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Tour de France



Race Facts:


Stage Race UCI WorldTour 3600km www.letour.fr


Like so many great cycle races the grandest of them all, the Tour de France, can trace its routes back to the need to sell newspapers. The Paris – Rouen, established in 1869, had been the work of Richard Lesclide and the Vélocipède Illustrated. In 1891 the Bordeaux – Paris had been sponsored by Véloce Sport under the guidance of Maurice Martin and the great Paris – Brest – Paris had been the creation of Pierre Giffard and his publication Le Petit Journal.


In 1892, Giffard’s love of the bicycle resulted in the creation of a new daily sporting journal, Le Vélo. Printed on green paper, the newspaper was an instant success with the sport-mad French public and circulation soared. Then, in 1894, came scandal that would divide a nation.


Alfred Dreyfus, an army officer from the Alsace region of France, was falsely accused of spying for the Germans. His internment on Devils Island lasted until his exoneration in September 1899 but during this time the affair divided a nation. Giffard, a progressive, championed Dreyfus in the pages of Le Vélo, heavily criticising those who considered him a traitor. Unwittingly Giffard found himself censuring those to whom the survival of Le Vélo depended - industrialists such as Michelin, Clément and De Dion whose copious advertising budgets were a great source of income.
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Thousands of fans crowd the course as Lance Armstrong of the USA climbs Alpe d’Huez during the 2004 Tour de France





Angry with what they saw as a personal attack of the deepest nature De Dion and his colleagues made the decision to establish a journal of their own. L’Auto-Vélo, to be published on yellow paper, was born. Direction of L’Auto-Vélo was placed in the hands of Henri Desgrange, a Parisian journalist and cycling fan who had once been holder of the Hour Record.


However, progressive as it was L’Auto-Vélo suffered from poor circulation – a situation not assisted by an identity crisis following a court order instigated by Giffard instructing that the word Vélo should be removed from the title of the magazine. Something had to be done to increase sales and it had to be done quickly. The idea was to come from one of Desgrange’s young journalists, the 23 year old Géo Lefèvre.


And so, on 19 January 1903, L’Auto announced “Le Tour de France, the greatest cycle race in the world”.


As the 60 riders lined up at the start of the inaugural Tour on 1 July 1903, none could have imagined the significance of the race on which they were about to embark. Two pre-race favourites had emerged – Maurice Garin and Hippolyte Aucouturier – both of whom had twice won the Queen of Classics, Paris Roubaix. The colossal 467 kilometre first stage from Paris to Lyon was won by Garin in 17 hours 45 minutes. Aucouturier replied by winning the next two stages to take the green armband that indicated the leader of the Tour but his triumph was short lived as he was forced to abandon due to stomach cramps. Garin retained the lead to take the next two stages and overall victory at the Parc de Princes. Only 24 riders finished the inaugural Tour, the last finishing with a deficit of 2 days, 16 hours, 47 minutes and 22 seconds.
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Outside view of the cafe “Au Reveil Matin” in Montgeron, near Paris, where the first Tour de France started in 1903





Favourite to win the tour in its second outing, Garin lived up to expectations by once again winning the first stage. However, chaos reigned as the race progressed through the town of Saint-Etiene where the leading group were held hostage by fans of home-town favourite Antoine Faure until their hero had made good his escape. Only the intervention of a pistol waving Desgrage secured their release. When the race finished in Paris it seemed once more that Garin was triumphant but, on the instructions of the Union Vélocipédique, in investigation into riding irregularities was ordered resulting in the first four competitors being disqualified with 20 year old Henri Cornet being named victor.


It was not until the seventh edition of the tour, held in 1909, that a non-French rider would take victory. Luxembourgian François Faber took five straight stage wins, a record unbroken to this day, wearing the leader’s armband from the end of the second stage to the race finish 3818 kilometres later.


In 1910 the tour strayed into the mountains for the first time, despite protestations from some of the riders who were convinced they would wither be eaten by bears or die trying to reach the summits. The riders took on some of the toughest climbs of the Pyrenees and the Tourmalet, Aspin, Peyresourde and Aubisque were introduced to Tour folklore.
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Portrait of Italian cyclist Ottavio Bottecchia winner of the Tour de France in 1924 and 1925





Further folklore was created at the 1913 Tour by 28 year old Eugene Christophe. Riding the sixth stage from Bayonne to Luchon, the young Frenchman had lead the field over the climb of the Col d’Aubisque and ascended the Tourmalet in style. Disaster struck descending on the poorly constructed mountain roads and without warning the fork on his cycle broke. As was the custom with cycle racing at this time, the rules prevented any external intervention or support – it would be many years before riders enjoyed the comfort of a mechanic following in a team car. Determined to continue, Christophe walked 14 kilometres to the village of Sainte-Marie-de-Campan where, on being directed to the local blacksmiths forge, he proceeded to braze and repair his own machine under the watchful gaze of Tour officials before rejoining the race several hours in arrears. For his trouble, Christophe was handed an additional time penalty for allowing a young boy to pump the bellows of the forge whilst he worked.


Interrupted by the horrors of the First World War, the Tour de France returned to the racing calendar in the summer of 1919 with a new innovation that would become the race’s greatest icon, the maillot jaune. Coloured yellow in recognition of the pages of L’Auto its first recipient was none other that Eugene Christophe. Having led the race from stage four, Christophe looked almost certain to win but on the penultimate stage from Metz to Dunkerque history repeated itself and his forks broke allowing Belgian Firmin Lambot to take the lead and the overall victory.


Belgian Philippe Thys set a record in 1920 by becoming the first rider to win three Tours de France, a record that would not be equalled for another thirty years.


The 1924 Tour was won in the greatest style by Italian climber Ottavio Bottecchia. Donning the yellow jersey after winning the first 381 kilometre stage from Paris to Le Havre he continued to wear it, singing as he pedalled, for the remaining 5,044 kilometres back to Paris twenty-seven days later.


Henri Desgrange was always looking for new ways to challenge the mettle of the competitors. It seemed that no obstacle would be considered too tough to endure and so, in 1927, a new format was introduced. Riders continued to contest mountain stages in company but were forced to ride flat stages individually or in the company of their own team. All of a sudden the nature of the race had changed and the long stages no longer offered any respite or rest instead becoming 200 kilometre team time trials.


The revised format was a disaster and by the time the race returned to Paris, 103 of the 142 starter had abandoned. In an admission of error, the Tour was returned to its traditional format just two years later in 1929. However, this would not prevent Desgrange from continuing to tamper with the structure of the race and in 1930 a new idea was introduced that would stay in place until 1968, with the race being contested by national teams.
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Eugene Christophe one of France’s greatest racing cyclists
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The French organiser of the Tour de France, Henri Desgrange (left) smiles before the start of the 8th stage





Having abolished the participation of commercially sponsored teams the organisers of the tour were required to look for new sources of revenue. A scheme was devised whereby businesses could finance a part of the Tour in return for having their goods promoted along the route and so the Caravane publicitaire was born.


Yet another amendment to the rules was made in 1932. In an attempt to increase combativity it was announced that time bonuses of four, three and two minutes would be awarded for first, second and third places on each stage. Furthermore if a rider should finish more than three minutes clear he would gain an additional three minutes. Not surprisingly it was found that this system favoured the sprinters of the peleton so to create a balance Desgrange introduced a new competition, the King of the Mountains, in 1933 with points being awarded to the first riders to crest the summits of the greatest climbs.


A new invention was used in 1937 that would transform the race for ever. The introduction of the derailleur gear all but won the Tour for French hero Roger Lapébie allowing him to turn an enormous gear on the fast flat road but still have a smaller climbing gear in reserve for the hills.


A new star had come to light in the 1937 tour in the form of reigning Giro d’Italia champion Gino Bartali. Sailing over the hallowed Col du Galibier he had won the stage from Aix-les-Bains to Grenoble and in doing so taken the yellow jersey although an early retirement due to fever prevented him from taking overall victory. However, Bartali reversed his misfortune the following year when he took victory by over 18 minutes from Belgian Félicien Vervaecke following a defining Alpine ride from Digne to Briançon.




[image: image]


Italian born Maurice Garin twice won the Paris-Roubaix race (1897-98) before winning the first edition of the Tour de France in 1903





During the Second World War the German occupying forces had wanted the Tour to continue without interruption but their request was refused by Jacques Goddet who had taken over as editor of L’Auto and organiser of the Tour following the death of Henri Desgrange in 1940. However, as the nation emerged from conflict it became obvious that the return of Tour de France was not just desired but needed by a French public desperate for a distraction from the years of Nazi rule. France got its Tour and with it a French victor in the form of the diminutive Jean Robic competing in his first ever Tour de France for the West France regional team.


Gino Bartali returned to the Tour in 1938, ten years after his first victory. Although much lauded, at 34 years old few considered him a serious contender for overall honours. Opinions were changed on the first stage when the Italian took victory and the yellow jersey but the early lead was soon lost following a crash the next day. Despite winning two stages in the Pyrenees, for many it looked as if Bartali’s chances were reduced to zero. However, Bartali had other ideas and three back to back stage wins in the Alps catapulted him back into a yellow jersey that he would wear all the way to Paris.


Having twice won the Giro d’Italia, Fausto Coppi’s arrival at the 1949 Tour de France was greeted with eager anticipation with the Italian nation was clearly split in its loyalties – the devoutly religious Bartali appealed to the traditional agricultural south whilst the young secular Coppi was the darling of the modern industrial north. Italian directeur sportif Alfredo Binda had worked wonders in securing the services of both riders and, with a pact agreed, they promised to set aside their rivalries.


Coppi started the race in a disastrous fashion, crashing and destroying his bike on the fifth stage and only the intervention of Binda prevented him from packing up and returning home early. Fortunes began to change when he won the 92 kilometre time trial to La Rochelle at the beginning of the second week and further gains were made as the race progressed through the Pyrenees. Then, on entering the Alps, Bartali and Coppi launched a successful attack on the slopes of the Col d’Izoard - Bartali was once again in the familiar yellow jersey. The pair attacked again the following day but Bartali punctured on the fast descent from the Petit Saint-Bernard pass. Encouraged by Binda, Coppi pressed on alone to take the stage and control of the race – a position he consolidated three days later by winning the 137 kilometre time-trial to Nancy. On reaching Paris, Coppi had become the first person to win both the Giro and the Tour in the same year.
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Italian cyclist Fausto Coppi smiles as he holds aloft a bouquet of flowers after winning the 10th stage, July 1952





Coppi returned to Tour de France glory in 1952 following intervening wins for Swiss stars Ferdi Kübler and Hugo Koblet. In the first year that the race enjoyed television coverage Coppi reigned supreme, taking charge on the tenth stage as it wound its way to the ski station at L’Alpe d’Huez. The following day Coppi broke clear again. Riding solo on the final climb to Sestrières alone he had increased his general classification lead to almost 20 minutes and secured his second tour victory.
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Jacques Anquetil (right) who won the 1964 Tour de France for the fifth time is congratulated by second place winner Raymond Poulidor July 1964





Having held the maillot jaune for eight days in the 1948 Tour only to be robbed by Gino Bartali as the race headed to Aix-les-Bains, Louison Bobet had gone on to take victory in Paris – Nice, Milan Sanremo and Giro di Lombardia. Bobet was neither a natural climber nor sprinter but through sheer determination he taught himself to do both with the best. Between 1953 and 1955 the entire French nation was set alight by the Tour de France exploits of the Breton who became the first rider to win the race in three consecutive years.


Bobet announced whilst riding the 1957 Giro d’Italia that he would not contest that year’s Tour de France. Replacements were hurriedly found in the form of André Darrigarde and a 23 year old professional called Jacques Anquetil. Winning the fourth stage as the Tour rolled into his home town of Rouen, Anquetil was suddenly thrown into the limelight and the yellow jersey. He lost control two days later but proved his worth as the race entered the Alps, climbing like no other to regain the maillot jaune. A dominating performance in the final time trial from Bordeaux to Libourne sealed a notable victory for the young star but his true greatness was to come four years later.


Following victories by Luxembourgian Charly Gaul and the Eagle of Toledo, Federico Bahamontes - gifted by the in-squabbling of the French team -Anquetil returned to Tour greatness in 1961. Derrigade won the opening road stage but, with an individual time trial contested on the same day, his spell in the yellow jersey was limited to just a few hours before Anquetil took over as race leader. Untouchable for the entire race, his lead was never challenged and twenty days later as the peleton entered Paris Anquetil had secured his second Tour victory.


Anquetil added to his 1957 and 1961 victories with three further triumphs in 1962 and 1963 to become the first rider to win the Tour on four occasions and then again in 1964 to make take his tally to five. This final victory was in many respects his greatest as he battled tooth and nail with his greatest rival Raymond Poulidor. Having just secured his second Giro d’Italia, Anquetil remained unseen for the first week as his German Saint-Raphaël team mate first took the green points jersey and then the maillot jaune on the fifth stage into Fribourg-en-Brisgau. It was only when the race arrived at the Alps that it became apparent how much Anquetil was suffering. As the attacks came he could do nothing to respond, finding it difficult even to keep down the iced water handed to him by his directeur sportif. The following day provided some kind of respite as a weary peleton headed for Monaco. Anquetil, known for his powers of recovery, seized his chance as the riders approached the cinder track finish out-sprinting Briton Tom Simpson to win the stage.
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