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A man sits before me, 
wearing an old blue 
T-shirt and a pair of 
khakis. I notice the 
Hang Ten logo at his 
chest – those little 
feet that teens of the 
’90s often sported 

way before affordable store chains like H&M 
found their way here. His track shoes, cloaked 
in dust, have seen better days, as has the beat-
up Crumpler bag slouched by his feet. Clearly, 
fashion isn’t his priority. But beneath the 
ramshackle exterior, Nicholas Leong, 46, is a 
man with irrepressible enthusiasm.

A Singaporean, Leong now calls Iten home. 
High up in Kenya’s Rift Valley, Iten is small 
and chaotic, typical of third world nations. 
Matatus, or small buses, hog its streets day 
and night, touting for as many passengers as 
possible. Donkeys and bicycles wrestle hills 
and distance under hefty sacks of charcoal 
and oversized metal vessels of freshly drawn 
milk. These are the means by which its 4,000 
residents get around in the little town that’s 
flecked with rudimentary mud huts, hand-
ploughed fields and dusty roads.

Walk around Iten for a bit and you 
might come across a handful of men doing 
something quite different from the rest. Once 
shoe-shine boys and boda-bodas (bicycle 
taxis) operators, they are now part of the team 
of Kenyan Riders, a project initiated by Leong, 
with the quest of becoming the first black 
winners of the Tour de France, the oldest and 
most prestigious race in cycling’s history.  

how it began 
Leong was doing reasonably well as a 
commercial photographer before leaving for 
Kenya. He was comfortably ensconsed in a 
home in Katong until he had an epiphany 
about life. He was in his late 30s. 

“You know, what happens in your 20s? 
You start work and you want to own a flat, 
a car and have a certain lifestyle. But then 
when you get to be in your 30s, you start to 
wonder what it is all about. You start to have 
a sense of mortality, the number of years you 
have left,” he tells me, while sipping his health 
juice. “There’s nothing in my life I didn’t do 
that wouldn’t have been done. I wanted to do 
something when I could actually say, wow, I 
did something.”

There had never been an all-black African 
team in the Tour de France, and Leong, 
having followed the race his entire life, was 
determined to change that. Irv Blitzer of the 
1993 sports film Cool Runnings believed that 

Jamaican sprinters made winning bobsledders. 
Similarly, Leong held the strong belief that 
Kenyan runners made great cyclists. “I saw all 
these Kenyans running, and I saw incredible 
endurance. If somebody could give them a 
bike, they would be really, really good cyclists. 
It was a terrific idea,” he muses. 

He wrote in to a dozen professional teams, 
suggesting that they “go to Africa. It’s the 
place to find the greatest sporting endurance.” 
None of them even acknowledged his idea, so 
he decided to do it himself. He left his job and 
bought a ticket to Nairobi, and wound up in 
Iten, which he deems “the Apple Computers 
and Harvard University of distance running”. 
Iten has long produced running legends 
like retired two-time Olympic gold medalist 
Kipchoge Keino, and current Olympic and 
world champion in 800m, David Rudisha. 

“It’s the coolest town ever,” he declares. 
“You walk down the street, and that guy’s the 
world champion, that guy won the Boston 
marathon, that guy’s the third fastest in 
history, and all that s**t. And, they are all 
normal people. 

“If I were African, I would be super, super 
proud of the place. This is like our statement 
into the world. But, you know, not enough is 
being said.”      

it gets official  
It turns out that in a place so focused on 
running, not many people wanted to trade in 
their shoes for wheels. It took Leong a while in 
his search before he found Zakayo Nderi, who 
was shining shoes by the side of a road, in a 
neighbouring town called Eldoret. “I observed 
him on a ride, timed him, talked to him, 
listened to his story and I believed he could do 
it,” he says.    

 There are thousands of young men like 
Nderi who would do all sorts of odd jobs 
to eke out a living. Leong could have asked 
him to go back to shining his shoes, and 
life for Nick would return to normal. But he 
didn’t, and offered to sponsor and train him. 
Eventually, in 2008, he brought Nderi to 
compete in l’Alpe d’Huez, a stage finish in the 
Tour de France since 1976. Nderi completed 
the race in an impressive 42 minutes and 10 
seconds, the third fastest average time then.  

“Because of that, somebody thought, maybe 
this is a great idea,” Leong says. That was 
when his partner/investor came along and 
the project grew. With help from Matthieu 
and Marie-Anne Vermersch, Kenyan Riders 
was officially incorporated in Singapore. That 
was 2009, and today, the team is a family of 
cyclists, coaches, cooks and consultants.  

It’s a long-term dream, but if the Kenyan 
Riders make it to the Tour de France, it’s 
going to be the most prominent and inspiring 
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export. “If they win it, it’s going to start a lot of 
new conversations, not only within Kenya but 
outside as well,” Leong believes. “In the short 
run, it’s finding individuals and really cool 
guys to work with. We find individuals with 
dreams for themselves and the ability to do it.” 

No doubt, these Kenyans have earned their 
right to be seen. Since Nderi’s climb at l’Alpe 
d’Huez, the team has proven its worth at many 
other events, such as the 2012 Haute Route, 
which bills itself as the toughest and highest 
amateur race in the world. The Kenyan Riders 
finished second out of more than 70 teams. If 
not victory, it displayed serious potential. 

With hard work comes reward. Each cyclist 
is paid $220 to $380 a month, much higher 
than their national average. It’s a decent 
wage, and all expenses like food, shelter and 
equipment are taken care of. On the surface, 
this project meets the practical objective 
of feeding the team’s families, but Leong 
believes it gives them something to strive for. 
It provides some light at the end of the tunnel. 
Like laying out a banquet, some people get it, 
and some people won’t.

addressing the moral code  
Leong feels tremendous proud of what he has 
started. “While I’m here on this earth, I should 

make use of my time well,” he says. 
It’s not like he is some qualified, wealthy 

man who knows how to run a cycling team. 
“There are others who are far more qualified, 
but they just didn’t have the idea. At the end of 
the day, it’s not like you start with these grand 
ideas. They come along the way. I care about 
people, but I’m not this massive humanitarian. 
I’m just this guy, trying to get by, trying to do 
the right thing. I’m practical like that.”

From a larger perspective, Leong thinks 
everyone should get a chance at any great 
sport. These Kenyans definitely deserve theirs. 
From an African point of view, it is giving them 
a livelihood. It’s not charity. They work to earn 
their keep.

It’s still a noble deed by all concerns. I 
wonder if there is more to it than just going 
to Kenya, finding cyclists, and investing time 
and resources for their benefit. What is in it 
for Leong? Does it make him appreciate his 
life in Singapore more? Is it something to ease 
his conscience? After all, poor countries aren’t 
field trip destinations for us to realise how 
privileged we are.

“I think people in poor countries do not 
exist to give richer people a teaching moment,” 
he muses. “We’ve gone to Kenya and found 
a wonderful bunch of young men. We are 

people in poor 
countries do not 
exist to give richer 
people A teAching 
moment... our 
conviction is for our 
men to live in dignity

CLoCKwIsE from LEft  
A picture perfect moment 
for Nick and the racers; 
African children standing 
by, watching a race; simon 
Blake, the cycling coach, 
and the 12 team members; a 
racer quenching his thirst in 
parched weather after a race
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attempting to build a team out of them, a 
professional cycling team. Because at the heart 
of this is our conviction that for men to live 
with dignity, they must have something that’s 
robust enough to engage the free market. 
The East Africans are the greatest endurance 
athletes on the planet. They win marathons 
everwhere in the world, and no cent is given 
or asked for. This is dignity.”

I have no problem with others doing good 
deeds for less than altruistic reasons, because 
I know we can’t always help it. But what does 
it say of a person who does volunteer work 
to show the world? Is it selfish? It is hard to 
think that we can make a difference we think 
we are empowered to make, while maintaining 
a sense of self-awareness and humility. The 
books that we’re reading still aren’t keys to 
unravelling systemic poverty.

Leong laughs. “I generally have a great 
amount of admiration and am always humbled 
by altruism. Genuine goodness is everywhere 
in this world, yet there isn’t enough of it. I’ve 
met people who have made great personal 
sacrifices in the service of others. To them, I 
feel humility and awe. I might have a personal 

opinion on who the ‘real deal’ is or who’s less 
honourable. But I’ve come to learn that we 
all struggle to be good. So any modicum of 
kindness should be applauded.

“I can only be true to myself, not judge 
others or their motivations. Imagine a field 
trip organised by a rich school in a rich 
country. Perhaps out of 30 kids who go, 25 of 
them are posers. But five of them may decide 
to do something of real worth. It might appear 
wasteful, but what’s the alternative?

“There is no magic bullet answer to 
problems of the human condition. We all 
stumble along. Our project is not an allegorical 
answer, but it can be a solution to pressing 
problems: an investment in human potential 
and attempt to make it economically viable.”

Leong feels that for as long as there 
has been humanity, there are no universal 
answers, only personal ones. I ask if he 
struggles with problems like this, and he nods, 
“I do, but less and less. I’m here to do a job. 
Around me is raw human potential and I must 
harness resources to identify it, to take it to 
the point where they can change their lives. 
One can be overwhelmed by situations even 

the milk deliveryman
“my name is John Njoroge. I am 30 this 
year, and the youngest in the family of 
seven brothers and two sisters. I left 
school early and began helping my father at 
the farm, supporting him with the chores, 
taking care of cows, and delivering the 
milk. Every morning, I’d wake up at five, 
cycle to New Kenya Cooperative Creameries 
to deliver 50 litres of milk. It was a struggle 
at first, but I got used to it. Unlike everyone 
else, I cycled not only out of necessity, 
but pleasure. Before, it was my livelihood, 
my freedom and pleasure. Now, it is my 
future. when I raced for the first time, I 
had no experience. I didn’t know what good 
pacing was. with Kenyan riders, I have 
learnt plenty. It gave me opportunities 
to race in Australia and Europe. Cycling 
isn’t easy as it may seem. You need to be 
comfortable to move in a bunch, you need 
to be stable, and you must know how to 
corner well. I’m learning this right now. I 
look at the greatest cyclists (Cadel Evans is 
my inspiration) in the world, at their history 
and challenges. If they can make it, so can 
I. If I work hard, stay focused and hungry 
for success, there will be no problem. Even 
when the pain comes, I keep on going, 
because I know I want to win.” 

when we want to effect change. It’s easy to be 
paralysed into inaction while we’re trying to 
figure out the most authentic course of action. 
So I just try to keep the project in motion.”

let’s be fair  
In a small way, the Kenyan Riders project is 
about making the world fairer. It also affirms 
that sports can overcome social disparities. “It’s 
the only thing people don’t argue about. Obama 
could never get people to agree with him, but 
on the playing field, everyone accepts the rules 
and get along,” Leong points out.       

 Life is crazy enough, so we turn to sports, 
where everything is transparent. This is why 
doping is such a problem. While there are 
plenty of marathon gods who can finish 42km 
in two hours and 10 minutes flat, but are 
doped, you’ll find that many Kenyans can finish 
two kilometres ahead, and plenty of them are 
clean. This is the kind of big picture Leong has: 
find the guys to do these things, and make the 
world believe in sports again, which I think is 
pretty cool.     

“It’s possible, even in our darkest moments, 
and moments of despair. We can still dream, 

CLoCKwIsE from LEft  
John Njoroge, the team’s 
strongest man to date; an 
African kid staring into parked 
bicycles; what it’s like to 
watch a race from within
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that things are still achievable, no matter 
what frustrations we have. We are sane and 
competent men, and we need to realise that 
these things are possible.”

 
a pride-swallowing siege
If you recall the 1996 film Jerry Maguire, Tom 
Cruise plays a sports agent who decides to get 
ethical and gets fired for it. All his clients but 
one leave, an Arizona Cardinals wide receiver 
who’s difficult to please. Throughout, both 
direct harsh criticism of each other, to a point 
where Maguire loses it. “You don’t know what 
it’s like to be ME out here for YOU. It’s an up-
at-dawn, pride-swallowing siege,” he yelled. 
That is what it’s like for Leong.    

 “I’m at a point where I’m the Jerry Maguire 
of this project,” Leong says with a chuckle. “I 
need to go out, meet people, and sell the idea. 
There are days when you work very hard and 
meet a potential sponsor who doesn’t buy the 
vision. He’d say, yes, you’re a business and all 
that, but businesses don’t live on dreams.” 

The project needs to be associated with 
inspiring things, which is what it is all about, 
yet it’s not convincing enough for some. 

But Leong remains resolute. “It’s OK. I 
honestly embrace it because I started the 
whole damn thing. I embrace everything about 
this project.” No regrets? “None. This is still 
going on and we have a lot of hope.”

There’s got to be at least one believer out 
there, and there is. A bike sponsor. They are 
sponsored by Aleoca, a local bicycle company 
that was established in 1996 by a guy who 
barely completed school. His bikes are sold  
in supermarkets everywhere, even Indonesia 
and Brazil. “If you want to go global, you need 
a team, buddy. You need a six-year plan,” 
Leong convinced him. He agreed immediately. 

While there are days when he gets athletes 
walking out on him because “it just isn’t their 
thing”, the project isn’t without its good days. 
“The ups are kind of nebulous. There are these 
moments of clarity when after a hard day, you 
lie in bed and think. To see athletes come back 
successful is a nice feeling, but to see a nobody 
become a somebody through hard work, that’s 
inspiring for me. I’m there, and I’m inspired.”

an eventual homecoming  
At this point, the Kenyan Riders are more than 

ready to compete in the Tour de France and 
climb the mountains. They are ready to team 
up with other corporate teams who believe 
in this new “product”. It’s not just a question 
of money, but passion and originality. While 
money is what they require for sustenance, 
the other things they need are time and 
patience, something Leong has learnt from 
living in Kenya. 

All good things take time. Even Usain Bolt 
took time. But these things can happen. Like 
how Usain Bolt chose to stay in Jamaica to 
train, the Kenyan Riders will choose to stay in 
Kenya. It may be good to get exposure to the 
world, but they choose to stay, because they 
don’t want to forget where they come from. 

Eventually, they will have their well-
deserved moment of glory. “People will wake 
up each day, turn on their TV sets, and see 
a bunch of black cyclists climb away. They 
will ask: Who are these guys are? What’s 
their story? They’d want to read about them 
and remind themselves of the things they 
promised when they were young, which were 
never fulfilled. They will learn that hopes and 
dreams tend to get whacked out by the world 
as time goes by.” That’s the dream.

When that happens, they will be well-taken 
care of, and Leong knows that he can return 
home because he would have accomplished his 
goal. “When we actually make it to the Tour de 
France, I’m going to get on with my own life 
back in Singapore.” 

we cAn still dreAm, 
thAt things Are 
still AchievAble... 
we Are sAne, 
competent men, And 
we need to reAlise 
these Are possible


