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 Alex Dowsett is a member of the Great Britain Olympic Academy Programme and suffers from severe Haemophilia A.

Competing on the Velodrome, but specialising in road-racing, his aim is to earn a full professional contract next year and compete at the 2012 Olympic Games in London!

In his first year he spent all except the last 2 months of the season racing in the UK whilst completing his A-Levels; the last 2 months he spent in Tuscany, Italy.  Last year he lived with the team in Manchester during the winter and in Tuscany in the summer for the road-racing season.  2009 will follow the same format.

[image: image2.jpg]



When did you discover you had Haemophilia?

I had to grill my Mum about this as I wasn’t aware of the full story!

As a baby I used to bruise a lot – Mum always knew something was wrong and was always asking about it, but doctors and nurses said I just bruised easily.

Mum however was worried that I might have had leukaemia and after asking a lot and being shrugged off for being overprotective she demanded a blood test.

The doctor wasn’t happy and said putting me through a blood test would be far worse considering he thought nothing was wrong.  After going against his advice and still asking for the blood test I fell over walking out the doctors and severed the piece of skin joining top jaw to top lip!

It kept bleeding, scabbing over and then bleeding again for 24 hours or so.

When my parents checked on me during the night and found me in a pool of blood they called an emergency doctor.  She said they were to take me to hospital the next morning and that the very worse thing it could be was haemophilia but thought it was unlikely.  She did however say that she didn’t think it was leukaemia. 

I stayed in hospital for 3 days and had a blood transfusion after losing so much from my cut.  After diagnosing I was a Haemophiliac and which clotting factor I was missing I was given Factor 8, which Mum described as a tap being switched off.

That week my parents had visits from loads of hospital staff teaching her about my condition and how we were to move forwards with it.
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    How do you remember Haemophilia most affecting you as a child?

Two things stuck out in my mind: 

The first was often going into primary school with either a sling or on crutches whilst having a bleed and having to explain why I was in a situation where it looked like I had broken a bone, but with no plaster cast to show for it -  I was always conscious that the others thought I was faking it.

The second thing I remember most was the injections!!

I wasn’t slim as a child and finding veins was always a bit of a mission, even for doctors! 

I used to not be on prophylaxis so I only had treatments when I had a bleed and would often try to pretend it was never there.  Often when my parents suspected I had a bleed they would make me walk or try to bend the joint properly to see if I was in pain whilst I was trying to conceal it.

My Mum remembers me actually being in plaster cast when I’d have ankle bleeds!  It worried her but apparently I found it fairly new and exciting!
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What was it like at school when it came to sports?

Luckily I am useless at most mainstream ball games so sitting out of rugby or football was never too much of a hardship for me.

I’ve always been into the individual sports where I could prove to myself and others to be fitter, stronger or faster and this became more of an incentive and would help later on after my school days.

Fortunately these were all sports that everyone was happy I took part in (e.g. swimming; running at school; then cycling later on).
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When did you start cycling?

I was 13 and my dad kicked it all off.

He windsurfs and he and his windsurfing mates used to mountain bike when it wasn’t windy.  They’d all meet on our drive so I soon wanted to join in.  Dad took me out on a few rides to get used to it before joining them and soon I settled into these weekly rides.

Eric Smith was one of the guys riding and he used to race and his son Glenn raced at a high level within the UK.  I asked if I could have a go on a proper road racing bike, so the following week I went to watch Glenn race and rode a £3,000 racing bike!  I was hooked by the speed and another week on I competed in my first 10-mile time trial!  I rode with Eric to make sure I went the right way!  The course ran 5 miles out along the same road then went round a small block and back to where it started in Steeple, Essex.

That week I covered the course in 27.35 minutes and a week later did it on my own in 28.01 minutes.

I was hooked and carried on throughout that year and the next.

My times were coming down gradually and I competed in the schoolboy nationals the following year.  I only just scraped through qualifying which meant I had an early start in the National Final.

I rode the race of my life to take a clear lead and had to wait an agonising hour and a half for all the other rider’s times to come in to see how I did!

The last rider was the favourite and two years older than I was, but I was still leading overall and quicker at 5 miles by just 4seconds!

I couldn’t believe in my first national championships I could actually win!

Unfortunately though it wasn’t to be and the last rider pulled a strong ride out the bag and put 13 seconds into me.

This was the point where I really realised I’d found my sport:  cycling!
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At what point did cycling become a career possibility?

After my result I was tested by British Cycling’s talent team and soon drafted into what was an educational process of teaching us the ways of a professional bike rider.

I was introduced to track racing (indoor wooden Velodrome) and road racing in big bunches.

After this I turned Junior (under 18) and got picked up by a local team that had just been set up and sponsored by Colin Cleminson.  This really introduced into road racing and got me noticed by the Junior National team where I had trials and was one of 8 riders to be selected.  I competed in the World and European Championships and was part of the team pursuit team that took gold and Europeans and Bronze at the worlds.  This then led to selection onto the under 23 GB squad which is where I am now.

Becoming part of this team meant sacrificing or postponing University and committing to making cycling a career and job rather than a hobby!

I didn’t properly join them in their base in Tuscany until I had finished my A-levels, but soon got stuck in and am in my 3rd year now.

I am aiming to gain a professional contract with a team that will be competing at Tour De France level by the end of this season.
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What was the reaction of your doctors to a severe Haemophiliac wanting to become a professional cyclist?

Well the exact reaction was this:
‘We would rather you played chess or a musical instrument, but there is nothing we can do to stop you.’

And I knew it too!

I’d found a sport at which I was very competitive and I’m determined to reach the top and not let my Haemophilia stand in my way!

My Doctors, namely Dr. Colvin at the Royal London hospital, have been extremely supportive throughout my career so far, helping me with sports related injuries as well as fitting in check ups and the one operation I’ve had to have on a damaged joint into and around my racing and training schedule, nurses have informed my coaches and managers on my condition and what to do in the event on an accident, Healthcare have also provided me with extra large lots of Factor 8 or my long stints abroad and extra plasters for wounds that I sustain in falls.

I really couldn’t ask for more in terms of support from the NHS.
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Do you have a different training regime to your team-mates because of your Haemophilia?

No, I am treated like any other rider on the squad.

All my team mates know about my condition and know that things may be different if I take a nasty fall, but otherwise I am treated no differently. They often enquire about it especially after a fall and what would be different with me, which other than getting Factor VIII into me quick, isn’t a lot.
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How often do you have to inject Factor VIII?

Usually every other day during training.

If I’m racing I will makes sure I am topped up on the day.

If I’m on a rest day I won’t bother with treatment as I usually spend a lot of my day sitting down and resting and I’m sure a lot of readers will sympathize with the fact that injections aren’t exactly convenient or something you look forward to!
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What happens if you crash?!

Usually in a crash I would just suffer from losing a fair amount of skin on hips, legs elbows and shoulders (or the chin as was the case recently), which isn’t a problem for Haemophiliacs.

Sometimes bruising can occur if I go down with more of a bang than a slide but in both cases I will have been topped up before the ride and will give myself an extra treatment when I get back home just in case.
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Do you wear any kind of special sports ‘medic alert’?
I have a medic alert necklace that is always on me.

This is so important as if I’m out on my own and take a fall I need to be recognised as a Haemophiliac to any doctors that treat me.

If I’m unconscious they need to know somehow as there are many medications that would be detrimental to me as a Haemophiliac.

I really believe this is so important and have even considered having my information tattooed to me so everyone knows!  As you might imagine, my Mum isn’t too keen on the idea!
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What would be your message to haemophiliacs or anyone connected to someone with a bleeding disorder?

Stay as fit and healthy as you possibly can!  I rarely get bleeds and I believe this is due to my fitness and active lifestyle.

Most importantly never let it stop you or hold you back!
Career Honours
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Junior Level (16-18)

World Team Pursuit championships Bronze medallist

European Team Pursuit champion 

Multiple National Time Trial Champion

National Road Race Series Champion

Senior Level

Under 23 Time Trial Champion

4th – Under 23 National Road Race championships

11th – Men's National Road Race championships

3rd and 5th – Men's National 10-mile Time Trial

