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Campagnolo makes the most
seductive bicycle components in the
world—just ask the believers.

ampagnolo components are lovely, curvaceous, sexy. No
cyclist familiar with the ti, carbon and aluminum bits would

doubt that; even noncyclists appreciate the inherent quality
and artistry of the stuff. But Campagnolo as a business makes no sense.
The company doesn’t focus on inexpensive parts for the masses. It doesn’t
even try to make parts for mountain bikes (a full third of the U.S. market).
Thus it completely concedes these customers to industry titan Shimano,
which dominates all comers, both in units and dollars. And even though
Campy machinery works beautifully, there’s almost always a cost premium,
compared to similar parts from other companies. Call it the Campy
Tax, the price of cool. Frankly, anyone examining Campy from a hard-
core business perspective would have trouble understanding how the
70-year-old family-owned Italian firm can survive, let alone innovate.

But consider Peter Johnson, a 47-year-old
machinist from Redwood City, California, who
sold a 1958 Campy Record five-pin crank on eBay
for $3,200. “Actually,” says Johnson, “it wasn’t
even a whole crank. Just two arms.” Everything
became clear. We’d been trying to analyze
Campy’s hold on cyclists in impartial, rational
terms. But Campy isn’t about a profit. It’s about a
| prophet, founder Tullio Campagnolo. Campy—
1 with adherents who not only pay huge sums for
the latest carbon Record gruppo but may own
dozens, or even tens of dozens, of vintage compo-
nents, and who have tattooed the company’s logo
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onto their bodies, and spent
hard-earned cash on empty parts
boxes—is not merely a company.
Campagnolo is a cult.

Sound fantastic? Here are six
key factors associated with cults, as

identified by leading cult-research

groups, each followed with evidence of Campy’s cult.
% Leaders are perceived as being chosen by
nias God, history or some supernatural force.
Adherents of Campy believe that Tullio
Campagnolo wasn’t just an industrious, inspired
racer-turned-parts-maker, but a mystic sent from on
high. Consider the reverence attached to a grainy,
sepia-tinted photo of an otherworldly landscape. A
crust of snow and patches of fog dominate a
mountainous background. The blurred figure of
a rider, hunched under the weight of the stormy
sky, cuts a sloppy brown track across the other-
wise snow-covered foreground. The rider is 26-
year-old Tullio Campagnolo, and to Campy
fanatics this scene is not simply the inspiration for
the company founder’ first invention (the quick-
release), it’s the moment when Tullio was, like St.
Paul on the road to Damascus, “struck as if by
lightning from God,” according to the official
Campagnolo biography (see number 2, page 70).
During that 1927 race from the Veneto plain

in northeastern Italy into the Dolomites,
Campagnolo was riding with a small lead bunch.
When the group stopped at the base of the
3,300-foot Croce d’Aune to manually switch to
easier gears for the 5-mile climb ahead—with its
brutish switchbacks and 10-12-percent pitches
toward the summit—Tullio was left behind when
his fingers proved too frosty to loosen the wing
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Even though Campy machinery works becutifully, there’s alm







7 7 “When|was a kid orfly guys with jobs
~checkbooks had Campy,” says Peter Johnson, 4%,
wn massive collection of vintage Campagnolo p

nuts on his rear wheel. As he slogged on alone, a lightning
bolt of divine inspiration struck and he imagined a way to
secure wheels in the dropouts that would also allow quick
changes. Six years later, Campagnolo would be in business.

Disciples invest their leaders with unshakeable authori-
@ ty and refuse to question or doubt sacred doctrine and
ideology. A few years ago, 100 years after the birth of Tullio
(who died in 1983), Campy fanatics gathered on celebratory
rides organized to commemorate their hero. A passage in a
book held sacred by many disciples—The Giant and the File, a
fawning biography of Tullio Campagnolo penned by sports
journalist Gianni Brera, who was commissioned by the com-
pany—establishes the manner in which the company should
be regarded: “Tullio’s shop repairs humble bicycles; no pride
is permissible when bread is so scarce.”

Even the most objective analysis shows some startling inno-
vations by the tiny Italian company—the first quick-release, an
early derailleur, the introduction of 10-speed cas-
settes. Shimano, which started index shifting, inte-

point to the saints of cycling that have ridden the components.
“The Campagnolo brand has been related with all the great
icons of cycling history,” says Fulvio Acquati, marketing manag-
er of Italian component maker Deda Elementi. “From Coppi to
Merckx, from Pantani to Hinault, the legend is built on racing.
With Campagnolo components you can [imagine] the same
adventures with exactly the same weapons. People need real
proof of saints and Campagnolo’s components are good proof.”

Such iconography is very effective at creating fealty,
according to Matt Rolandson, an expert in brand strategy and
identity design who is based in San Francisco. Rolandson, who
has worked with firms that depend heavily on iconography,
such as Apple Computer, Coca-Cola and the Walt Disney
Company, says, “Icons personify a culture’s most deeply held
beliefs and ideals. By their mere presence, they broadcast rules
to live by and provide a sort of ready-made identity that is per-
fectly in tune with our most essential desires and aspirations.”

Disciples become psychologically dependent on the
u group for existence. On random checks of eBay we
found nearly 1,000 people dealing Campagnolo parts, and more
than double that mamber selling Shimano bits. But the differ-
ence in the way sellers characterize what they’re hawking is
profound. Most of the Shimano items are new, and there’s zero
poetry attached by the dealers to the thing they’re vending.

“Campagnolo is the epitome
sm,

of virtue. It's about heroi
drama, innovation, pas
suffering and tradition.”

Campagnolo brokers all seem to be parting with tenderly pro-
tected foster children. And while their items command bids
ranging from a few dollars to several hundred, the casual
observer can see little more than passion used as the guide for
setting minimum bids. Want to spend $250 on a 30-year-old
Campy Super Record rear derailleur that is dinged up and
doesn’t work with current drivetrains? Go
to eBay. Newsgroups, chat rooms and fan
sites such as campyonly.com, which bills

| I itself as “the web’s premiere source for unofficial,
grated brake/shift levers, and has ruled the moun- independent news and information about the

tain bike world, is at least as impressive in terms of research
and development, and unquestionably better at trickling down
its product to the masses. Yet the Japanese company is savaged
for practices such as not making its new technology backward-
compatible and even leaving improved technology on the shelf
undl the competition forces its hand. Campy acolytes rarely
criticize its outdated square-taper bottom brackets, blithely
disregard the company’s early-1990s failures in mountain-bike
components (such as the Record or Euclid groups), or cite this
as proof that Campy has more purity on the road.

The group presents its vision to neophytes as inviting and
u challenging. As proof of Campy’s perfection, adherents
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world’s best cycling components,” help establish a context in
which this obsession seems normal.

Or, as 60-year-old Chuck Schmidt of Pasadena, California,
who owns 35 Campy-equipped bikes, says: “In the 1980s Campy
came up with the perfect slogan: ‘when technology becomes
emotion.” That sums it up to me.”

Peter Johnson, the guy who sold the cranks for $3,200 and
thinks that he may even own a Campagnolo-equipped Bianchi
raced by Fausto Coppi, shares similar sentiments: “I remem-
ber seeing [a friend’s Campy-equipped Cinelli] for the first
time. I remember the crank and the hubs, how they shined. I
borrowed it for the afternoon and it was like having a Ferrari.
It threw my senses completely off.”

CHRIS RADY; TOPHER LUCAS




Chuck Schmidt, in vintage wool, s‘éys he owns 35 Campy-
clad bikes because, “They don't just make tools for riding,
they put art into their work and that’s the mojo.”

CAMPAGNOLO
- PAST AND PRESENT

he outbreak of WWII less than a decade after Tullio Campagnolo received
his first rear-derailleur patent, and the scarcity of raw materials that
ensued, forced Campagnolo and his lone employee to survive by repair-
ing the grocery-getting bikes used by the townspeople of Vicenza, Italy.
After surviving the carnage of the war, Campagnolo’s sales soared along
with Europe’s postwar economy and the resulting accessibility of Iersure-tlme
activities. During the 196 company cemented its dommance of the high-
end componem marj(et,

approach of Campagnolos 50th .

Campagnolo’s biggest decade.
1983, and the emergence of Shlmano as a player i
Shimano mtmduced its groundbreakmg Indle

Tullio in February
-end road market—
em in 1984—was a

tradltsonal core, the performanee road market, introd n\g_ new products
such as complete wheelsets and new technologies such s Ergopower,
lever-mounted sh:ftmg With performan d Shimano's best
drivetrains, Campagnoloe picked up stea d eventually rebqunded to
the legend created by Tullio. According to Campagnolo USA, 2004 will go
down in the books as its strongest year ever. Yet compact carbon cranks
from brands such as FSA and Deda Elementi and 10-speed shifting from
Shnmaﬂo promise to make the world of bicycle components as col patrtiv_
as ever in 2005. Fortunatelv, Campagnolo hasa legend on ‘ts su:lé
~ most dedmated x:ustomers in thé busméss mM R,
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Record-C’s Delta Brakes are per-

haps the most visually stunning
Campagnolo component ever.

Purity demands that an Us vs. Them men-

2 tality is developed: Brand guru Rolandson

isn’t surprised to hear that, in our experience,

when you speak to any hard-core Campy fan, talk will turn to
Shimano and the many ways that it’s inferior, including the
fact that Shimano riders lack loyalty; they’re happy to spec
SRAM, FSA, Ritchey or whatever else works well. Rolandson
cites Campy’s “creation myth” as one way the company
inspires devotion: “No one else comes close to Tullio battling
the frozen axle on the Croce d’Aune,” he says. “What’s
Shimano’s creation myth? A company in post-war Japan rac-
ing to perfect the commodification of industrial goods? You
tell me which is more powerful.”

Gear

Rolandson says that to Campagnolo’s followers, “The brand
is the epitome of virtue. It’s about heroism, drama, innovation,
passion, suffering and tradition.” And, according to cult logic,

THE

Dispensing of existence: There is only the

only Campagnolo can offer all of these
qualities in one convenient quick-release—
or brake lever, etc.

group; outsiders are evil. There is only
Campagnolo. Just ask CampyOnly.com creator Eric Norris of
Davis, California. He’s in his mid-40s and has a family and a day
job, but his passion is Campagnolo hardware and his
CampyOnly site. Norris was indoctrinated in the 1980s while
logging lots of road miles in Orange County, California, and
has the most dogmatic and, depending on your view, either
affirming or deluded say: “Anyone who is buying Campagnolo
could buy Shimano, but they’re buying Campy because it’s
Campagnolo. Only a Campy-equipped bike is a Campy-
equipped bike.”

CAMPAGNOLO SPOKEN HERE
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