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MECHANIC FOR PROS TURNS TO BICYCLE TOURS
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SAL LILIENTHAL, owner of The Bicycle Tour Company in Kent, rranges tours that take vacationers through France and Spain,
and the northeastern United States. He was once a bicycle mechanic with the elite Motorola and Saturn bicycling teams. Li-
lienthal is shown with a mountain bike along the Housatonic River in Kent near the Bull Bridge.

By KEVIN CANFIELD
Courant Staff Writer

his days skiing.

So he set out for Burlington, Vt. A col-
lege town not far from the snow-covered
hills of Stowe and Sugarbush, it seemed
like the perfect spot for a low-pressure ex-
istence,

There was only problem: Mone of the lo-
cal watering holes were hiring. Undaunt-
ed, Lilienthal, who had worked for a Mas-
sachusetts bicycle touring company in his
teens, wandered into a nearby bike shop
looking for work. He and the owner found
commaon groumd — they had both traveled
to Sri Lanka — and Lilienthal had himself
ajob asa bike mechanic.

Lilienthal didn't know it then, but it was

the start of a career. Within a few years, he
was oneof the world's top bicycle mechan-
ics, working with cyclists such as Lance
Armstrong at the Tour de France. He
would spend most of the 1990s traveling to
races all over the globe.

In 1997, Lilienthal, a Greenwich native,
returned to his home state with the in-
tention of starting his own business. The
result is The Bicycle Tour Companyon
Kent's quiet North Main Street. From his
office in this picturesque Litchfield Coun-
ty town, Lilienthal, 33, arranges tours that
take wacationers through France and
Spain, and the northeastern United States,

“It's something that just happened,” Li-
lienthal said recently. “I didn't want to do
the corporate thing. The idea was just to
getajobatabar.”

Lilienthal's 2%-year-old company isone
of just three commercial bicycle touring
companies in the state, according to the
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The Bicycle Tour Company

bicycletours.com
1-888-711-KENT

“He did the worrying, and I just enjoyed.”

LINDA GRANDFIELD, an Ohio cyclist,

on a Berkshires bike tour arranged by Sal Lilienthal.
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Connecticut Bicycle Coalition Inc.
“Seven years ago, we had none,” said
Georgette Yaindl, the organization's
executivedirector,

Nationally, it's tough to get a handle
on the number of bike touring compa-
nies, largely becanse the industry isnot
well organized, said Bill Wiles, assist-
ant to the director of the Adventure Cy-
cling Association, a 40,000-member or-
ganization of recreational cyclists
hased in Missoula, Mont.

“TIt's an easy field to get into,” Wiles
said. *“You don't need a lot of money to
open a bike tour company. If you've
gone on a few tours and have the in-
terest, it's fairly easy.

“My sense is that [the industry] is
growing,” Wiles added. “We see more
companies out there all the time.”

Lilienthal declined to discuss how
much money it took to start the compa-
ny, which he got up and running
through personal savings and business
loans. But he said the companyss grow-
ing rapidly, and now employs about 15
people.

Last year, the company led tours for
a total of about 300 people, Lilienthal
saitl. He expects that figure to triple this
vear. The company began to turn a
profit near the end of its second year in
business, he said.

Thecompany might not have existed
at all were it not for the Virginia-to-
Colorado bike trip Lilienthal and a few
friends took 11 years ago. That sum-
mer, Lilienthal learned of a clinic for
men and women looking to becomme cer-
tified bike mechanics. The weeklong
session at the U.S. Olympic training
center in Colorado Springs cost $75; Li-
lienthal had £20. He passed the course,
but had to wait afew days before receiv-
ing his certification.

“They ask you for $20 to get your cer-
tificate,” Lilienthal said. “T didn't have
any money left.”

Lilienthal soon hired on with one of
the top racing teams in the nation, and
by 1992 he was working as a mechanic
fir the national bicycle race team. He
helped prepare the team for the 18062
Summer Olympics in Barcelona,
Spain.

From 1994 t0 1997, Lilienthal traveled
the world as a mechanic with the elite
Motorolaand Satwm cycling teams, As
oneof a tearn of five mechanics, his du-
ties included everything from tighten-
ing bolts on $5,000 bikes to checking
tires for air pressure to handing out wa-
ter bottles on the race course.

Lilienthal saw the pinnacle of athlet-

“je achievement from a vantage point

few get to enjoy. But he also saw trage-
dy. At the 1985 Tour de France, Fabio
Casartelli, a cyclist with the Motorola
team that employed Lilienthal, died in
acrash in the Pyrenees Mountains.

It was Jate summer 1997 when Lilien-
thal and a few friends hatched the idea
for his bike tour company over break-
fast in Bend, Ore., a site on the race cir-
cuit. Lilienthal wanted to come back to
Connecticut to be closer to his family.
On the advice of his younger brother,
Ryan, he chose Kent, a town that his

Lilienthal offers some day trips for
§75 a person. But his European tours
aren't cheap. The six-day Spanish tour
is $2450 a person. A sixday tour in
France is $2,750. But they are less ex-
pensive than the rates that many oth-

ers in the industry charge. The compa-

ny relies heavily on word of mouth, but
also advertises in seversl tourist publi-
cations and magazines, such as Out-
side.

That's where Natasha Saypol, a Den-
verlawyer, learned about Lilienthal's
company. She decided to take the Span-
ish trip in 1998 because, aside from the
corporate outings he does occasionally,
Lilienthal limits touring groups to 12

people.

“Because of Sal's background in the
biking world, I think he had a lot of in-
sight that other people might not,” Say-
pol said.

Linda Grandfield, a teacher who
lives in Dayton, Ohio, emailed Lilien-
thal after finding the company on the
Internet {www.bicycletours.com).
Grandfield said Lilienthal called back
almost immediately and sent her a T-
shirt from the company before she had
decided to sign up for a tour through
the Berkshires.

She said Lilienthal picked her up at
the airport after she flew east, provided
helmets and top-notch bikes, and made
reservations at a nice inn.

“He did the worrying,” she said, “and
[justenjoyed.”

Lilienthal likes to goon allof his com-
pany’s tours, but as the company grows
and offers more trips, that will likely be-
come impossible soon. He hopes to add
a number of new tours by 2002, in-
cluding rides in Australiaand Italy.

Having seen the world, Lilienthal is
now helping others do the same. He's
still about an hour by car from his par-
ents, Peter and Evelyn, in Greenwich.
But, he noted, “It's a lot closer than Bel-
gium.”
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