My first time in the car I thought this was 

crazy. It is a race inside the race. Sometimes it is like rally 

racing. So I wondered if I wanted to do that for the next year. 

Then the second time was better and by 

the third time I decided I wanted to do 

this. I thought for five years or 10 years. 

I did it for four years for young riders and 

than Johan gave me the chance to work 

with professional riders. I never thought 

I would work with professional riders. I 

never asked to. I was happy with my young 

kids. I know Johan, we’re from the same 

area. Our parents lived 10 kilometers 

from each other. For two years we were 

also teammates on the Lotto team. So we 

stayed friends, but lost contact. One day he 

called me a couple of weeks after Lance 

won his first Tour de France. He said he 

was coming to Belgium to see his parents 

and that he wanted to sit down with me. I 

said that is nice but why? ‘I’m looking for 

an assistant and I was thinking of you.’ I 

thought wow! We sat down and it was just 

like before, in five minutes it was done and 

we had a deal. At that time my English was, 

‘yes,’ ‘no,’ and ‘I love you.’ (laughing). He 

said I had four or five months to prepare. 

And I said okay I would do it. That’s how it 

started. I thought maybe four or five years, 

now I’m 10 years with a professional team. 

And I really love it.

You said there was a family feel 

to Astana. What does Johan do to 

create that family feel? He’s always clear. He 

always found the right riders needed to make the 

team stronger. It’s the same with the staff. We have 

27 riders but we have more than 30 staff members. 

He has the qualities to see if someone is going to fit 

in the team or not.

What does he look for? What did he see in 

you? He always knows some background. He asks 

around a little bit and gets some feedback. Then he 

makes a decision if that’s the guy we need.

What the key things that he looks for? He 

sees it like he sees a rider on a bike. That guy has 

qualities and he will fit in.

Are there other things he’s looking for 

in a rider as well? Their mentality. If he is 

always messing around, forget it. For example, 

when he made the team in 2000-2001, he 

needed a strong guy that could pull for three 

or four hours and then sit up and the next day 

be back and recovered. He started to look 

around. The same when he needs a climber.

Once you had these riders on the team, 

what do you do to bring them together? 

Going back to the period when we had Lance, 

Lance is a born leader and they knew he couldn’t 

win the Tour de France by himself. The same 

now with Alberto Contador. They are all winners 

and have the winner’s mentality. They are born 

champions and leaders and they just have it. 

They don’t have their own ambitions. They ride 

as hard and as fast as they can for the leader. 

Demol

Jani Brajkovic
In 2007 at the Tour de Georgia, Jani 

Brajkovic came to the attention of American 

fans. A break on stage 3, which contained 

Brajkovic, finished an amazing 29 minutes in 

front of the peloton. The following day’s time 

trial put him in the leader’s jersey which he 

retained all the way to Atlanta. Great things 

were predicted from this man from Slovenia. 

However the 2008 season did not start off 

like he wanted and he had to wait until the 

end of the season to show his true potential. 

In the Tour of Lombardia he finished in a 

strong second place always being active 

and monitoring the front of the group. That 

result and the birth of his son has given 

Brajkovic the motivation to once again prove 

himself in 2009.

Talk a little about last season. 

I had a few problems at the beginning 

of the season. But the second half the 

season was really good and I got my self 

confidence back. I think it’s going to be 

a great season this year and it’s a great 

honor to be here on this team. It’s the best 

team in the world.

What type of injuries did you 

have? Just general health, but now I’m 

feeling great.

Did you change something from 

last year to this year? A little bit with 

my preparation. I did a bit more rest at the 

end of the season. Now I’m feeling stronger 

and quite fresh.

You’re 26 now. Do you feel 

the pressure that you have to 

perform? I was a little bit worried last 

year at the beginning of the season when 

I wasn’t so good. But by the end of the 

season I was getting better and better. This 

year I have the talent I just have to do my 

work as I know how to do it and everything 

will be fine.

Here at the training camp what 

are you doing to get ready? I 

spent four weeks in the Canary Islands 

in January and did some long rides. At 

the end of the training camp I did some 

intensity workouts. Time-wise it wasn’t 

that long, maybe four hours. I just did 

what I had to do and then go home. It’s 

nonsense training 35 hours a week. Your 

body cannot recover. It worked out pretty 

well and I’m ready.

You have a new baby. How’s that 

working out? It’s perfect. Everyday it is 

something special. Being with him for the 

past four weeks at training camp with my 

family was something special. It gives you 

so much motivation and joy in your life. It 

is incredible.

Now you have the motivation 

of not only being called the 

next great cyclist, but also the 

motivation of having a son. That’s 

a big morale boost for me as well as 

motivation. It’s a big change in my life but 

I love it. Sometimes it is hard with a baby, 

but the next second when he smiles you 

forget everything and it is incredible.

Speaking of motivation, Lance 

Armstrong is back on the team. 

That’s just amazing.

What’s that like? Was today the 

first time you rode with him? We 

rode together in December in the training 

camp. It is just awesome to have him on 

the team. You can feel it, everyone is more 

professional, everyone is more motivated. 

For now everything is just perfect.

What does your race calendar 

look like? I want to do the Tour of 

California, then I fly back to Europe and do 

Tirreno- Adriatico, Criterium International, 

Circuit d’ Sarthe I think, Trentino and the 

Giro. I want to be on my top fitness for 

the Giro. That’s the big goal to be there 

for Lance and the team.

Looking at your competitors at the 

Giro, you have Basso… Oh yeah, this 

year the Giro is going to be bigger than the 

Tour. Basso, Sastre is there, Menchov is 

there, Lance is there. It’s going to be hard.

Are you nervous at all? No, I’m not 

nervous. Obviously it is going to be hard, 

but we can do it. >>>

brajkovic
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armstrong’s rig.

WEIGHT: 15.9 
SIZES: 58cm
FRAME: Trek Madone 6.9
FORK: Bontrager XXX
WHEELSET: Bontrager
TIRES: Bontrager
BRAKE LEVERS: SRAM Red
BRAKES: SRAM Red
HANDLEBAR: Bontrager
HEADSET: Cane Creek
SADDLE: Bontrager
SEATPOST: Mast
SHIFTERS: SRAM Red
STEM: Bontrager Race XXX
BOTTOM BRACKET: SRAM GXP
CASSETTE: SRAM OG-1090
CHAIN: SRAM PC 1090
CRANKS: SRAM Red with SRM 
power meter
DERAILLEURS F/R: SRAM Red
PEDALS: Shimano Dura-Ace

How do you feel the team’s chances are for the 

Giro? I think pretty good. I think Lance wouldn’t come back if 

he didn’t think he was capable of winning again.

What will be your goals at the Giro? Just show 

myself and be there for Lance. To be with him at the key 

stages and do my best.

Yaroslav Popovych
“Popo” to his friends, is genuinely a funny, nice guy. Look at 

his photo on the Astana roster web page and I challenge you 

to find a photo of anyone else that looks like they are having 

as much fun as Popo during a headshot shoot. But beneath 

the nice guy persona is a rider with a killer résumé. In 2001 

he won the U23 World Road Race Championships and the 

U23 Paris-Roubaix. His first pro team was Landouwkrediet-

Colnago. It was there that he really caught the attention 

of managers. In 2003 he finished third overall and the 

following year fifth at the Giro. In 2005 Bruyneel was able 

to secure Popovych for the Discovery Channel team. Lance 

Armstrong was interviewed on the Charlie Rose show during 

that time and Armstrong specifically names him as a rider 

with the potential to be a Tour de France champion. But 

with Armstrong on the team, Popo was classified as super-

domestic, a role he seemed happy with. With the demise of 

Discovery Channel, Popovych went to ride with Lotto who also 

had a Grand Tour potential winner in the form of Australian, 

Cadel Evans. After a year there and Bruyneel still in the game 

with Astana and Armstrong coming back, Popovych called 

to see if there was a place for him. Wisely, Bruyneel brought 

him back into the fold and Popovych will be again be riding for 

Armstrong. Looks like Bruyneel is bringing the band back. 

You left the team now your back. Why have you 

come back? I left the team a year ago because I didn’t 

know what was happening with the team after Discovery 

Channel finished. I spoke to Johan and he didn’t know what 

he was doing. He wasn’t sure he was going to get a new 

sponsor. I got other offers to go to other teams. With the 

Lotto team I thought I had the possibility to do something for 

myself in small races, but I didn’t have a good relationship 

with the upper management of the team. So I called Johan 

and told him my situation. He told me that that he would have 

to speak with Lance. The next day he called me and said it 

was okay for me to join the team. For me it is really good. 

I’m going to do the Tour with Lance and Alberto. I get a lot of 

satisfaction riding for the team. 

Talking to you and some of your teammates, it 

turns out that you are a funny guy. Do you feel 

that is true? I don’t think I can explain it myself. You have 

to ask other people.

I did. It is possible but some people may think I’m very 

serious. I think I’m a normal guy. I also like to laugh and joke.

You find that to be similar of people here on the 

team? They like to laugh and have a good time? 

At the Vuelta I stayed in the hotel with the Astana team for 

the final three or four days. They had Alberto and everyone 

knew Alberto was going to win. The team was always joking 

and laughing. 

You have ridden with Lance, Alberto and Cadel. 

These are three very different people.

How are they different? All three guys are looking 

for the win. Lance has many more years and is very 

concentrated. Alberto is a much young rider and not as 

much experience with other riders like Lance does. Cadel is 

walled off, isolated.

Going into the Tour de France who do you see 

as a protagonist? We’ll see how Lance does in the Tour 

of California. I think we’ll see after the Giro. Alberto has 

demonstrated the past two years that he is very strong. It is 

six months to the Tour so anything can change. 

Is there anything different between the Discovery 

Channel team and the Astana team? For me it is the 

same. Organization is the same. Johann is doing everything 

the same. There are seven or eight riders from Discovery 

Channel and more riders from Kazakhstan. The bicycle is the 

same. I don’t feel any difference.

What is your role on the Astana team? We have 

riders like Levi Leipheimer, Lance, to Alberto and Klöden. I 

want to help Lepheimer and Lance in California, I want to do 

something in Paris-Nice and Milan-San Remo. At the Giro 

and the Tour I go to help. Maybe get a result in a stage at the 

Giro? It is always possible to do something. [R]

popovych




